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The VaASCD Board of Directors includes eight regional representatives, one for each 
of the Commonwealth’s Superintendents’ Regions. These representatives are elected 
by our members to serve a two year-term. They help determine the direction of our 
organization, and work with our Programs and Services Committee to determine the 
professional development needs of educators in their regions. 

Regional representatives also:
• share information about VASCD and ASCD events and activities with 

colleagues in their regions.
• help members who have questions about membership, events, or ways to 

become involved.
• assist in organizing regional professional development opportunities that 

can help you and your school division.

They would love to hear from you!
not sure which is your region? Check the map and region-by-region list hErE

2013     Vol. 10  No. 1                         Virginia Educational Leadership                      vaascd.org                            3



Eric Carbaugh, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor, Middle and Secondary 

Education, James Madison University

This year’s journal is themed taking on Challenges in teaching, learning, and 
leading. The articles included are stocked with ideas to directly address some of the 
many challenges facing educators.

In the first article, John Hendron and Peter Gretz share a lesson from Goochland 
County Public Schools for effective technology integration in their article, A K-12 
Framework for technology integration with a Focus on Workplace readiness 
Skills. Next, we have two articles that address the subject of classroom observations 
from different, although complementary, viewpoints. The first of these is reliability 
Meets reality in Classroom observation by Vitiello and McCullough. This article 
examines the issue of conducting reliable classroom observations as part of a fair 
and representative evaluation system. Next, Sterrett, Ongaga, and Parker share the 
results of some of their work using peer observation as a professional development 
tool for teachers in their article, Developing Collaborative professional growth 
through peer observations. Last, Vanden Boogart gives us a brief historical 
overview of curriculum development to provide context for her article, using the 
Evolving role of the teacher in Curriculum Theory to target Standards While 
Combating Standardization. She argues that educators should embrace their role 
as curriculum developers to professionalize teaching in an era of standardization.
I wanted to take a moment say a special “thank you” to Amy Vanden Boogart from 
George Washington University, who helped to provide high-quality feedback to 
our authors, as well as Laurie McCullough for her ongoing encouragement. Their 
support was essential in helping make this year’s journal a success.

We hope you will enjoy the journal. Please join us in celebrating the quality work 
being done to overcome challenges confronting education!

           - Eric Carbaugh

From the Editor’s Desk
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IRGINIA

2013 AnnuAl ConferenCe

Great resources will be available from our exhibitors. Special 
features are being added to the conference for 2013, including a 
LeaderShip Luncheon for new and aspiring school leaders. a 

variety of concurrent sessions on the @modernlearners theme will 
be presented by and for Virginia educators.

December 4-6, 2013
Williamsburg Hotel & Conference Center

The pre-conference and keynote lineup includes:
• a day with Carol Ann Tomlinson or  

The instructional Technology petting Zoo!
• Rick Wormeli - Fair isn’t always equal
• Annette Breaux - how to impact Student Behavior and achievement
• Rafe Esquith - overcoming the racial/economic divide and Teach Like 

Your hair’s on Fire
• Dave Weber - Sticks and Stones exposed

ONLINE
REGISTRATION



From the VASCD president & Executive Director

Laurie McCullough, 
Executive Director

Virginia ASCD

Daryl Chesley, President
Virginia ASCD (2012-2014)

This is an exciting and important time for our organization. plans are well 

underway for our flagship event, the 2013 Annual Conference in Williamsburg 

(Dec 4-6, 2013). We are keeping some of the traditions that have always made 

this conference a special event, like nationally known keynote speakers, our 

inspiring opening ceremony, and great concurrent sessions by our colleagues 

from around the commonwealth. You’ll notice changes in other aspects of the 

conference, which are designed to keep it relevant, fresh, and interesting. a 

second pre-conference institute has been added - a Technology Petting Zoo! 

opportunities will be available for you to sign up for special-interest lunch 

groups, including a leadership lunch and panel discussion for early-career 

administrators. We have even a few more surprises up our sleeves, so we hope 

you will be with us in Williamsburg in december. elsewhere in this journal, 

you’ll find more details on the annual conference as well as a number of other 

upcoming professional development opportunities.
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if you are a VaScd member, you receive our quarterly newsletter via email. The 

newsletter will keep you informed not only of our professional development 

offerings, but also of our advocacy and influence activities. We will actively 

engage with policy makers on behalf of Virginia’s students this year, continuing 

to pursue our mission of excellence in teaching, learning, and leadership. Work 

is underway on our 2013-14 legislative positions and advocacy activities, and 

we will need your help. please watch your inbox for the newsletter as well as 

other communications with VaScd in the subject line, and contact either of us if 

you would like to be involved. We hope you will also stay connected with us by 

liking VaScd on Facebook, following us on Twitter (@vascd), and checking in 

regularly at VaASCD.org. We value your participation and feedback.

We are so fortunate to be able to publish a journal like this one. Many thanks to 

our editor, eric carbaugh, our authors, and the volunteers on eric’s committee for 

helping us publish this peer-reviewed education journal. happy reading!

Join our Community!

IRGINIA
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Virginia aSCD Position Statement 
Teaching, Learning, and Leading for a Changing World

IRGINIA

recommendations 
VASCD supports teaching, learning, and leading that focuses on student success in 
a complex, rapidly changing world. This responsibility requires schools to provide 
essential skills that equip students to successfully navigate technological, societal, 
economic, informational, and demographic issues. 

position 
VASCD recognizes that although acquisition and application of core knowledge 
serve as building blocks to new learning, students must graduate with skills that 
go well beyond facts and content. Students should apply knowledge and skills to 
novel situations and authentic problems, demonstrating creativity, innovation, self-
reflection, and flexibility in thinking. In order to assess student learning in today’s 
world, testing and accountability systems must go beyond selected response tests to 
include the assessment of student-generated products. This shift requires that school 
leaders engage students and teachers in experiences that connect them with a wider 
learning community. 

vaascd.org                     Virginia Educational Leadership                          Vol. 10  No. 1     20138



VASCD publications are not official publications of ASCD and the views expressed or implied in them should not be construed as official positions of ASCD.

rationale 
For students to thrive in a complex, interconnected world, they must be equipped 
with skills that allow them to serve as both participants in and leaders of change. 
The future will demand a citizenry capable of solving societal and ethical 
challenges. High quality instructional programs must include the use of advanced 
technologies to access and facilitate learning, interactions in learning communities 
that foster teamwork through inquiry and authentic problem solving, and 
environments where innovation and creativity are valued and practiced. Therefore, 
teachers and administrators must inspire students to achieve, to collaborate, and 
to respect diversity of thought and backgrounds. These essential approaches to 
teaching, learning, and leadership will prepare Virginia’s students for success in 
college and the workforce. 

- Adopted, September 2010
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Call for Journal Articles!
                                    The next issue of Virginia Educational Leadership,
                                              an online journal, will be published in the 
spring of 2014 and will center on the theme @modernlearner. 

We are seeking submissions that highlight efforts to better prepare today’s students for 

tomorrow’s ever-changing world. Some suggested topics include, but are not limited to, 

curriculum and instruction, assessment, professional development, technology 
use in the classroom, and innovative policies that help propel our modern 
leaners forward to a successful future.

Some potential formats: 

• Strides Toward Excellence: Examples of successful professional development 

implementations, meaningful collaborations, or other positive transformations.

• In Practice: What school and classroom practices help students reach higher levels 

of success?

• Research: Share the results of studies that relate to teaching, learning, and 

leadership. 

Please join our efforts to celebrate the Commonwealth’s 
great education work and workers! 

Because this journal is published in an online format, authors should consider adding 

embedded videos, hyperlinks, podcasts, audio or animations to enhance their articles. 

The deadline for submission of maTerials for The nexT issue is 
february 21, 2014. 

Manuscripts should follow format and reference guidelines outlined in the Publication 

Manual of the American Psychology Association (APA). Include your professional title(s), 

workplace(s), email address(es), and a one to three sentence summary. If accepted, we 

will request author photos and brief biographies to be submitted. All manuscripts, book 

reviews, or other items should be sent to:

Virginia educational leadership
c/o VASCD, 2516 Old Lynchburg Road, North Garden VA 22959

or email to: Laurie McCullough  vascded@gmail.com

IRGINIA
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Save These Dates

2013 professional Development opportunities from VASCD

Student Growth, Professional Evaluation, 
and Strategic Compensation 
June 17, 2013, 9:30- 3:00, 
Sheraton park South, richmond
$180/$155 in teams of 3 or more
Presenters: Alan Seibert, Superintendent, 
Salem City Schools; Scott Habeeb, Assistant 
Principal, Salem High School; Tony Bagshaw, 
Managing Director of Human Capital, Battelle 
for Kids; Amanda Gibson, Third Grade Teacher 
and Growth Coach, Salem City Schools
This one-day event is essential for educators 
seeking to understand and 
collaboratively develop systems that 
use a balanced approach in assessing 
student achievement and progress; 
embed student progress in teacher 
evaluations in a collaborative, non-threatening 
environment, and explore strategic 
compensation models to create incentives 
and demonstrate the value that teachers 
and schools add to students. See the events 
page at VaASCD.org for detailed descriptions 
of the presenters’ sessions. We encourage 
teams including division instructional 
leaders, human resources staff, and building 
administrators to attend together. 

