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Goals for today
• What is understanding? 

• What is Teaching for Understanding?

• What is effective professional development?

• What are challenges to  scaling up effective 
professional development?

• How can online technologies support effective 
professional development? 



What is Understanding?

Understanding is a capacity to think and 

act flexibly with what you know.

Understanding is developed and 

demonstrated through performances.



How do we 
Teach for Understanding?

Frame generative curriculum topics

Define explicit understanding goals

Promote student performances that develop and 
demonstrate understanding

Provide ongoing assessment from multiple people 
using public criteria to suggest improvements

Support reflective, collaborative communities of 
learners



Effective Professional Development

Content
– Focuses on clear goals anchored in student learning

– Derives from research on exemplary practice and focused on specific 
issues of curriculum and pedagogy

Process
– Embodies a theory of adult learning

– Develops collaborative practice within and across schools

– Models effective pedagogical practice consistent with message

– Provides ongoing feedback around teacher and student learning

Context
– Involves school leaders and staff

– Takes place in schools and classrooms

– Maintains focus on continuous improvement over time

– Builds local capacity to sustain system-wide improvement
Adapted from Elmore, R. F. (2002, Spring). Bridging the gap between standards and achievement: the imperative for professional development in education [www]. Albert Shanker

Institute. Retrieved Nov. 4, 2003, from the World Wide Web: http://www.ashankerinst.org/Downloads/Bridging_Gap.pdf



Professional Development as
Teaching for Understanding

Make professional development generative

Define clear understanding goals

Promote active learning and application of 
principles in practice

Provide frequent coaching with feedback

Build professional, reflective, collaborative 
communities



Challenges: Scaling Up Effective 
Professional Development

• Bridging the knowledge-action gap

• Not enough coaches

• Connecting across space and time

• Maintaining high quality, research-based 

content: “telephone effect”

• Adapting to local context

• Sustaining support over time



The Promise of Online 
Professional Development

– creates and supports teachers in learning communities

– archives vivid images of exemplary practice 

– provides new structures and media for reflecting, communicating,
and acting;

– allows for construction and discovery of knowledge;

– expands access to information, networks, people, and ideas;

– increases the flexibility of time and places for learning.

National Staff Development Council. (2001). E-learning for educators: implementing the standards for staff development [pdf]. 

National Staff Development Council/National Institute for Community Innovations. Retrieved Nov. 24, 2003, from the World 

Wide Web: http://www.nsdc.org/library/authors/e-learning.pdf and National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future 

(NCTAF). (2003) No Dream Denied: A Pledge to America’s Children.



How can new technologies support
professional development?

WIDEWorld

online learning for educators

http://wideworld.pz.harvard.edu









WIDE World
Educational Model

• Build on teachers’ priorities and current practice

• Walk the talk: Model desired approaches so that 

teachers learn from experience

• Online tools to scaffold performance

• Support cycles of learning, applying, reflecting, 

revising

• Personalized coaching and feedback

• Collaboration and exchange with a community of 

colleagues



Teach about and model research-based approaches

Learners read “Welcome Notes”

– every 2 weeks for 12 weeks

– review of previous session: 
connect to participants’ 
realities

– new content & assignments

– instructor “walks the talk”

“Nancy and Kostis
noted that their lesson 

plans became more 
‘student-centered’ 

when they…”



• Study Groups have about ten participants

- Participants may enroll in small teams

• Coaches support and mediate discussions

- Coaches often recruited from WIDE     
graduates (self-sustaining, capacity-building
design)

< Instructor

Boston,
Massachusetts

Rochester, 
New York

Cambridge, 
Massachusetts

Arlington,
Virginia

Swanton, 
Vermont

Cotati,
California

Coaches >

< Study Group of Participants

Multiple cycles of feedback, reflection & inquiry

Bangalore,
India

Athens,
Greece



Learners respond to 
reflection prompts in the 
course Discussion Area.

During my science class 
I have seen my students grow in 

interest which translates to attendance, 
punctuality and increased levels of 

understanding…

I have been using high levels of 
student input in both the unit design 

and rubric building, and so far am
seeing amazing results.

Multiple cycles of feedback, reflection & inquiry



Collaborative Curriculum Design Tool

– enables educators to co-create 
curriculum plans

– common framework for 
instructional design

– visual, online workspace

Supportive tools & communities



Tools support collaborative practice 
and ongoing feedback

I want to share my
excitement with you…

about the fascinating things I have 
learnt since I joined this course. One of 

them is the issue of collaborative 
learning…

Look at [your UGs] after feedback from 
coaches or colleagues. You realize 
that there were many loopholes
which you could not detect 

when you were alone.

• Built-in threaded discussion area 
for members of a design team: 
feedback colleagues, coaches, 
instructors

• Learners can draft and revise their 
work, attach documents, ask for 
assistance 



Resources support collaborative practice 
and ongoing feedback

Supportive communities with:

• forums for ongoing 
professional exchange

• resource libraries

• galleries with ‘pictures 
of practice’



Linking Online Learning to Onsite Support
Local Facilitator Role

(special thanks to Heidi Soule)

• Political Support

• Social Support

• Technical Support

• Educational Support

• Administrative Support



Political Support

• Lining up support from key Ministry leaders

• Connecting change initiative to local policy priorities  



Social Support

Face-to-Face workshops (four total) 

throughout 12-week online course:

– Orientation
– Mid-course support
– Closing showcase and celebration

Promote and model peer learning



Technical Support

• Make sure participants have access to technology

• Assist in developing sufficient expertise to use the 

technology



Educational Support

• Augment the work that WIDE coaches do through 

face-to-face coaching

• Relay learners’ challenges to coaches



Administrative Support

• Identify people who need to work together to 

create initiative to work and sustain momentum

• Provide synergistic energy to help coordinate and 

build local capacity to sustain the initiative



Thank you!

• URLs
– WIDE World: http://wideworld.pz.harvard.edu/
– CCDT: http://learnweb.harvard.edu/ccdt/
– ALPS: http://learnweb.harvard.edu/alps/
– ENT: http://learnweb.harvard.edu/ent/

• Contact
– Stone Wiske: stone_wiske@gse.harvard.edu
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