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SYNTHESIS OF RESEARCH 
ON STAFF DEVELOPMENT

E ducators looking for a good 
staff development program are 
forced to choose among literally 

thousands of very different programs. 
The programs range from traditional 
university courses to school-based 
workshops to overall school improve 
ment programs. Some programs are 
condensed into a day or a week of 
intense activity, and others are on 
going, with activities sprinkled 
throughout the year. Trainers in some 
schools are local personnel; other 
schools bring in outside consultants.

Some staff development programs 
use lectures, and others use demon 
strations and simulated trials. Some 
orient everyone toward the same gen 
eral objectives; others have individ 
ualized goals. Programs may be plan 
ned by teachers or by administrators 
or by a combination of both.

Which programs are best? What is 
the best way to help teachers develop 
the new skills, knowledge, and atti 
tudes they need and want? How can 
administrators help teachers in their 
professional growth?

Unfortunately, going to the litera 
ture on staff development is not much 
help. A majority of publications are 
evaluation reports rather than real 
research. In many of them, adminis 
trators or teachers write up a program 
used in their school. It is almost al 
ways a successful program since no 
one likes to publish failures. Mea 
surement techniques are often subjec 
tive opinions or tests made up by the 
participants. Results sections report 
fuzzy findings like "teachers felt the
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program helped them improve their 
classroom questioning techniques" or 
"administrators are proud of the no 
ticeable improvement in teacher atti 
tudes." Control groups are rarely used 
because no one wants to be left out 
of the exciting new program.

Smart administrators and teachers 
look at these reports with more than 
a little skepticism. Are they really so. 
successful? Is a program that was 
successful in another school certain 
to be successful in their own school? 
What are the ingredients of a success 
ful staff development program?

Effective Techniques
Fortunately, hidden among the many 
dubious reports on staff development 
programs are a few useful studies. 
One of these, a four-year, two-phase 
study by the Rand Corporation cul 
minating in 1975, provided some 
insights into the characteristics of 
effective staff development. Not ini 
tially focused on staff development, 
the study looked at approximately 
300 educational innovations to deter 
mine why some innovative projects 
succeed and others fail. The research 
ers found that certain staff develop 
ment strategies had great impact on 
the success of these innovations.

According to Berman and Mc- 
Laughlin (1978), researchers sur 
veyed 852 administrators and 689 
teachers and conducted field studies 
that allowed them to observe projects 
in operation. Two years after the 
initial research, they resurveyed 100 
projects and revisited 18 to determine 
which reforms had long-lasting ef 
fects.

The researchers discovered that 
several aspects of teacher staff de 
velopment activities had "major, posi 
tive effects" on project outcomes and 
continuation. One was training that 
was "concrete, ongoing, and teacher 
specific." "Hands-on" training that al 
lowed teachers to try out new tech 
niques and ask for the kind of as 
sistance they needed when they 
needed it was most likely to lead to 
successful programs. The best train 
ing addressed the specific needs of 
each individual teacher.

In contrast, one-shot pre-imple- 
mentation training was usually not 
helpful to project staff. Because train 
ing and assistance needs of teachers 
changed over time, even if training 
was relevant it was not meaningful 
when presented before the program 
had really begun.

Because of the need for ongoing 
assistance, local resource personnel 
who could provide "on-call" advice 
were more effective than outside con 
sultants whose advice was seen as too 
"general, untimely, and irrelevant."

Observation of projects in other 
classrooms or districts was also found 
to be a useful component of staff de 
velopment because teachers could 
receive advice and encouragement 
from peers who had had a successful 
experience.

A rather surprising finding was that 
giving extra pay for training had 
either insignificant or negative effects. 
Apparently, teachers participate in 
training programs because they be 
lieve they will help them to become 
better teachers and not because of 
extrinsic rewards.

Another conclusion of the re 
searchers was that principal partici 
pation in the training was vital. It 
appeared that principals needed to 
gain knowledge that would enable
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them to help teachers with program 
objectives and to show teachers that 
their efforts were supported.

In another report on the Rand 
study, McLaughlin and Marsh (1978) 
highlighted an additional conclusion. 
These authors noted that "staff sup 
port" activities were extremely im 
portant in enabling teachers to carry 
on successful programs. "Skill-speci 
fic" training was not ehough. One 
component of staff support activities 
was regular project meetings where 
teachers could discuss and work on 
problems. Although these meetings 
became counterproductive if they 
degenerated into mere recordkeeping 
or concentrated on details of project 
administration, they were found to be 
extremely helpful if teachers could 
use them to work together to solve 
immediate problems.

Other staff support activities were 
teacher participation in project deci 
sions and the classroom assistance by 
resource personnel discussed by Ber- 
man and McLaughlin. These activities 
appeared to be necessary to affect 
teachers' attitudes and inspire com 
mitment to the program. McLaughlin 
and Marsh found that without such 
support activities the effects of train 
ing faded and no long-lasting changes 
in teachers occurred.