Classroom Interactions that Support 
Young Children’s Learning 
September 17, 2013, 8:30- 3:00, Science 
Museum of Virginia, richmond

$150 member/$200 non-member
Presenter: Leslie Booran, Center for the 
Advanced Study of Teaching and Learning, UVA
instructional interactions such as 
supporting children’s reasoning skills lead 
to gains in their learning.  come learn 
strategies that will help you increase 
these interactions in your classroom. See 
video examples of preschool teachers in 
the moment using these strategies and 
discuss how these interactions promote 
school readiness for young learners. You’ll 
have the opportunity to practice using 
concrete strategies that you can apply in 
your classroom. recommended for preK 
and K teachers. 

Constructing Assessments That Deepen 
Understanding, with Dan Mulligan 
September 25, 2013, 9:00- 3:00, 
Salem civic center, Salem
$150 member/$200 non-member
Presenter: Dan Mulligan
come and design assessment tasks that 
capture SoL knowledge and skills in ways 
that give students variety, rigor, meaning 
and learning! Join us for a great day with 
dan Mulligan-- this is “make and take” on 
steroids – a hands-on application of the 
ideas shared at the Southwest conference. 
participants in this session will build a 
collection of resources they can use to 
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create rigorous assessments that target SoL 
and extend beyond the range of multiple-
choice tests. Bring your laptop or tablet!

2013 Southwest VA Conference : Broader 
Assessment for Deeper Understanding
September 26, 2013, 8:30- 4:00, 
SW Va higher education center, abingdon
$195 members/$245 non-members
Presenter: Dan Mulligan
This year’s Southwest Virginia conference will 
help teachers and leaders engage students 
in rigorous, meaningful, and engaging 
assessment tasks.  Join us for a day of learning 
with dan Mulligan, opportunities to visit with 
exhibitors, and networking with colleagues!

Making Assessment a Learning Experience
october 18, 2013, 9:00- 3:00, Frontier 
culture Museum, Staunton
$150 member/$200 non-member
Presenter: Bruce Oliver
We must rethink our instructional practices 
by making assessment an intricate part of 
the learning experience. in this workshop, 
participants will “take the mystery out of 
mastery” by examining and discussing a 
wide variety of assessment practices as 
well as using assessment results to make 
instructional decisions.

Mythbusting: Technology, the Law, and 
Education - presented in partnership w/ VSTE
Saturday, october 19, 2013, 9:00- noon, 

Location TBa - no cost
Presenter: Jon Becker
More and more educators are finding creative 
ways to integrate technology into the 
teaching and learning process.  Sometimes, 
though, those teachers are stymied by 
legal or regulatory roadblocks.  in some 
cases, the laws and regulations are applied 
properly.  however, in many instances, laws 
and regulations are misinterpreted and/
or misapplied.  at this workshop, attendees 
will have an opportunity to explore, discuss 
and bust some myths around issues at 
the evolving intersection of educational 
technology and the law.

2013 Annual Conference: 
@modernlearners
december 4-6, 2013, Williamsburg hotel 
and conference center, Williamsburg

december 4 - preconferences
A Day with Carol Ann Tomlinson  -or- 
Instructional Technology Petting Zoo!

december 5-6 annual conference  
Keynoters - Rick Wormeli :  “Fair Isn’t Always 
Equal,” Annette Breaux: “How to Impact 
Student Behavior and Achievement,” Rafe 
Esquith: “Overcoming the Racial/Economic 
Divide,” and “Teach Like Your Hair’s On Fire,”
Dave Weber: “Sticks and Stones Exposed”

Information and online registration for 
all events are available at VaASCD.org
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John G. Hendron, M.A., M.A.
Hendron is a Virginia-based education leader, long known 
for his involvement with the Virginia Society for Technology 
in Education. He is supervisor of instructional technology for 
Goochland County Public Schools. He is a published author, active 
blogger and podcaster, and is well-known for his innovative 
approaches towards improving instruction with technology. He’s 
been recognized many times for his work in education, including 
a 2012 recognition by the International Society for Technology in 
Education (ISTE) with its Making IT Happen Award.

Peter M. Gretz, Ed.D.
Gretz is currently the assistant superintendent of operations 

for Goochland County Public Schools and is a 23-year veteran 
Virginia educator. He has been a teacher and principal at the 

middle and high school levels and is especially interested in the 
growing body of literature about values-based leadership in 

schools. He was introduced to Hendron’s instructional model, 
G21, six years ago and understands it to be a critical element of 

Goochland’s student engagement initiative.

A K-12 Framework for technology integration 
with a Focus on Workplace readiness Skills

The G21 program in Goochland is a unique three-part initiative: a framework for 
developing student twenty-first century skills, a recognition program of teaching and 
learning excellence (the G21 Faire), and specific innovation with individual student 
and school-wide G21 projects and goals. G21 is our effort to bring 21st century 
skill awareness into the culture of each school in the division. We’re doing this by 
replacing our previous initiative of individual technology goals for each teacher with 
a 21st century blueprint that serves as a model, high-quality lesson plan for teachers 
built around a project-based approach. The G21 framework builds upon the ideas for 
21st century skills from a variety of resources and each G21 plan reflects the interests 
and professional development needs of the classroom teacher with a blueprint for 
engaging students with content in a rich, project-based approach.
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rationale
it was not too long ago that we, along with schools across the country, became 

aware that something was missing in preK-16 education in preparing students for 

the world of work. The conference Board (2006), in collaboration with corporate 

Voices for Working Families, the partnership for 21st century Skills, and the Society 

for human resource Management, published a report that documented the 

deficiencies among high school graduates in sets of skills that include problem 

solving, written communication, and teamwork. an awareness and focus on these 

so-called “twenty-first century skills” has invaded american schools for at least the 

past five years. This phrase has also faced criticism, being passed off as a buzzword 

or, worse, an alternative focus to standardized testing (Mathews, 2009; Toppo, 

2009). could a lack of focus on these skills in schools be at fault for only 25% of 

high school freshmen making it through college, in six years (conference Board, et 

al., 2006)? consider Bahr’s (2010) indication that almost half of all college students 

enroll in remedial coursework at some point in their postsecondary pursuits. The 

most recent statistics report that 58% of first-time college students complete their 

4-year degree in the same period (nceS, 2012). 

With a significant long-term investment in training and support for technology 

integration in the five schools in rural Goochland county, Virginia, we knew our 

digital tools, including interactive white boards, portable laptop labs, and mobile 

devices could make learning engaging. But how could this investment help 

improve student achievement? The impact technology has had on instruction 

is directly tied to changes in pedagogy (Law, pelgrum, & plomp, 2008). as early 

as 2002, we began designing personalized technology goals focused on the 

specific needs of teachers. each teacher met with us at the start of each school 

year to articulate new things they would like to be able to do with laptops we 

provided both to teachers and to students. We also assessed teacher comfort 
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level and teacher ability using technology with the LoTi scale (Levels of Teaching 

innovation). The data we collected helped us plan targeted professional 

development workshops given throughout the school year for teachers. While 

we made strides in using new tools, limits on time and human capital made 

changing pedagogy difficult.

What we needed was a model for pedagogy that integrated technology, but 

instead of highlighting what tools we would use, the model would highlight 

the student creation of products. We implemented our framework in 2008 and 

called it G21™ (Goochland county Twenty-First century Skills). incorporating 

Virginia state standards (SoL), the revised Bloom’s taxonomy (Schultz, 2005), 

and the creation of a student product through a project-based approach, one 

or more teachers plan individual G21 projects in conjunction with their building 

principal, a technology coach, and the instructional technology supervisor. 

The plan articulates the use of authentic tools, an assessment strategy, and the 

incorporation of one or more of twelve twenty-first century skills the district 

has identified. after studying several models and frameworks for twenty-first 

century skills, we agreed upon our own set of twelve that could be applied 

across our preK-12 curriculum. These skills include common workplace readiness 

skills such as collaboration, communication, managing time and resources, 

and problem solving, in addition to creativity, technology and media literacies, 

research, and new for the 2012-13 school year, empathy. While the same skills 

are integrated into the curriculum at each school, each G21 plan is individually 

developed to meet the instructional needs, technology comfort level, and 

interests of individual teachers and students or entire grade level teams. The 

mixture of the team planning approach in project design is a hallmark of G21. 

The principal as instructional leader, the technology supervisor with experience 

in instructional design, and the technology coach with in-depth knowledge of 

WorKplACE rEADinESS SKillS
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current trends and online tools, combine forces with teachers to apply a diverse 

set of knowledge in terms of content, technology, and pedagogy. We modeled 

this approach on the Technological pedagogical content Knowledge (TpacK) 

framework, which is becoming an effective model in developing strong teachers 

(Schmidt, Baran-Sahin, Thompson, & Seymour, 2008).

While the call for real-world experiences in school can be traced back to 

the progressive education movement led by John dewey, the most recent 

discussions are often divided between calls for focusing on “real world skills” and 

a “back to basics” movement. Business leaders such as J. Willard Marriott, Jr., do 

not necessarily see the need for an either/or approach:

 

“To succeed in today’s workplace, young people need more than basic 

reading and math skills. They need substantial content knowledge and 

information technology skills; advanced thinking skills, flexibility to adapt 

to change; and interpersonal skills to succeed in multi-cultural, cross 

functional teams.” (conference Board, 2006, pg. 24).

above all else, we are focused on doing what is best for the students we serve. 

it was a philosophical decision that everyone contributes to our successes, 

and therefore all teachers had something to gain by planning a G21 project, 

delivering this experience to students, and reflecting upon what a product-

based pedagogy and the availability of modern technology could do to 

maximize our time and resources with students. as it has turned out, the skills 

of collaboration and creativity have 

inspired teachers from disparate 

disciplines to plan projects together, 

often with amazing results.

