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Introduction

Sit and Get�.�.�. Very Little
Fresh chalk and dry-erase markers, unsharpened pencils, clean 

desks—these things bring joy to most teachers and are synonymous 

with the start of a new school year. Unfortunately, something else 

that is synonymous with this time of year is “sit-and-get,” one-size-

fits-all professional development. Teachers who take care to strategi-

cally plan the most effective teams and learning approaches for their 

students shuffle into auditorium rows for seminars and workshops 

that don’t relate to their own experiences, interests, or growth needs. 

Although most teacher evaluation systems measure teachers’ ability 

to differentiate lessons for the varied instructional levels and learn-

ing preferences of their students, this approach is rarely used in the 

professional learning opportunities available to teachers.

Teachers, rightfully so, have begun to speak out against this 

unilateral system and form their own professional learning networks 

(PLNs) via Twitter and Voxer chats, edcamps, massive open online 

courses (MOOCs), blogs, and podcasts. Such networks not only 

connect teachers with like-role peers beyond their school but also 
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2�|�Personalized Professional Learning

provide on-demand professional learning in a variety of different formats. As 

PLNs continue to grow, so does an unprecedented wealth of text, video, and 

planning resources. However, while these experiences may help individual 

educators who have the drive and commitment to seek them out, they do little 

to foster a community of professional inquiry within a school or district.

Aware that staff members are looking beyond traditional professional 

development (PD) to meet their needs, school and district leaders play 

catch-up, but their efforts are too often hampered by old, ineffective models. 

They replace sit-and-get sessions on formative assessment with sit-and-get 

sessions on technology integration. They misread interest in personalized pro-

fessional learning with a need for apps and Web 2.0 tools. They present differ-

ent flavors of the same insufficient offerings. The result is that teachers who 

file into the auditorium rows for each year’s required professional learning file 

out again no closer to getting what they really need: strategic and sustainable 

guidance to help them grow and increase their effectiveness. It is no wonder 

that many teachers engage much more deeply with their PLN than they do 

with school-based initiatives.

The State of Professional Learning
School districts expend massive amounts of financial resources and human 

capital on teacher professional learning, yet most of these experiences have 

been found to have minimal effect—on both teacher performance and student 

achievement.

A study by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (2014) reported that

$18 billion is spent annually on professional development, and 
a typical teacher spends 68 hours each year—more than a 
week—on professional learning activities typically directed by 
districts. When self-guided professional learning and courses 
are included, the annual total comes to 89 hours. (p. 5)

TNTP conducted a study with an even larger sample size; the districts they 

studied “spend an average of nearly $18,000 per teacher [or 6–9% of their bud-

get], per year on development efforts” (2015, p. 2). Additionally, TNTP’s surveys 
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Introduction�|�3

of more than 10,000 teachers indicate that teachers spend more than 150 hours 

(19 days or 10% of their school year) on professional learning.

Despite this investment, only 29 percent of teachers are highly satisfied 

with their current professional development offerings (Gates Foundation, 

2014), and only about 40 percent of teachers reported that the professional 

development they received was a good use of their time (TNTP, 2015). Fur-

ther, “most teachers do not appear to improve substantially from year to 

year—even though many have not mastered critical skills” (TNTP, 2015, p. 2). 

As the TNTP study noted, “An outsized investment in teacher improvement 

is not necessarily unwise or unmerited. The problem is our indifference to its 

impact—that all this help doesn’t appear to be helping all that much” (p. 10). 

Despite efforts in both studies to identify the most effective forms of profes-

sional learning, no statistically significant trends emerged. What the research 

does support is what educators have known to be true for more than 50 years: 

Adult learning is a highly personalized experience.

