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Creating a Professional
Learning Partnership

With a boost from the state department of
education, a group of Maryland principals
launched programs to support statewide

networks, professional seminars,
and school change.

D esigners of staff development
often forget that adults learn
when they perceive there is a

need to learn. Answering a question
that the adult learner has not asked is
usually a waste of time. A group of 25
principals in Maryland, however, have
not only asked questions, they have
begun to seek the answers together

At the end of a one-year training
program for principals sponsored by
the Maryland State Department of Edu-
cation, several of the participants knew
they needed to continue to develop
their skills. One principal observed,
'We're just now beginning to know
what we need." Another asked, "Who
can I talk to to keep up with the latest

research?" And a third, "Where do we
go from here to learn more? A year is
not enough."

The principals' questions stimulated
them to work together to look for
answers. Together they applied for a
grant; obtained funding; and, piggy-
backing on the original state depart-
ment-planned and- funded experi-
ence, they designed their own skill
development program.

Maryland's Staff Development
Institutes
The principals' commitment to self-
improvement began with their partici-
pation in a Maryland Professional De-
velopment Academy (MPDA) Institute
called School Improvement: The Prin-
cipal as Staff Developer. The institute
is one of nine year-long training expe-
riences conducted annually for build-
ing-level leaders. Designed to improve
educational leadership in Maryland's
24 school systems, each MPDA Insti-
tute serves 25-30 participants.

The Institute on School Improve-
ment and Staff Development is a sec-
ond-level experience, planned for
educators who have already attended
one institute and are ready to extend
their skills. Offered for the first time in
1985-86, this institute is designed to
help principals to be change agents
with their school staffs, applying insti-
tute content to general school im-
provement issues.

A wide range of activities helps prin-
cipals develop a conceptual frame-
work, and attain new skills that will
transfer to their own job sites. As one
principal said, "In the Academy, the
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bottom line was whether people
would change how they did their jobs.
From the first planning meeting on,
we started talking about action plans
and our own school needs. We left the
institute with the clear expectation that
we would and could use what we had'
learned."

Developing Collegial Support
The year-long institute begins in April
with a one-day planning workshop.
The state department coordinator out-
lines the institute's objectives, and par-
ticipants work together in large and
small groups to relate their own train-
ing needs to the institute topic.

During the summer the principals
attend an intensive five-day retreat
with the institute coordinator and ex-
pert trainers brought in from all over
the country. Both the setting and the
evening programs help participants
cultivate collegial and social relation-
ships. Many principals feel that these
relationships are one of the major
benefits of the institute. Said one, "It's
the first time since college that I've
established real, meaningful profes-
sional relationships. I have a new sup-
port group now to help me problem
solve." These relationships among
participants form the basis for a princi-
pals' network throughout the state.

During summer training, partici-
pants begin to develop individual ac-
tion plans for using their new skills on
the job. They also form self-selected
networking teams of four to eight par-
ticipants. These teams agree to meet
monthly throughout the school year to
share problems and concerns. Also
during the year the institute hosts two
additional two-day residential sessions
to help principals continue to develop
their skills and to assess their progress
on the action plans. Strong group rap-
port undergirds the supportive learn-
ing that the principals experience in
these two sessions.

Because the implementation of
many action plans requires resources
beyond those normally available to
schools, the state department of edu-
cation makes some small grants avail-
able to participants. The grants for
building-level changes are available to
individual principals, and grants for
system-level change are available to
groups of principals from a school
system.
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Taking Charge of Professional
Development
The networks formed during the Insti-
tute on School Improvement and Staff
Development are unusually strong
and enthusiastic. One team, meeting
regularly to share concerns about ac-
tion plans, began to discuss their need
for further training. In the summer of
1986, a full year after the original
institute, team members began infor-
mally to contact other institute partici-
pants from around the state. Thev
found that others shared their needs
for further training. A subgroup of the
original 25 participants met to pro-
pose a second year of training to be
directed by the principals themselves.

Their objectives were to bring the
original group together again for joint
problem solving, to learn about the
latest research on school-level change
and staff development, and to allow
group members an opportunity to
generate further questions and find
answers..

The principals applied for an MPDA
grant. Since MPDA guidelines have
established the maximum amount of
money any one school system may
receive, the proposal writers enlisted
the support of three school superin-
tendents, all of whom approved and
signed their grant request. The state

department funded the proposal,
which was the first ever to address the
needs of principals on a statewide
basis.

Funding in hand, the-original pro-
posal writers-three elementary prin-
cipals and a middle school principal
from one of the larger school systems
in the state--formed a planning com-
mittee Working with three high
school principals and a principal of a
special education center, each from a
different region and school .system, the
committee planned a two-day residen-
tial meeting in the fall and another in
the spring.

Developing a Training Agenda
The planning committee voiced a
number of concerns. For example,
one of the speakers at the original
summer session had introduced the
principals to characteristics of adult
learners. The committee wanted {o
hear another presentation that would
focus on the most current research in
this area

In addition, since budgets for
school-level staff development usually
are low, participants had begun to
work on their own presentation skills.
They wanted to arrange for further
practice and receive feedback from
the group.
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Almost everyone who had partici-
pated in the original institute had em-
barked on a school effectiveness or
school improvement process. They
were determining their schools needs
in various ways, forming school teams,
and examining characteristics of effec-
tive schools. Many participants had
used their networking teams to devel-
op and share survey instruments. They
all expressed a need for help with the
process, rather than with the content,
of school improvement.

"It's easy to find all the information
you need on school effectiveness,"
said one principal. "Every journal you
pick up lately has something, and our
system is bombarding us with surveys
and tapes and advice. But it's all just
one more silly notion from the princi-
pal's office if you can't get your staff to
take ownership of an improvement
effort. We need the skills to do that."

The 25 original institute participants
responded enthusiastically to the fol-
low-up plan. In response to a short

questionnaire sent by the planning
committee on the current status of the
action plans, blockages to implement-
ing them, and needs and interests, the
committee learned that principals
wanted skills that they could readily
apply to help their schools function
better. But they also wanted to know
the latest research and professional
literature, and they were interested In
applying practices of other schools
and school systems. By September al-
most all the original participants had
agreed to attend the follow-up
sessions.

At the fall training session, partici-
pants formed working groups to share
the progress and impediments they
had experienced with their action
plans. They heard an update on the
latest research on adult learners, staff
development, and school change.
They practiced coaching skills and
solved problems They also began to
ask the questions that will guide the
committee in planning for their spring
meeting.

Principals Take Control
Many programs that try to support
administrators' skill development set
them adrift in a sea of piecemeal work-
shops, readings, and courses. One-
shot speakers come and go, leaving
the principals with a page of notes for
their files but with little real direction
for making their schools better In
contrast, the conceptual framework
and skills provided by the state-spon-
sored institute empowered 25 princi-
pals to become partners, taking con-
trol of and designing their own
training. As colleagues they have
risked the discomforts and discontin-
uities of change. Their support of one
another has enabled them to improve
their schools.

Jane Hammond is Chief, Staff Develop-
ment Branch, Maryland State Department
of Education, 200 W Baltimore St., Balti-
more, MD 21201. Karen Foster is Princi-
pal, Clinton Grove Elementary Schooxl.
Prince George's County, Maryland, Public
Sch(x)ls. 9420 Temple Hills Rd. Clinton,
MD 20735
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