WorKplACE rEADinESS SKillS

See Projects on iTunesu
by clicking Here
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understanding G21
 no one G21 project starts the same way. Some teachers come to the 

planning table with a clear learning objective in mind during the planning 

session, or others may have a vision for a student artifact they want to use for 

their product. other teachers may approach G21 with a focus on areas that 

require improvement. For example, it is not uncommon for a teacher to sit 

down in a planning session knowing they want to focus on “number sense” in 

math, and that they want to develop their students’ ability to work together 

collaboratively in groups. our job as a team is to develop a product that students 

will work on through which both the content is applied, and the targeted skill is 

required. projects may last anywhere from two class periods to an entire grading 

period. our goal in coming together each September in our meetings is to leave 

with a strong blueprint from which to work in the classroom with students.

WorKplACE rEADinESS SKillS

FiGure 1 - G21 Framework Model developed by John hendron (2008-2010).

Click HERE to see a larger view in a new window.
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The G21 framework is best summarized in the worksheet used during the 

planning process (Figure 1). The process can begin by filling in any one of 

the white fields. The collaboration through discussion between the planning 

stakeholders is a learning and development process for everyone. Teachers 

learn about project design, the principal learns about the teacher’s ability to 

conceptualize good pedagogy, and the technology team is learning how to 

address the instructional needs of students.

Technology
Goochland students have had a variety of digital learning tools available 

throughout our schools for at least the past fifteen years. Today these include 

interactive white boards, ipads, ipod Touch devices, and MacBook laptops. While 

the digital landscape is not foreign to many schools today in the u.S., our head 

start with complete wireless coverage in our schools and the provision of laptops 

to teachers in 2001 helped pave the way towards a technology-savvy teaching 

staff today. Most recently, we have been utilizing podcasting, blogging, and 

open-source software such as Moodle, in addition to free services such as iTunes 

u, edmodo, and Google apps for education to augment our digital teaching kit. 

G21 projects are designed to use these tools to support the core content area, 

with a desire to adopt real world tools when possible. as an example, one project 

for a high school interior design class required the use of Trimble Sketchup 

software in the design of a bedroom. This same software is used by architects 

and interior designers.

Creativity Is the Key
not all teachers are well versed in project-based approaches. in the “means” 

area in the plan, we typically write in the series of steps for teachers on how 

to approach the plan with students. These steps are not written as detailed 

WorKplACE rEADinESS SKillS

2013     Vol. 10  No. 1                         Virginia Educational Leadership                      vaascd.org                            19



as they would be in a lesson plan, but they do support the more creative and 

collaborative model of instruction for teachers. Given the same objectives and 

product, this area could be written up differently depending upon the teacher’s 

experience with project-based pedagogy.

We found that technology use had better purpose with instruction when 

emphasis was put on the creative process of creating products, a type of 

performance task. We focused on the cool things students might create, 

demonstrating both the practice of skills and providing new opportunities for 

the acquisition of standards-based content. While students have often had 

the outlets for creativity in school, too many times these opportunities were 

restricted to particular classes, such as art or dance, or in extra-curricular pursuits 

such as robotics. our vision for G21 centered on the opportunities for creativity 

in every discipline. While teachers are often focused on content, the best G21 

plans are offering students the tools, space, and support for “serious projects” 

that are ideally motivated by a student’s own interests (papert, 1998). each year 

we have the opportunity through a new project to further develop teachers’ 

thinking of, and comfort with, project-based pedagogy.

Towards a Stronger Curriculum
after several years of developing G21 projects, we have encountered teachers 

who ask if it is okay “to repeat my project again, this year?” Good projects should 

be repeated, if not refined and improved like any successful lesson. The G21 

framework provides a structure for great, student-centered instruction and helps 

to create a culture of instructional excellence and innovation. our long-term 

goal for G21 is to end up with a set of core projects that get refined many times 

over, and eventually included in our Wiki-based curriculum. This goal will be met 

in the coming years through significant data collection from teachers that goes 

WorKplACE rEADinESS SKillS
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beyond the planning framework so that projects may be replicated by others 

throughout the district. The documentation of projects will include exemplary 

student artifacts.

How We Celebrate G21
Many of the after-school workshops for teachers once focused on mastering 

software tools now emphasize project-based approaches and integrating the 

content from disparate subjects. examples of the training materials for teachers, 

in addition to the G21 projects teachers have completed with students, can be 

found on the district’s iTunes U account. after the 2008-09 school year, the 

district began recognizing superlative projects from the preceding year at the 

district’s school year convocation exercises in august through a “G21 Faire”. 

Winning projects this school year featured “The Water project” with fifth graders 

from one of the district’s elementary schools which raised money to help the 

citizens of Sierra Leone acquire clean drinking water, a series of anti-bullying 

videos created at our high school, and a school-wide project called “Full STeaM 

ahead day,” whereby all students spent a half-day of instruction building cities 

with recycled materials. We are finding the project-based approach that is key to 

G21-supported STeM and STeaM (Science, Technology, engineering, arts, and 

Mathematics) learning initiatives.

G21 

projects 

are 

required of 

every teacher 

each school year. 

Several teachers 

“Technology” comes in all flavors and 
   giving students a sense of accomplishment
    whereby they can change the world 
       around them with any technology is a
          transcendant lesson.

WorKplACE rEADinESS SKillS
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have collaborated beyond their grade level and subject area to establish a true, 

cross-curricular focus for students. We reinforce the use of high-tech tools like 

laptops, probeware, or an ipad along side the use of other, more traditional 

learning tools to make clear their role in supporting instruction. We emphasize 

the use of real tools whenever possible, whether they be a shovel to create 

a flower bed, ipads to create video commercials, or mosaic tiles to create a 

permanent art installation. “Technology” comes in all flavors and giving students 

a sense of accomplishment whereby they can change the world around them 

with any technology is a transcendant lesson.

WorKplACE rEADinESS SKillS
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in order to expand the reach of G21, in the 2011-12 school year the district 

increased the program beyond individual classrooms to include school-wide 

projects and themes, as well as individual student projects. “all the successes 

we experience will eventually find themselves added to our curriculum,” says 

Stephen Geyer, the district’s assistant superintendent for instruction. “our G21 

framework creates exceptional learning experiences for our students, but also 

helps each teacher understand the dynamics of a project-based approach in 

the classroom.”

The focus on key skills linked to workplace readiness combined with 

constructivist-based pedagogy is transforming the quality of education in 

Goochland. The success of G21 thus far has relied upon our educational leaders, 

across the board, starting with classroom teachers who are willing to take risks, 

to our principals who sit in on G21 planning sessions, to our technology team 

that supports innovative teaching and learning. Because of Goochland’s small 

size, modifications to the program are made each school year to improve the 

planning experience and to strengthen the impact for students. For 2012-

13, the district has augmented its list of skills to include empathy (McKenzie, 

2010). This skill has been apparent in in the 2010-11 read to Feed project at 

Byrd elementary School that donated money to our local food bank and to 

heifer international. or in the 2011-12 Water project at the same school helping 

to support clean, fresh water in third world nations. current superintendent 

dr. James Lane adds, “understanding the perspectives of others has been 

important in moving our own district forward with values-based leadership and 

a revitalized strategic planning model, and i know it will be critical within the 

world our graduates will soon lead as scholars, workers, and innovators.”

WorKplACE rEADinESS SKillS
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reliability Meets reality in Classroom observation

Virginia Vitiello
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For principals and assistant principals, just finding the time to conduct classroom 
observations is difficult. Even more challenging is ensuring that observation data 
is meaningful and fair - especially when personal relationships are involved. 

We must ensure the validity of our observation tools, so that our results reflect 
impact on student learning. Reliability in observation ratings ensures that they 
are fair to all teachers. When leaders have confidence that their conversations 
with teachers rest on valid, reliable data, the focus of the conversation can 
be less on personal relationships and judgment, and more on continuous 
improvement of practice.
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rebecca is the principal of a small elementary school in a community where 

poverty rates and stresses on families are high. With her leadership, teachers and 

staff have built a tightly knit, supportive community—an oasis where children 

are safe and valued regardless of their abilities or circumstances. relationships 

are so close here that teachers and students think of themselves as family. This 

is one of the things that make this school so amazing. it also makes teacher 

evaluation problematic. 

When rebecca conducts formal classroom observations, her strong connections 

to teachers and students are impossible to set aside. “i really struggle with this,” 

she says. “i observed a lesson in which classroom management was somewhat 

weak, but i also know this teacher has a particularly difficult group this year. i took 

this into account in my ratings, and gave the teacher the benefit of the doubt. 