Effective Program Management
Another approach to determining 
what makes teacher inservice effective 
was taken by Lawrence (1974). He 
looked at 97 studies or evaluation re 
ports of inservice education and gen 
eralized about successful programs. 
Although no single one of these re 
ports is enough basis for choosing a 
program, the programs are more en 
lightening when looked at as a group. 
When the 97 programs are compared, 
characteristics of effective programs 
can be separated from those of less 
effective programs, and aspects that 
are repeatedly a part of effective pro 
grams can be spotted easily.

Some of the most interesting of 
Lawrence's findings are clustered 
around the management of inservice 
education. Several of his findings are 
strikingly similar to those of the Rand 
study. Lawrence found that education 
programs that have individualized 
activities are more likely to accom 
plish their objectives than are pro 
grams that have common activities 
for all participants. This is similar to 
Herman and McLaughlin's findings

that the most successful strategies are 
"teacher specific."

Another finding to echo the Rand 
study was the finding that programs 
that emphasize demonstrations, trials, 
and feedback are more effective than 
those in which teachers merely ab 
sorb ideas for a future time. This 
sounds a lot like Herman and Mc 
Laughlin's conclusions about "con 
crete ongoing," "hands-on" programs.

Lawrence also noted that school- 
based programs conducted by local 
supervisors or administrators appear 
more effective than those run by out 
side personnel. Again, one is re 
minded of Herman and McLaughlin, 
this time of their findings about the 
superiority of local resource person 
nel to consultants.

Lawrence found that teacher be 
havior was affected by both school- 
based and college-based programs, 
but that the school-based programs 
influenced more complex kinds of 
behaviors such as attitudes. Ap 
parently programs at the school site 
are capable of doing more than con 
veying information; they are capable 
of changing beliefs as well. This find 
ing is especially interesting when 
coupled with McLaughlin and 
Marsh's finding that just offering 
new skills is not enough to accom 
plish successful educational innova 
tions in schools. They found that 
complex changes involving attitudes 
and motivation were very necessary 
if real changes were to be made in 
the instructional program.

Finally. Lawrence discovered that 
programs in which teachers partici 
pate as helpers and planners have 
greater success in accomplishing their 
objectives than do programs con 
ducted by college or other outside 
personnel without teacher assistance.

Preferred Programs
When selecting an inservice program 
it is also helpful to know the charac 
teristics of programs preferred by 
teachers and administrators. Joyce 
and his colleagues (1976) did some 
preliminary investigating into teacher 
and administrator preferences for in- 
service teacher education (ISTE). 
The researchers conducted loosely 
structured interviews with 1,016 edu 
cators, including teachers, administra 
tors, and college faculty. Although 
the interviewees were not a random 
sample and the authors stress that in 
terviews were exploratory and in 

tended to be merely preliminary to a 
later survey, they are confident that 
the findings "identify fairly exhaus 
tively the perceived issues, problems, 
and opportunities for constructive 
change in ISTE."

Joyce and his associates uncovered 
a number of concerns and opinions 
regarding inservice education, some 
of which confirm the studies discussed 
earlier. The researchers discovered 
among all types of respondents a de 
sire for teachers to have more respon 
sibility for the content of inservice 
programs. Few respondents wanted 
administrators or college teachers 
(those traditionally responsible for 
program content) to have sole re 
sponsibility for determining pro 
grams.

The researchers also found that all 
categories of interviewees were con 
cerned about the need to relate train 
ing to local and on-the-job needs and 
for teachers to receive training when 
they need and want it. This "time 
liness" need was especially crucial.

There was less agreement on who 
should be responsible for the organi 
zation of inservice programs. In fact, 
each group questioned (teachers, ad 
ministrators, college faculty) favored 
themselves as the responsible agents.

A final finding presents a contrast 
to findings of the Lawrence study. 
When asked about preferences for 
trainers, only 2 percent of the re 
spondents preferred local education 
agency personnel (including adminis 
trators and curriculum supervisors) 
as trainers, while 15 percent chose 
consultants, and 20 percent chose 
college faculty. This contrasts with 
Lawrence's findings about the desir 
ability of using local administrators 
rather than outside consultants. Why 
the trainers who would be the most 
useful for teachers are those the least 
desired by the educators interviewed 
is something of a puzzle.

Joyce and his colleagues hypothe 
sized that teachers did not want to 
have their evaluators as their trainers. 
Perhaps before teachers will feel com 
fortable with local administrative per 
sonnel as trainers, the functions of 
evaluation and training will have to 
be more clearly separated.