Shifting from Pedagogy to Andragogy
The concept of andragogy (or adult learning) is not new. It dates to the 19th 

century, when Alexander Kapp, a German high school teacher, developed the 

term to distinguish between learning that happens through the teacher and 

learning that occurs through self-reflection and life experience (1833). The term 

lay dormant for almost a century until another German, Eugen Rosenstock- 

Huessy, recognized the need to approach student and adult learning differ-

ently. He wrote,

True “education,” for any age�.�.�. is much more than mere 
“school ing.” Adult education, in particular, is oriented toward 
solving community problems as a step toward a better future. 
This requires a curriculum that prepares the student to see, 
understand and deal with problems at hand. (Trans. 1992)

It is believed that the concept of andragogik, or andragogy, was first 

introduced to the United States by Eduard C. Lindeman, who may have 

encountered it during his travels in Germany. However, the term appears only 

twice in Lindeman’s writing and does not appear at all in his seminal work, 
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4�|�Personalized Professional Learning

The Meaning of Adult Education (1926). The term andragogy reemerged in the 

1960s in the work of British author J. A. Simpson and American educator Mal-

colm S. Knowles. In 1980, Knowles highlighted the limits of pedagogy when 

working with adult learners:

The problem is that education is not yet perceived as a lifelong 
process, so that we are still taught in our youth only what we 
ought to know then and not how to keep finding out. One 
mission of the adult educator, then, can be stated positively 
as helping individuals to develop the attitude that learning 
is a lifelong process and to acquire the skills of self-directed 
learning. (p. 28)

Adult learning continues to be a topic of research almost 50 years later, and 

researchers still emphasize the importance of self-directedness or “agency” as 

a key component of the adult learning process (Calvert, 2016). We know this 

kind of personalization is critical. So why is there so little of it in teachers’ 

professional learning?

The Purpose of Teacher Evaluation
In recent years, efforts to connect teacher performance to students’ standard-

ized test scores have transformed teacher evaluation into a measurement tool 

rather than a growth platform. Evaluation scores trump meaningful dialogue 

about strengths and growth opportunities. The reason most adults enter 

into a learning process is to create change, yet the nature of most evaluation 

systems is a summative endpoint rather than a diagnostic outline for change- 

focused action.

Even more disheartening, very few districts or schools utilize evaluation 

data (or even student achievement data) when planning their professional 

learning offerings. Instead, they follow a “plug-and-play” model where x 

days are filled with y topics based on availability, budget, and—sometimes—

teacher interest. In contrast to student learning, professional learning is often 

planned “in the moment” or “on the fly,” and it is far down the list of adminis-

trative priorities.© H
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Introduction�|�5

In his training and development handbook (1996), Knowles recommended 

that leaders consider the following assumptions when designing adult learn-

ing experiences:

•  Adults have a need to know why they should learn something.
•  Adults have a deep need to be self-directing.
•  Adults have a greater volume and different quality of expe-

rience than youth.
•  Adults become ready to learn when they experience in their 

life situation a need to know or be able to do in order to per-
form more effectively and satisfyingly.

•  Adults enter into a learning experience with a task- centered 
(or  problem-centered or life-centered) orientation to 
learning.

•  Adults are motivated to learn by both extrinsic and intrinsic 
motivators. (pp. 255–257)

Today’s teachers continue to plod through one-shot sessions with little 

action planning, follow-up, or connection to their overall professional growth, 

even though effective professional development abides by very different 

principles:

•  The duration of professional development must be signifi-
cant and ongoing to allow time for teachers to learn a new 
strategy and grapple with the implementation problem.

•  There must be support for a teacher during the implementa-
tion stages that addresses the specific challenges of chang-
ing classroom practice.

•  Teachers’ initial exposure to a concept should not be passive, 
but rather engage them through varied approaches so they 
can participate actively in making sense of a new practice.

•  Modeling is a highly effective way to introduce a new con-
cept and help teachers understand a new practice.

•  The content presented to teachers shouldn’t be generic, but 
instead grounded in the teacher’s discipline (for middle or 
high school teachers) or grade level (for elementary school 
teachers). (Gulamhussein, 2013, pp. 3–4)© H
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6�|�Personalized Professional Learning

In this list, we see a case against what often passes for district- and school-

based professional learning initiatives, but also why it is essential that we not 

give up on them. A teacher may engage in a PLN for an extended period and 

have access to effective modeling, but most PLNs don’t offer coaching through 

varied approaches or sustained support through the implementation phase. 