But i wonder, did i do this teacher any favors by rating her a bit higher than the 

observation really supported? i added comments to the evaluation form indicating 
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that management is an area for growth, and we had a good conversation about it 

in our conference. i’m just reluctant to give that lower rating.”

rebecca is keenly aware of the challenges teachers face in this school, and of 

the dedication to children that all her teachers demonstrate. Still, she clearly 

understands that all teachers are not equally effective. her respect for teachers’ 

commitment to children occasionally outweighs objectivity as she conducts 

classroom observations and conferences with teachers. it’s hardest, she notes, 

with “teachers in the middle.” “When i need to put someone on a plan of 

assistance or i see something happening that’s harmful to kids—no problem,” 

says rebecca. “Those are tough situations, but the path is clear. it’s the rating of 

teachers who are doing oK but have definite areas for improvement that is so 

difficult. a ‘basic’ rating means you have an area for improvement, but i rarely use 

‘basic’ because of my concern about the relationship piece. i should use it more 

often, and i don’t. i don’t necessarily like admitting that.” This anecdote is familiar 

to principals and others who observe and share feedback with teachers. 

allen, a middle school assistant principal who conducts classroom observations 

regularly, says that over the course of several years, he not only develops 

relationships with teachers, but gets to know their practice as well. he knows 

what he expects to see in their classrooms. “it’s easy to let personalities and 

experience affect the observation,” says allen. 

rEliABility MEEtS rEAlity

We maintain that high-quality observation
systems... actually support and benefit both
teachers and principals in a variety of ways.
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School leaders face a conundrum. in order for teacher evaluation to drive 

professional learning and improvement, we need validated measures and 

protocols that produce reliable results. Yet relationships and realities often 

trump validity and reliability. We maintain that high-quality observation systems, 

carefully planned and implemented to remove observer bias, actually support 

and benefit both teachers and principals in a variety of ways. additionally, they 

are powerful tools for promoting student learning gains.

reliability means that results are trustworthy, that observation ratings provide 

a fair and accurate picture of teacher performance. Validity indicates that an 

instrument captures that which it is intended to measure. in this case, it means 

that the observation taps into something important about teaching, something 

that is meaningfully related to student outcomes. unreliable ratings may 

give a picture of teacher effectiveness that is idiosyncratic, dependent on the 

particular circumstances present during the classroom visit. invalid scores do not 

accurately represent the teacher’s performance. Without reliability and validity, 

why commit resources to classroom observation? 

in theory, it is fairly easy to ensure validity. Validity is largely a property of the 

measure itself and how scores are used; it depends on the types of classroom 

factors that the observation addresses, the questions that it asks, and its uses 

in the school (osterlind, 2006). For example, imagine an observation of student 

engagement that predicts achievement and is used to help teachers identify 

good teaching practices; that observation would be highly valid. on the other 

hand, an observation that focuses on the presence of education technology may 

not be valid, if it is not related to student outcomes and cannot help the teacher 

improve his or her teaching. 

rEliABility MEEtS rEAlity
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ensuring reliability may require even more vigilance. Some observations cannot 

be used reliably at all, because observers cannot agree on how to score each 

item, or items depend too much on changing circumstances. Well-designed 

observations can be used reliably. however, even for these observations, 

ensuring that scores are reliable depends on how the instrument is used (Muijs, 

2006). producing reliable results requires careful thought and planning. For 

example, results from the Measures of effective Teaching Study (cantrell & Kane, 

2013) show that reliability in classroom observations increases not only with 

the number of observations conducted but also by having those observations 

conducted by multiple observers. 

But, as rebecca, allen and many other leaders have discovered, there are 

constraints and complications that cannot be denied and that may compromise 

the use of valid and reliable observations. in most schools, administrators 

must work hard to make time available for even a limited number of brief 

observations per teacher. existing relationships among principals and teachers 

or students may compromise the observer’s ability to assign reliable ratings or 

provide unbiased feedback. additionally:

•  There are costs associated with high-quality observation measures, 

including training observers to rate reliably and ensuring that 

observers maintain their reliability over time. unless quality 

observation is a priority, school districts may be reluctant to incur 

these costs. 

•  policy makers may insist that observation measures focus on aspects 

of teaching practice that, while important to the school or district, 

have not been validated.  

rEliABility MEEtS rEAlity
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•  professional development is often not designed to align with the 

competencies measured in the observation. even when clear feedback 

is provided to teachers, supports for improvement are not in place, so 

the resources and efforts invested in the evaluation have little impact.

Making observation and evaluation meaningful
experience suggests that the process of teacher observation and evaluation is 

often viewed as a compliance exercise - a process in which the participants go 

through the motions and follow the rules, but one that has little meaning in 

terms of impacting teacher performance in the classroom. if this is true, do our 

current systems make wise use of our resources?

high-quality classroom observation is a central component of teacher evaluation 

systems. in order for these observations to be fair and meaningful, we propose 

that schools consider the following three recommendations. 

1. Choose valid observation measures 

Many observation measures have not been proven to measure important 

elements of classrooms and teaching. careful research is necessary to ensure the 

selection of a valid measure, one that captures the teaching practices that drive 

student learning. The past twenty years have given us solid evidence that some 

teaching practices impact student learning more than others (pianta & hamre, 

2009). These practices should be the centerpiece of observation and evaluation, 

but many observation tools require ratings that are so general, principals lose 

the opportunity to focus teachers’ attention on the very things that matter most 

to student learning. “it’s hard to boil down an 80-minute class period, in which 

things may ebb and flow, and represent it on a four-category scale”, explains 

allen. “it’s probably never as accurate as it could be.”

rEliABility MEEtS rEAlity
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2. Ensure fairness through reliability
reliability indicates fairness of observation ratings across teachers, across 

observers, and across time. Teachers must be confident that observers are well 

trained and are following a standardized observation protocol. We recommend 

that observers be required to meet research-based reliability standards, and 

to demonstrate periodically over time that they are continuing to rate teacher 

performance reliably. This process, though rigorous, provides assurance that 

ratings are fair and unbiased. 

Training, practice, and feedback help observers learn to identify targeted 

indicators and isolate out other things that can be distractors. These distractors 

may be events that occur during the course of an observation, or perceptions 

that observers bring with them to the classroom. For example, allen describes 

how the reputation a teacher builds over time can influence the results of 

observation. “ i may have every intention of doing a full observation, but get 

called away halfway through. if it’s a new teacher, i generally find i’m not satisfied 

with the information i have, and i’ll make time to go back to that classroom. But 

if it’s a teacher i’m familiar with, especially one who is consistently solid, i may 

rely on my prior knowledge of that teacher to do the evaluation.”

here are common questions practitioners ask about impacts on validity and 

reliability in implementation:

Why shouldn’t we just make our own rubric that measures what we 
think is important?
“homegrown” observation rubrics may show observers what is going 

on in the classroom, and astute observers can use these data to give 

teachers feedback that may be helpful to them. however, observation 

rEliABility MEEtS rEAlity
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instruments and rubrics that have not been validated have no evidence 

to support the assumption that classroom observation ratings relate 

to how well students learn. unless we are confident about this, it is 

difficult to justify the resources that are expended to implement the 

observation system.

What about using a validated measure and adding to or revising it?
once an evidence-based, valid instrument is selected, adjustments 

made to the measure are likely to negatively affect its validity. it is 

tempting to revise a validated observation rubric so that it reflects 

teachers’ use of targeted programs or initiatives in the school district. 

But making changes to an existing observation affects its reliability 

and validity. We recommend choosing an observation measure that 

is specific, clear, and validated; one that includes examples of teacher 

behaviors that align with the measure’s competencies (Kane & Staiger, 

2012). if you are considering a measure that has been shown to predict 

student learning gains, then be aware that when you make changes, 

you can no longer have the same confidence that what you are 

measuring is related to student gains (osterlind, 2006). 

in order to preserve the reliability and validity of the original 

observation while collecting data on additional factors, it may be useful 

to ask observers to note the additional factors without taking them into 

account in scoring the original observation. 

Who should observe?
in most schools, principals are charged with conducting observations 

and evaluating teachers. Though the principal is clearly responsible 

for analyzing data from multiple sources to arrive at a performance 
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rating for each teacher, we recommend including additional observers 

(particularly outside observers) in the process (Kane & Staiger, 2012). 

having multiple observers visit each classroom can reduce observer 

bias, so that one observer’s prior opinions about the teacher, whether 

positive or negative, do not unduly influence scores (Muijs, 2006). 

providing observers with appropriate training and reliability practice 

can also reduce observer bias. When outside observers complete 

additional observations of each teacher, either by visiting in person or 

via video, the amount of observation data can quickly double or triple. 

These observation notes and ratings can then pass to the evaluator, 

building a body of data that informs the evaluation.

How often should observations take place?
More observations are better (Kane & Staiger, 2012). To boost reliability, 

it is best to ensure that no particular incident weighs too heavily in the 

evaluation. any teacher may have an exceptional day (bad or good), 

or work with groups of students that are easier or more difficult to 

engage. data from multiple observations give the school leadership an 

opportunity to build a fair picture of the teachers’ skills across several 

lessons. 

3. Provide specific, actionable feedback
post-conference sessions certainly should provide opportunities for teachers to 

share their own perceptions, analysis, and reflections on their practice. however, 

teachers also deserve explicit feedback regarding particular behaviors that are 

known to be more effective and less effective in promoting student learning. 