In another, smaller survey, John- 
ston and Yeakey (1977) questioned 
313 teachers and 23 administrators 
from 17 New Jersey elementary 
schools. The hypothesis they tested 
was that administrators differ sig-
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nificantly from teachers in preferred 
content, methods, and planning 
strategies of teacher staff develop 
ment programs.

When preferences for content were 
compared, Johnston and Yeakey 
found that there was indeed signifi 
cant disagreement. For instance, ur 
ban administrators ranked commu 
nity relations as a topic they would 
most prefer for teacher staff develop 
ment programs, whereas teachers 
ranked it as a least preferred topic. 
Similar differences were found on 
other topics. Johnston and Yeakey 
believed that administrators were in 
terested in those topics most closely 
associated with their role and that 
teachers were interested in those rele 
vant to their own role.

The researchers also found that ad 
ministrators and teachers are not in 
agreement as to who should plan and 
conduct staff development work 
shops. Administrators prefer that they 
themselves plan the workshops, but 
teachers prefer teacher and commit 
tee planning.

Johnston and Yeakey'"concluded 
that the most effective staff develop 
ment workshops would be those 
planned jointly by teachers and ad 
ministrators. They believe teachers 
need a chance to define their own 
problems and needs. They put it, "If 
this is done, administrators will find 
that teachers are more supportive of 
staff development programs, and in 
turn the programs are more effec 
tive."

Implications
These findings suggest a number of 
guidelines for choosing staff develop 
ment programs. First, the persons re 
sponsible for programs would do well 
to choose those that are concrete 
and aimed at specific skills rather 
than theoretical. These programs 
should emphasize demonstrations and 
opportunities for staff to practice the 
new skills and receive feedback. Lec 
tures alone promise to be less effec 
tive.

Both the Lawrence and Rand 
studies indicate that programs should 
be individualized to address the re 
quirements of each participant and 
relate to on-the-job needs. Programs 
that offer the same results to everyone 
will be less effective.

The best programs appear to be on 
going—stretching throughout the 
school year—rather than a short

HIGHLIGHTS FROM RESEARCH 
ON STAFF DEVELOPMENT

Effective staff development programs:
  are concrete and aimed at specific skills
  emphasize demonstrations and opportunities for staff to practice 

the new skills and receive feedback
  are individualized to address the requirements of each participant 

and to relate to on-the-job needs
  are ongoing stretching throughout the school year
  are held at school rather then elsewhere 

  include opportunities to observe other teachers who have mastered and are practicing
the skills being taught.
Principals should participate in staff development programs and show their knowl 

edge and support but teachers should help choose program content and act as helpers 
and planners.

Local resource personnel make better trainers than do outside consultants, but many 
teachers would rather not be trained by local administrators. That may mean that staff 
members other than administrators should be the trainers and that the functions of 
evaluation and training have to be separated.
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workshop or course that is soon for 
gotten. Programs are more successful 
at changing attitudes if they occur at 
school rather than elsewhere. Obser 
vation of other teachers who have 
mastered and are practicing the skills 
being taught appears to be useful.

Paying teachers to participate in 
programs appears to be less useful 
than providing programs that appeal 
to teachers' motivation to improve 
their abilities and become better 
teachers.

Findings of the Rand study indicate 
that principals ought to be a part of 
staff development programs and show 
their knowledge and support of the 
program. Yet all three of the other 
studies emphasize that administrators 
should not have full responsibility for 
planning programs. Teachers want 
and need to help choose program 
content and to participate as helpers 
and planners. Administrators who 
take full charge without help from the 
staff will find their programs sadly 
lacking in support. Administrators 
who ignore the program will suffer 
the same fate.

Furthermore, as the Rand and 
Lawrence studies both indicate,

teachers want ongoing participation 
in project decisions, and programs 
that provide such participation are 
more successful. Regular project 
meetings are important, not, as Mc- 
Laughlin and Marsh emphasize, for 
administrative details but for discus 
sion of real immediate problems and 
proposed solutions.

These findings are all clearer and 
less ambiguous than the findings con 
cerning who should be the trainers in 
staff development activities. Both the 
Rand and Lawrence studies indicate 
that local resource personnel make 
better trainers than do outside con 
sultants. Yet Joyce and his research 
team found that almost no one 
wanted local administrative personnel 
for trainers. Perhaps school staff 
members rather than administrators 
should be recruited for use as train 
ers. Perhaps changes in evaluation 
procedures can be made to make 
teachers feel less threatened by the 
idea of their supervisors being used as 
trainers.

The same themes appear again and 
again in these four studies: a need for 
more teacher participation in choos 
ing and running staff development
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programs; a call for less theory and 
intellectualizing and more practice 
and participation in program activi 
ties; and a need for training that ad 
dresses everyday on-the-job needs 
and that is individualized to meet the 
needs of each participant. These are 
the lessons of research on staff de 
velopment. •
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