Onsite school or district professional learning remains an integral component 

of teacher development and, ultimately, student achievement. Scott Gaiber, 

program director for the Philadelphia Academy of School Leaders, emphasizes 

the value of this collaboration:

Teachers and school leaders who participate in strong pro-
fessional learning communities composed of shared learning 
experiences and meaningful, authentic relationships between 
members are inspired and more prepared to take on what 
can sometimes feel like daunting challenges in our work. The 
feeling of isolation that many educators feel is not only bro-
ken down, but a powerful network of colleagues to rely on for 
encouragement and resources results in increased commit-
ment and effectiveness.

In other words, there is value in district- and school-based professional learn-

ing beyond content sharing. Educators can also provide one another with 

social and emotional support as they collaborate to troubleshoot implementa-

tion challenges and amplify strong practices.

A Model for Change
While volumes of research on andragogy provide school and district leaders 

with guidance on how adults learn best, this guidance doesn’t include the 

components of effective professional learning: what it should and should not 

look like, or how to design such a model within a school or district, particularly 

one that aims to personalize the learning process. The resources available tout 

theory with little direction on implications for practice. Because of this, school 

leaders’ design of professional learning offerings frequently comes up short. 

They continue to throw ideas (or initiatives) at the wall of teacher develop-

ment, hoping some will stick. Most often, any growth that results is limited, 

short-lived, or isolated to select subsets of learners. Teachers and leaders 
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Introduction�|�7

continue the dance of change from one year to the next with minimal effect 

on student achievement or teacher performance.

This book aims to fill this gap. It is, at its core, a manual for school and 

district leaders (I use the term leaders to refer to both) who are tired of the 

status quo and committed to designing a personalized professional learning 

model that meets the needs of all teachers. It provides a roadmap—a step-

by-step guide for diagnosis, planning, execution, evaluation, and refinement. 

In Students at the Center: Personalized Learning with Habits of Mind, Bena 

Kallick and Allison Zmuda (2017) outlined four defining attributes of personal-

ized learning: voice, co-creation, social construction, and self-discovery. Here, I 

propose that these same attributes can guide instructional leaders’ efforts to 

develop meaningful and personalized learning experiences for their own staff 

members (see Figure A).

Part I: Voice looks at how leaders can establish and clarify a vision for 

staff-wide growth that elevates staff members’ ideas, recognizes their agency, 

and engages them as learners in both “the what” and “the how” of learning 

(Chapter 1).

Part II: Co-Creation guides leaders through building a personalized pro-

fessional learning model (Chapter 2) and exploring the most effective ways 

to share professional learning offerings (Chapter 3). This work involves col-

laborating with teachers to clarify how growth will be measured, define the 

measurement tools, and co-create an action plan to achieve the desired results.

Part III: Social Construction focuses on the design (Chapter 4) and facil-

itation (Chapter 5) of professional learning experiences and prompts leaders 

to explore the most effective ways to support teachers’ growth as individual 

learners and as a PLN.

 Part IV: Self-Discovery examines how learning valuation is distinct from 

evaluation (Chapter 6) and how leaders can expand their vision to support 

future growth (Chapter 7).

Finally, the Appendixes offer a set of downloadable tools, referenced 

throughout the book, that leaders can use to support the design of truly effec-

tive, personalized professional learning and gain a fuller understanding of 

what personalized professional learning looks like.
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8�|�Personalized Professional Learning

Voice

Establish a vision for growth

Co–Creation

Social Construction

Self–Discovery

Build a personalized professional 
learning model

Share professional learning offerings

Design personalized professional 
learning experiences

Facilitate personalized 
professional learning experiences

Value learning Expand the vision for growth

FIGURE A
A Roadmap for Personalized Professional Learning
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Introduction�|�9

Personalized professional learning empowers teachers to take an active 

role in their growth and honors both their voice and choice. This approach 

means an end to “sit and get’’; teachers’ needs inform the learning approach, 

content, and product. Our teachers are worthy of this change, and our stu-

dents deserve the benefits. Effective professional learning must be focused, 

sustained, job-embedded, and personalized. Otherwise, it is simply a hope . . . 

not a practice.
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