Further, this feedback is only useful if targeted professional development is 

provided. alignment of professional development with classroom observation 

rEliABility MEEtS rEAlity
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results makes improving practice, not simply scoring practice, the intended 

outcome of teacher evaluation. Typical evaluation systems do not emphasize 

targeted feedback linked to professional development. rather, the teacher 

evaluation process is often perceived as a compliance activity—a necessary tool 

for documenting the poor performance of a few teachers, and an expected gold 

star on the record of everyone else. allen reminds us that typically “teachers are 

people who have been good in school. They’re used to positive results, getting 

high grades. only a small percentage of teachers see feedback as constructive or 

ask for resources to build their skills. Teachers often take offense at feedback that 

suggests improvement in a specific area, or they are quick to write it off as the 

result of a bad day.” 

Feedback that is very specific, based on valid measures, and linked to easily 

accessible professional development opportunities carries meaning for teachers. 

under these conditions, the observation conference becomes an opportunity 

for the teacher and observer to develop a shared understanding of the teacher’s 

practice and to develop an action plan for continuous improvement, even when 

the teacher’s practice is already strong. 

using validated measures, holding observers to high reliability standards, and 

matching professional development to individual teachers’ needs are not easy 

goals to accomplish in the complex world of schools. in choosing observation 

measures and determining how they will be implemented, decisions must be 

made that impact the quality of observation data and the usefulness of results. 

classroom observation systems may never be perfect, but they should be solid. it 

is absolutely reasonable to expect the observation process to be fair to all teachers, 

to generate data that makes a difference for students, and to make the wisest 

possible use of resources; all in ways that are feasible for schools to implement.
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in the high-stakes world of teacher evaluation, it can be challenging to 

remember that the most important aim of observation and evaluation is not 

rating teachers, but improving teaching and learning. rebecca, allen, and many 

other school leaders want and need the structure, standardization, and reliability 

produced by high-quality measures and systems. interpersonal relationships 

and the realities of life in schools will always be present in the context of teacher 

evaluation. even in this context, however, we can make classroom observation 

and feedback to teachers more specific, less biased, and better aligned to what 

matters most for students. 
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This case study examined the perceptions of 44 elementary and middle school 
teachers and two principals regarding the use of peer observations for professional 
development. Data from principal pre- and post-interviews as well as from teacher 
pre- and post-surveys showed that participants want to explore opportunities to 
learn from each other as it relates to teaching and learning, yet constraints such as 
available time and initiative fatigue often are seen as barriers to this work. Providing 
opportunities for teachers to engage in peer observations can better prepare them to 
address the needs of students in their schools.
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Today’s schools are faced with increasing demands in regards to accountability 

that translates to improved student learning. research shows that a teacher’s 

effectiveness has more impact on student learning than any other factor 

controlled by school systems, including class size, school size, or even the school 

a student attends (e.g., rivkin, hanushek & Kain, 2005; Stigler & hiebert, 2009). 

This makes it imperative for schools and districts to provide teachers with 

ongoing, high-quality, targeted professional development and learning that 

provides the knowledge and skills to improve student learning. however, many 

conventional forms of professional development (pd) and learning are seen 

as too top-down and too isolated from school and classroom realities to have 

much impact on practice (Guskey, 2000). as an alternative to these conventional 

options, teachers can improve their classroom instruction through the reflective 

input, feedback, and advice of their colleagues. 

The idea of teacher leadership is not new, yet it is often seen as an “elusive idea” 

(Lambert, 2003. p. 422). researchers, policymakers, and educational leaders 

have offered that teachers hold a “central position” in focusing on teaching and 

learning and in facilitating professional growth (York-Barr & duke, 2004, p. 255). 

With the advent of the accountability movement, increasing strains on state 

and local budgets, and a redefined curricula anchored in the common core 

State Standards, many schools and districts are grappling with the notion of pd. 

unfortunately, in an age where pd is needed, participants at times view it as 

irrelevant or even as a waste of time.

Margolis (2012) cites research that focuses on successful pd that is dedicated on 

the “concrete, naturalistic learning situations where students are present” (p. 296-

297). researchers in this study worked with two local schools to build on a premise 

of peer observations as a catalyst for relevant pd (Sterrett, Williams, & catlett, 2010; 
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Sterrett & ongaga, 2011). The researchers worked with one elementary school and 

one middle school to incorporate peer observations so that teachers could identify 

one target area related to teaching and learning about which they would like to 

learn, and one target area they would share with a colleague in a non-evaluative 

manner. data gathered from teacher pre- and post-surveys coupled with data 

from pre- and post-interviews with building principals offer insights related to 

opportunities and challenges of instructional leadership.

research Questions
The purpose of this case study was to examine teacher and principal perceptions 

of professional development with particular focus on peer observations. Based 

on the literature on teacher leadership, principal instructional leadership, and 

professional development, the following research questions guided our study:

1. What is the teacher’s perspective of professional development 

as it relates to internal sources (peer observations, collaborative 

discussions, etc.)?

2. What is the teacher’s perspective of professional development as it 

relates to external sources (conferences, readings, etc.)? 

3. What is the school principal’s perspective of professional development 

as it relates to internal sources (peer observations, collaborative 

discussions, etc.)?

4. What is the school principal’s perspective of professional development 

as it relates to external sources (conferences, readings, etc.)? 

The insights and findings gained from this study contribute to the literature 

regarding professional development within the context of a learning organization. 

pEEr oBSErVAtionS
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review of literature
The study draws from existing research in two specific areas: principal leadership 

in professional development and the role of teacher leadership.

Principal Leadership in Professional Development 

dipaola and hoy (2008) observe that professional development can help build 

teacher capacity to maximize student learning and offer the following as 

examples of school-based professional development: “short meetings at the 

end of the school day, half-day work sessions, weeklong seminars, inspirational 

speakers, and long-term institutes” (p. 128). This “sit and get” approach is all too 

common in many of today’s schools. Stanley (2011) notes that the ideal structure 

of a small, connected learning community stands in stark contrast to the “one-

size fits all workshop and clinic model, which is so pervasive in professional 

development practice” (p. 71).

 

in a study of elementary principals and assistant principals, Lutrick and Szabo 

(2012) found that the school leaders emphasized the importance of professional 

development being both ongoing, collaborative, and data-driven in nature. 

Furthermore, assistant principals in the study felt that in order to be effective, the 

pd must also be interest-driven. Teachers should be able to gravitate toward pd 

that will enable them to effectively serve their students. Teachers benefit from pd 

that allows for “exploration, research-based inquiry, reflection, experimentation 

and practice;” thus choice is important (Yang & Liu, 2004, p. 757). 

Teacher Leadership 

There is a dickensonian view of pd by teachers as being something that is 

both desired and hated. research and polling indicate that teachers want 

meaningful, relevant pd that will enable them to learn, grow, and better suit 
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the needs of their students. Yet, teachers often view pd as worthless or a waste 

of time. dipaola and hoy (2008) note the teacher perception of professional 

development as “in-service training- workshops, conferences, and other single-

event activities that are often not related to their classroom practice or their 

ability to help students learn” (p. 129). This passive, even resistant approach will 

do little to improve reflection, much less actual practice in teaching. 

Yet, vast potential exists for meaningful pd. as Stanley (2011) describes, “various 

stakeholders in teacher professional development have recommended teacher 

collaboration as a way to support meaningful teacher learning” (p. 71). also, 

reeves (2008) contends that, “great teachers remain islands of excellence, 

surrounded by oceans of well-intentioned teachers who lack the information, 

skills, and opportunities for practice that distinguish their most effective 

colleagues” (p. 70). Yet, there is indeed a learning-doing gap that persists. in a 

study of science faculty who had engaged in professional development, ebert-

May et al. (2011) noted that pd was seldom evaluated through analyzing actual 

teaching practices and that there was a disconnect between perceptions and 

reality in terms of teaching practices. 

Margolis (2012) observes that principals have increasingly turned to teacher 

leaders to lead pd efforts, particularly as the role of the principal has grown to 
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encompass more managerial and accountability-related tasks. Margolis defines 

a “hybrid teacher leader” as a “teacher whose official schedule includes both 

teaching K-12 students and also leading teachers in some capacity” (p. 292). 

Methodology

Participants
The university researchers involved in this study collected data from teachers 

and principals in two schools that work in partnership with the university of 

north carolina at Wilmington’s college of education professional development 

System (pdS). using a mixed methods approach, we collected survey data from 

teachers and interview data from the principals in two pdS schools. School a 

was an elementary school of 19 instructional staff members and School B was 

a middle school consisting of 34 instructional staff members. The researchers 

conducted oral interviews with the school principals; each interview lasted 

approximately 30 minutes and was recorded with the principals’ prior consent 

(See Appendix B). also with their permission, the researchers attended a faculty 

meeting where they shared the purpose of the study with the teaching staff and 

asked for them to volunteer in the study. While there was a high response rate 

for the survey (above 90%) of those present at the schools’ respective faculty 

meetings, not all teachers attended the meetings. about 68% of the elementary 

teachers and 91% of the middle school teachers participated in the survey. Both 

the pre-survey of the teachers and the pre-interview of the school principals 

were conducted in the early part of the second semester of the school year.

The survey instrument (Appendix A) was designed to understand teacher 

perspectives as they relate to professional development, principal instructional 

leadership, and teacher collaboration (Sterrett & Garrett dikkers, 2011; Sterrett 
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& Ongaga, 2011). Two open-ended questions allowed teachers to share 

perspectives regarding collaboration and professional development. After 

introducing the idea and collecting the pre-survey data from teachers, teachers 

and administration within each separate school worked to create a Collaborative 

Matrix (Figure 1) that indicated an instructional item they would like to share and 

an item that they would like to see.

