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THE PROFESSIONAL LEARNING OF TEACHERS

Why is Professional Learning important?

What teachers know, do and believe has a major influence on what students learn. If we are to
improve the quality of teaching and learning in our schools we must invest in the learning of
teachers. This learning should support the growth of the individual as well as contribute to the
realisation of the goals and priorities of the school and the system.

What is Professional Learning?

A teacher’s professional learning journey is an ongoing process of inquiry into, and reflection on their
practice, punctuated by learning activities and programs designed to enhance their professional
knowledge, skills, and attitudes. This process of growth and development provides opportunities for
teachers to examine and challenge their assumptions about their role, experiment with teaching
strategies and develop a deeper understanding of their subject content, the students they teach and
how their students learn.

In the current context of educational reform in Victoria the professional learning of teachers is
recognised as a key component of building the capacity of teachers that will result in improvement in
student outcomes. The ‘Essential Learnings’ curriculum framework, aligned with refined approaches
to assessment and reporting and underpinned by the ‘Principles of Learning and Teaching’ create
new expectations for teacher practice and student performance. As teachers do not learn all that
they need to learn in their pre-service education they must seek out and be provided with
opportunities to enhance their understanding of effective teaching. In order to assist students to
learn effectively teachers require a broad repertoire of skills and knowledge, including a deep
understanding of content and how students learn and think.

What does the Research tell us?

There is general agreement that teachers’ engagement in professional learning opportunities that
are narrowly focused do not provide the necessary leverage to change their classroom practice,
make a difference to the teaching and learning relationship and improve student outcomes.
Teaching and learning is a complex process that requires more than short term, episodic skill
training. Traditional one-off training workshops or in-services of short duration, unconnected to the
needs of individual teachers and students and other professional development activities are viewed
as having little impact on practice.

Effective Professional Learning

Teachers need to be provided with opportunities to learn; they must also be open to learning. A
commitment to the professional growth of every teacher should be supported with professional
learning opportunities that respect and acknowledge that teachers are adult learners who learn in
different ways, come from different backgrounds, work in a variety of context specific settings and
cater for the needs of diverse students. Effective professional learning recognises that teachers have
individual needs, different motivations for learning, and prior knowledge and experience that will
impact on the type of learning they choose to engage in. The design of learning activities must relate
to, and make explicit the intended purpose and nature of what is to be achieved to ensure teachers
understand the relevance and value these activities have to their classroom practice and student
learning. The relationship between change in classroom practice and improvement in student
learning demands recognition of what learning is required and how it will be learnt in the most
effective way to achieve intended goals. The test of effective professional learning, as Little (1997)
suggests, “is whether teachers and other educators come to know more about their subjects, their
students, and their practice, and to make informed use of what they know.”

Principles of Effective Professional Learning

A draft set of principles of effective professional learning have been developed to inform the design
of programs and learning opportunities for teachers and other educators. The provision of quality
professional learning experiences is the essential link to improvement in teacher practice and
student outcomes.
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The Seven Principles of Highly Effective Professional Learning

These seven principles are designed to underpin the delivery of high quality professional learning to
improve student outcomes and apply to all levels of the system — school, network, region and centre.

High quality professional learning models effective teaching and learning practices and
should be:

1) focused on improving student outcomes (not just individual teacher needs).
2) focused on and embedded in teacher practice (not disconnected from the school).

3) informed by the best available research on effective learning and teaching (not just
limited to what they currently know).

4) collaborative, involving reflection and feedback (not just individual inquiry).

5) evidence based and data driven to guide improvement and to measure impact (not
anecdotal).

6) ongoing, supported and fully integrated into the culture and operations of the system
— schools, networks, regions and the centre (not episodic and fragmented).

7) both an individual responsibility and a collective responsibility at all levels of the
system (not just the school level and not optional).
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