Peer ObservatiOns

Figure 1 - Collaborative Matrix

university grant funding provided for two days of substitute teachers to allow 

teachers extended (approximately 30 minutes) observation time in their 

colleague’s classroom during an established window in the second semester. 

They were encouraged to then observe a colleague in a non-evaluative manner. 

Near the end of the semester, the post-survey was administered to teachers 

and the post-interview was conducted with the principals. independent t-tests 

were used as participants could not be matched based on how the data were 

collected. While the survey data only indicated significant changes from pre- to 

post-survey responses in the elementary school on three items (See Table 1, 

(Format modified from Sterrett, Williams, & Catlett, 2010, p. 68)
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next page and Appendix A), the open-ended response data yielded findings 

that were of interest to the researchers.

Findings
Findings from both the pre- and post-survey data from teachers and pre- and 

post-interviews with principals yielded two themes based on significant findings 

from the survey as indicated in Table 1, repeated themes from the open-

response section of the teacher survey, or from themes that emerged from the 

principal interviews. Major themes identified included (1) emphasis on practical 

strategies, and (2) lack of time as a source of frustration.

  

Theme One: Emphasis on practical strategies
in the pre-surveys, teachers expressed a strong interest in learning helpful 

strategies with particular focus on “classroom management strategies,” 

“student engagement strategies” and “technology integration strategies.” in the 

elementary setting, teachers indicated a desire to see small group centers and 

effective rotations as well as how to best use whiteboard technology in their 

classrooms. The middle school teachers indicated a desire to see classroom 

management strategies such as “day-to-day routines” and hands-on activities. 

Technology was a recurring theme for both levels as was “stimulating” and 

“engaging” learners in a meaningful way. 

Middle school teachers desired a greater need for a “team perspective.” one noted 

a need to better understand “how my team conducts their class with the same 

students i teach” and yet another said, “i would like to observe co-teaching and 

view co-teaching strategies.” Both levels looked to their colleagues as a potential 

source of improving their own instruction; one elementary teacher simply asked 

for “new teaching strategies and new ways to present information to students.” 
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TaBLe 1 - Faculty responses from pre- and post- Survey data (on a Scale of 1-4)

*indicates significance at the 0.5 level when conducting an independent sample t-test
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interestingly, principals echoed the need for meaningful, relevant professional 

development that was useful to the specific school in which they served. The 

middle school principal noted that pd is often “a mixed bag” and “depends on 

the area and where it is coming from” and that successful pd often came from 

within, such as breakout sessions, recorded examples of teaching, or website 

compilations. Significant findings emerged from the elementary school survey 

data as teachers noted an increase in both awareness of the teaching occurring 

in their department and in other departments, and an increase in perceiving 

that they can offer timely feedback. a majority of them indicated that while 

teacher-to-teacher collaboration had allowed them to question, probe, and give 

advice to each other, it had also strengthened collaboration with one another 

about close-to-the-classroom work. Thus, practical strategies do exist within 

the building and have potential to offer meaningful growth and development 

in a collaborative context. There is credence that teachers can create, improve, 

and sustain new pedagogies far more effectively in the company of like-minded 

colleagues than they can on their own. 

  

Theme Two: Lack of time and relevance as a source of frustration 

Survey data indicated that teachers were tired of the “usual” professional 

development, often because of a lack of time. Teachers indicated a lack of 

A majority of them indicated that while teacher-
 to-teacher collaboration had allowed them to
    question, probe, and give advice to each other,
        it had also strengthened collaboration with
           one another about close-to-the-classroom work.
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time to engage in professional development and a lack of relevance. one 

teacher noted, “it is not always applicable or realistic to our situation.” another 

shared that “mandatory” did not equate to “what i need” while others cited the 

busywork aspect of the usual professional development rather than having the 

opportunity to engage in a hands-on manner that was useful.

 

a common theme was that pd often failed to connect with the classroom. one 

middle school teacher noted “most seminars/classes say what changes are 

needed with very little ideas of how to actually implement it in the classroom.” 

Lack of time was a thread that held the frustrations tightly together; an 

elementary teacher decried “having to read books that i don’t have time to 

read” and yet another said, “i don’t have the time to implement the things i have 

learned.” This was echoed in the middle school by a teacher that criticized the 

“excessive amounts of time or money to properly execute what we have learned,” 

and yet another who noted, “You rarely have adequate time to develop and 

practice new things learned.” The principals also acknowledged that there was 

little time for teachers to engage in localized professional development. 

Theme Three: Choice is important 

Teachers indicated that at times, professional development “is chosen for me” or 

“not applicable.” Yet another teacher noted in the post-survey noted that the peer 

observation was “a very positive experience” that provided “an opportunity to 

see who we want after discussing what they are doing.” an elementary teacher 

noted that pd “is usually picked for us and we do not get to decide what to attend.” 

Being provided a choice resonated with principals as well. in the pre-interview, 

the middle school principal noted a successful district initiative that identified 

“experts around our county” and engaged in “breakout sessions.” additionally, the 

principal noted that teachers “usually don’t always get a chance to see the great 
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things happening in the building” and that the peer observation approach “helped 

them have a different appreciation of their colleagues that they probably wouldn’t 

have had.” The elementary principal noted that teachers “are energized and excited 

when they have an opportunity to see one another in action, in a day-to-day 

working situation… teaching something they can learn from.” 

Discussion and Conclusions
Learning within the contextual learning climate of a school provides an 

opportunity to foster collaboration and meaningful professional development 

(Sterrett, Williams, & catlett, 2010). By relying on the insights of teachers, 

principals can foster an effective approach that allows teachers to lead and 

learn in a non-evaluative manner. Based on principal and teacher feedback, 

future studies might include a longer “window” in which the peer observations 

could be held; this would subsequently require coordination on the part of the 

administrative team to ensure coverage for the visiting teachers to leave their 

classrooms in a manner that does not disrupt instructional time.

Fostering choice and emphasizing practical strategies should be continually 

supported in this process. clear, helpful examples should be shared—and 

compiled—in a non-evaluative manner to allow future faculty discussions 

and learning to occur. relevant professional development and authentic 

teacher leadership should not be seen as “elusive,” but instead as a catalyst for 

meaningful collaboration in regards to teaching, learning, and leading.
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part ii: Please answer the following two questions in the spaces provided.
What would you hope to learn, if anything, from seeing classroom instruction in a colleague’s classroom?

What frustrates you, if anything, about professional development as a teacher?

appendix B
principal interview Questions
Pre
1. Describe effective professional development that has occurred in your building. Why 

do you think it was effective?
2. How would you characterize your teachers’ perceptions of professional development in 

your building?
3. How would you characterize your teachers’ perceptions of their colleagues in their 

grade (or subject area) in terms of teaching and learning?
4. How would you characterize your teachers’ perceptions of their colleagues in other 

grades (or subject area) in terms of teaching and learning?
5. How receptive do you think the faculty will be in regards to this project “Meaningful 

Teacher Collaboration as Professional Development: Targeted Peer Observations?”

Post
1. Now that we have completed this project, how would you characterize your teachers’ 

perceptions of professional development in your building?
2. Now that we have completed this project, how would you characterize your teachers’ 

perceptions of their colleagues in their grade (or subject area) in terms of teaching and 
learning?

3. Now that we have completed this project, how would you characterize your teachers’ 
perceptions of their colleagues in other grades (or subject area) in terms of teaching 
and learning?

4. Now that we have completed this project, how receptive do you think the faculty 
was in regards to this project “Meaningful Teacher Collaboration as Professional 
Development: Targeted Peer Observations”

5. What are your “take-aways” (lessons learned) in regards to this project?
6. Would you be interested in continuing/ expanding this project in future years? If so, 

what changes might you consider in moving forward?
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Virginia Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (VASCD)

Outstanding Curriculum Leader of the Year Award

For additional information contact: Laurie McCullough, Executive Director, VASCD
Email: vascded@gmail.com

VaASCD is accepting nominations for our CurriCuluM lEADEr oF thE 
yEAr AWArD through September 1, 2013. This award recognizes outstanding 
instructional leadership, and is presented during the opening of Annual 
Conference each year, this year on December 5, 2013. The awardee receives a 
plaque and a complimentary conference registration. 

We know there are many exceptional and inspiring leaders in the Commonwealth, 
and we want to ensure that they get the recognition they deserve. If you have 
questions or need assistance with the nomination process, contact Laurie 
McCullough at vascded@gmail.com.

Qualifications: 
• A nominee shall have served for at least two full years in a school division or 

other educational agency in Virginia with major job responsibilities in the areas 
of instruction, curriculum, assessment, and professional development.

• A nominee shall have been an active member of VaASCD for two years, and currently be 
a member.

• A nominee must be nominated by an individual or group, including teachers, 
administrators, or school board members. Self-nominations will be considered.

• The nomination may originate within the school division or educational agency 
where the nominee currently serves or the nomination may come from outside 
the division or agency.



Nominations for Outstanding Supervisor/Curriculum Leader Award should be completed and e-mailed to:
Laurie McCullough, Executive Director, VASCD  Email: vascded@gmail.com

Person nominating will be notified via email of receipt of nomination packet

Selection procedures:
• A selection committee will be appointed by the President. All materials listed 

below should be sent electronically to vascded@gmail.com and must be 
received by September 1, 2013.

• Selection of the final candidate will be made by the Selection Committee by 
October 15, 2013, and the awardee will be notified by October 31. 

nomination packet not to exceed 10 pages total must include:
• A signed cover letter from the person making the nomination.
• Contact information for the person making the nomination (Name, Title, 

School Division or Organization, Address, Email and Phone).
• Contact information for the nominee (Name, Title, School Division or 

Organization, Address, Email and Phone).
• Professional Preparation to include: Institution(s), Dates Attended, Degree(s) 

Earned, Major area of study.
• Professional Experience to include: School/ School Division /Educational 

Agency, Position(s), Dates Position(s) Held.
• Contributions in Areas of Teaching, Leadership, Staff Development, and/or 

Curriculum Development.
• Three letters of recommendation by persons familiar with the nominee’s 

contributions to the field. Include recommendations from colleagues in 
different job roles (for example: supervisor of nominee, supervisee of nominee, 
superintendent, school board member, or higher education faculty).



using the Evolving role of the teacher in Curriculum Theory 
to target Standards While Combating Standardization

Amy Vanden Boogart
Amy Vanden Boogart is an Ed.D. Candidate in Curriculum and 
Instruction at George Washington University, and she serves as 
Curriculum Specialist with Community Academy Public Charter Schools 
in Washington, DC. She is a former Virginia teacher and curriculum and 
assessment designer who specializes in creating materials for struggling 
readers. Her research interests include upper elementary teacher 
knowledge for teaching reading to struggling reders, teacher education 
and professional development to improve reading instruction, and the 
use of iPads and other emerging technologies for instruction.

In this article, the author first traces the historical roles of the teacher as curriculum 
designer and curriculum deliverer, referencing prominent curriculum theorists of 
the 20th and 21st centuries. She then uses the evolution of these roles, particularly 
teachers’ most recent role as “teacher-designer” in Wiggins and McTighe’s UbD 
model of curriculum development, as a platform from which to encourage teachers 
to teach for deep understanding despite the need to “cover” the countless standards 
required by accountability tests in today’s standards-driven classrooms. Finally, the 
author offers an example of a UbD unit designed to teach to several 7th grade VA 
English Standards of Learning. She argues that designing and implementing UbD 
units such as the one presented can help teachers to meet standards while combating 
standardization and enhancing the professionalization of teaching.

curriculum theory has characterized the role of the teacher in widely varying 

ways from the 1800s to the present, providing evidence that the teacher’s role 

and responsibilities in curriculum design and delivery have shifted several 

times over the last two and a half centuries. as these roles of the teacher have 

evolved, the teacher has increasingly been granted more power in curriculum 
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CurriCuluM thEory

design and delivery. The teacher’s most recent role as a curriculum designer 

who can target specific learning standards while pushing students toward deep 

and transferable understanding of content stems from Wiggins and McTighe’s 

(2005) Understanding by Design (ubd) model of curriculum development. This 

current movement allows teachers to play a prominent role in combating 

standardization through their design and delivery of curriculum, which may 

ultimately move forward the professionalization of the teaching field.

curriculum theorists, including John dewey, ralph Tyler, Jerome Bruner, 

Grant Wiggins, and Jay McTighe, have conceptualized a variety of roles for the 

teacher over the last two and a half centuries. These roles can be arranged on a 

continuum (see Figure 1), ranging from observer of curriculum implementation 

and passive transmitter of knowledge, to deliverer of curriculum designed by 

others, to actual designer of curriculum. 

 2 

responsibility, the more recent curriculum theorists, such as Tyler, Bruner, and Wiggins and 

McTighe, show respect for the teacher’s role in ways the earliest theorists did not. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Continuum of teacher roles from 19th through 21st centuries. 

The Teacher’s Evolving Role in Curriculum Design and Delivery  

 In the early 1800s, the teacher seemed to be merely a transmitter of information. The 

Lancasterian system relegated the teacher to a managerial role, with little to no interaction with 

most of the students. The best students were selected as monitors, and the teacher instructed only 

these monitors who, in turn, instructed the rest of the children (Spring, 2005). It seems to have 

been assumed that the monitors were equal to the teacher in their ability to deliver instruction, 

which belittled the role of the teacher. As the 1800s progressed, textbooks, not teachers, 

determined the content that was to be taught (Spring, 2005). Even after the turn of the 20th 

century, the teacher was still considered simply the transmitter of knowledge, as teachers’ 

reliance on the textbook for content continued into the early 1900s. This frustrated Dewey, who 

saw teachers as playing “an instrumental role in bringing [curriculum] to the classroom” 

(Kliebard, 2004, p. 74).  

Dewey believed that the teacher’s “minimal role…in designing a course of study” (p. 74)  
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FiGure 1 - continuum of teacher roles from 19th through 21st centuries.

With the progression of each of these roles, the teacher has taken on increasing 

responsibility for the delivery and design of curriculum. additionally, as the 

teacher’s role has shifted, curriculum theorists have encouraged the teacher 
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to be less reliant on external materials such as textbooks and more reliant on 

the teacher’s own inherent knowledge of what content is important to teach, 

and how to best teach it. in shifting the role of the teacher to one of increased 

responsibility, the more recent curriculum theorists, such as Tyler, Bruner, and 

Wiggins and McTighe, show respect for the teacher’s role in ways the earliest 

theorists did not.

The Teacher’s Evolving role in Curriculum Design and Delivery 
 in the early 1800s, the teacher seemed to be merely a transmitter of information. 

The Lancasterian system relegated the teacher to a managerial role, with little 

to no interaction with most of the students. The best students were selected as 

monitors, and the teacher instructed only these monitors who, in turn, instructed 

the rest of the children (Spring, 2005). it seems to have been assumed that the 

monitors were equal to the teacher in their ability to deliver instruction, which 

belittled the role of the teacher. as the 1800s progressed, textbooks, not teachers, 

determined the content that was to be taught (Spring, 2005). even after the turn 

of the 20th century, the teacher was still considered simply the transmitter of 

knowledge, as teachers’ reliance on the textbook for content continued into the 

early 1900s. This frustrated dewey, who saw teachers as playing “an instrumental 

role in bringing [curriculum] to the classroom” (Kliebard, 2004, p. 74). 

dewey believed that the teacher’s “minimal role…in designing a course of study” 

(p. 74) was inappropriate because he viewed the teacher as the “most important 

figure insofar as the curriculum was concerned” (Kliebard, 2004, p. 74). he 

believed it was critical for the teacher to take an active role in curricular reform 

and valued the teacher’s role as one of bringing the curriculum to the classroom. 

however, few other curriculum reformers seemed to value the teacher’s role 

as did dewey in the early 20th century. only isolated reform efforts at this time 

CurriCuluM thEory
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gave the teacher a significant role in curriculum development and delivery. 

dewey also realized that there were teachers of varying quality, implying that 

he believed not just anyone could deliver instruction. he distinguished between 

the quality of the “superb corps of teachers” (Kliebard, 2004, p. 74) he employed 

in his Laboratory School, and those in the “typical public school” (p. 75). This 

showed dewey’s respect for the challenges associated with the teaching 

profession, although his respect was at odds with the most common view of the 

teacher at this time. 

as the 20th century progressed, curriculum theorists gave the teacher more 

responsibility in the design and delivery of instruction, moving the teacher’s 

role further away from the passive end of the spectrum. Tyler (1949) considered 

the teacher skilled in “controlling the learning experience[s]” (p. 64) for students. 

although Tyler (1949) explained that those responsible for the school should be 

the ones choosing the educational objectives, he specified that teachers should 

be the designers of the educational experiences. he wrote of the teacher’s 

special ability to choose the right learning experiences for students to help them 

meet the objectives, explaining that the process of choosing these experiences 

was “not a mechanical method” (p. 81) but “a more creative one” (p. 81) involving 

reflection. This was a critical realization that the teacher has certain expertise in 

knowing what experiences might work best for students by virtue of the larger 

quantity of time the teacher spends with them, expertise that the writers of the 

objectives did not have. 

in the 1970s, Bruner (1977) assigned to teachers the great responsibility 

of knowing how to best communicate knowledge, noting that there was a 

special kind of knowledge of a subject that “comes from teaching it” (p. 88). 

Bruner was clear that the teacher must have deep understanding of what was 
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taught, and he recognized that teachers required special training (p. 89). This 

again conveyed the sense that the teacher’s work was challenging, required 

a certain expertise, and could not be done without training. although Bruner 

left the actual design of the curriculum to subject matter experts instead of 

classroom educators, he did recognize that teachers were indispensable in the 

implementation of the curriculum. 

around the turn of the 21st century, Wiggins and McTighe (2005), creators of 

ubd, began to conceptualize the teacher in a new light. By creating this model 

specifically for “teacher-designers,” Wiggins and McTighe define the teacher’s role 

not only as instructor and curriculum deliverer, but also as curriculum designer. 

They push teachers to do more than just teach isolated facts from textbooks 

(Wiggins & McTighe, 2005, p. 298); rather, they consider teachers skilled 

enough to execute “results-oriented teaching” (p. 21), which involves designing 

curriculum so that students can achieve deep understanding of the most 

important concepts. in fact, they specify that the textbook is only one of many 

resources for the teacher-designer’s use. The teacher-designer is responsible 

for “shap[ing] a syllabus in light of content standards, intellectual priorities, 

CurriCuluM thEory

This much more significant role that teachers play in 
curriculum design and delivery in the UbD model not 
only contributes to the professionalization of teaching, 
but it can also help teachers work against the current 
trend of standardization in education.
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and student needs and interests to achieve explicit goals” (p. 311). Wiggins and 

McTighe also give the teacher more responsibility in the delivery of curriculum. 

They explain that teachers should determine not only the knowledge and skills 

students need in order to understand content deeply, but also the best activities 

for achieving that understanding. 

By giving the teacher choice in how to deliver curriculum, Tyler, Bruner, and 

Wiggins and McTighe’s notions of the teacher’s role curriculum delivery 

are a far cry from that of the Lancasterian system or in dewey’s time. Their 

acknowledgement that the teacher has a special set of skills that not everyone 

possesses is critical and runs contrary to the grave misconception about 

teaching that just anyone can do it. however, in terms of the teacher’s role in 

curriculum design, only Wiggins and McTighe give the teacher full credit for 

having both curriculum delivery and curriculum design skills. By utilizing the 

ubd model, teachers can take on a much larger role than they have been able 

to historically. This much more significant role that teachers play in curriculum 

design and delivery in the ubd model not only contributes to the 

professionalization of teaching, but it can also help teachers work against 

the current trend of standardization in education.

using the Teacher-as-Designer and ubD to Combat Standardization 
Teachers today must often battle to exercise the type of autonomy and expertise 

in regard to curriculum design and delivery role bestowed upon them by 

curriculum theorists such as Wiggins and McTighe. The current educational 

system, with its all too frequent standardization of teachers’ instructional 

practices through the use of high-stakes testing and sometimes even scripted 

curriculum, has created a culture of “teaching to the test” that is reminiscent 

of the scientifically managed education system of the early twentieth century, 
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where schools produced students like commodities as efficiently as possible (au, 

2011). Teachers must battle the culture of standardization (au, 2011), where their 

primary role is too often preparing students to meet standards. 

in today’s schools, teacher quality is often judged based on whether or not the 

teachers adequately prepare students for high-stakes tests. Some view this new 

form of teaching as one that “disempowers and deskills teachers” (au, 2011, p. 

30), as they must “shape the content norms of their curriculum to match that 

of the tests” (p. 30). in addition, the structure of content knowledge itself has in 

many cases become “a collection of disconnected facts, operations, procedures, 

or data mainly needed for rote memorization in preparation for the tests” (au, 

2011, p. 31), due in no small part to poorly designed tests that measure rote 

content at the expense of true understanding. Teachers often feel they must 

teach in this same fragmented manner because so much of their instructional 

time is spent drilling students on the types of questions the tests will cover. This 

comes at the risk of regressing teachers back to their former roles as transmitters 

of knowledge, undoing the progress of the last two and a half centuries of 

curriculum theory.

 

if teachers really do spend much of their instructional time drilling the content 

that will be covered by the standardized tests (au, 2011), and if those tests 

cover a series of discrete skills and facts, then teachers are in need of a solution 

that can empower them to employ the roles of designers and deliverers of 

curriculum that they have acquired throughout the 20th and 21st centuries. The 

ubd model provides just such a solution. Teachers who arm themselves with 

the ubd model can find ways to look beyond the discrete facts and skills and tie 

them together using deep and universal understandings that can be transferred 

across disciplines. in this sense, as Wiggins and McTighe argue, teachers can and 
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should be teaching the content that will be covered by the standardized tests. 

in ubd, the teacher-designer is able to design curriculum where facts and skills 

are stepping stones on the path toward understanding, and understanding is at 

the root of curriculum design. This allows the teacher to take control of the way 

students are prepared for standardized tests. Skills can still be taught, and facts 

can still be learned, but understanding and the ability to transfer what is learned 

to new situations will be at the root of teaching and learning. 

The ubD Solution: an Example
an example of ubd shows how it can put the teacher back in the driver’s 

seat as deliver and designer of curriculum while both helping students meet 

standards and avoiding the standardization of teaching problem. in the ubd 

model, teachers begin by identifying the results they ultimately desire for their 

students as an outcome of a learning unit (stage one), focusing on the enduring 

understandings that students will take away from the unit and be able to 

transfer to other situations. Teachers create essential questions that guide their 

instruction and help students to focus on the big ideas they will learn. discrete 

knowledge and skills (of the sort often emphasized on standardized tests) are 

included in the unit, but they are viewed as stepping stones on the road to deep 

understanding rather than as ends in and of themselves. in the second stage 

of curriculum design, an engaging performance task is purposefully created to 

align with—and measure—the big ideas and essential questions identified in 

stage one. in stage three, the activities in the learning plan set students up to be 

able to ultimately succeed on the performance task and are also aligned with the 

learning targets identified in stage one.

For instance, teacher-designers can use the ubd model to extend Virginia 

Standards of Learning (SoLs) for seventh grade english to help students develop 
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a deep and enduring understanding of how the way a text is organized can help 

with the understanding of its content. This unit could cover several Va SoLs in 

english, including both reading and Writing standards. Figure 2 describes the 

essential questions, understandings, knowledge and skills, performance task 

elements, and learning plan activities that could comprise a teacher-developed 

unit targeting these SoLs in the three stages of the ubd framework.

Conclusion
as curriculum theorists have assigned the teacher more responsibility for 

curriculum design and delivery over the last 250 years, the teacher’s role 

has become increasingly diverse and complex. as their role has shifted from 

observer to deliverer to designer of curriculum, teachers are finally beginning 

to be recognized for the range of expertise that they must possess if they are 

to truly be effective educators. although the increasing pressure placed on 

teachers to help their students meet rigorous standards sometimes threatens 

to push teachers back to the days when they were not valued as professionals, 

curriculum design models such as Wiggins and McTighe’s ubd reflect the great 

level of skill and expertise it takes to both design and deliver curriculum and can 

continue to push forward the professionalization of teaching.
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FiGure 2 - portions of ubd unit on Text Structure.

StAgE onE
Established goals:

Virginia English Sols, grade 7
Reading 7.6-b: Use text structures to aid comprehension; 7.6-c: Identify an
author’s organizational pattern using textual clues, such as transitional words
and phrases; 7.6-j: Identify cause and effect relationships.
Writing 7.8-a: Use a variety of graphic organizers, including sentence
diagrams, to analyze and improve sentence formation and paragraph structure.

What key knowledge and skills will students acquire as a result of this unit?

Students will know:
•  Several ways expository texts can be or-

ganized (i.e., sequentially, comparatively, 
causally)

•  Key transitional words and phrases in-
dicative of sequential, comparative, and 
causal organization

•  How to identify the organizational 
structure(s) of an unfamiliar expository text

Students will be able to:
•  Comprehend grade-level expository 

texts with sequential, comparative, and 
causal structures

•  Visually represent the organization of an 
expository text

What essential questions will be 
considered?

• How can expository texts be organized?
•  How can the organization of a text help 

you understand its content?
•  Why do authors organize texts in 

different ways?
•  How can you figure out how a text is 

organized?

What understandings are desired?

Students will understand that:
•  Expository texts can be organized in a 

variety of ways.
•  The way a text is organized can help you 

understand its content.
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StAgE tWo 

StAgE thrEE 

What evidence will show that students understand? (performance task)

Students will imagine that they have been asked by the editor of their school newspaper 
to write an article on a current events topic of their choice They will research the topic, 
finding at least three magazine or newspaper articles (could be Junior Scholastic, etc.) 
about it; one of these articles should have a sequential structure, one a comparative, and 
one a causal structure. Students will analyze these articles to determine their structure and 
visually represent the structure of each with a graphic organizer. Then students will select 
one structure that they will use to organize their own article and will prepare an outline 
and a visual display (graphic organizer) of the information they will include. They will 
then write a short paragraph to the editor of the newspaper that explains why they have 
selected the structure they have to organize their article, how the structure they chose will 
influence the way they will present the information in their article, and how this will help 
readers to understand the content of their article.

Examples of learning plan activities:

Introduce sequential, comparative, and causal text structures with three articles (one article in 
which each of these three structures is dominant or obvious) about a current event. Full class 
discusses similarities and differences among the three articles. Use think pair share and then full 
class share on how various structures helped students understand the articles Have students be-
gin to create text structure booklets (one page for each structure).

Deliver a mini lesson on key transitional words for each structure. Have students read articles from 
Junior Scholastic magazine and highlight key transitional words in each. Use a Jigsaw activity to have 
expert groups each focus on one structure and home groups share findings on all three structures. Al-
low students to reflect individually on benefits of knowing various organizational structures.

Models how to create Q (question) networks for one text structure; have students work with support 
and then independently to create Q networks for other two structures. Have students add key transi-
tional words and Q network questions to their text structure booklets. Have students determine struc-
ture of a section of their history textbook and assess their ability to do so by writing several sentences.

Introduce graphic organizers for each structure using texts from first lesson on Japan earthquake/
tsunami. Use quickwrite/quicktalk on how graphic organizers can help with understanding a 
text. Use “Trade book Toss” activity to practice identifying structures in various informational 
trade books: students choose one passage from a trade book, identify the structure, and display 
the information in a graphic organizer.
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