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A Center for Interactive 
Professional Development

Through alliances, networks, and study
committees, Wisconsin's Regional Staff
Development Center brings together

educators from all grade levels and disciplines
to learn with and from one another.

Alliances in common subject areas are formed to help teachers maintain a spirit of inquiry 
and entfjusiasm in their field Here, a ptntics teacher shares a stjccessfut classroom 
demonstration u'ith fxr colleague.

T he Regional Staff Development 
Center serves the professional 
development needs of educators 

in 23 school districts and 3 postsecon- 
dary institutions in Kenosha and Ra 
cine Counties, Wisconsin. The center, 
which is a philosophy as well as a 
place, has grown out of this education 
al community's ten-year history of col 
laboration. In 19^8 the University of 
Wisconsin-Parkstde took the initiative 
to establish a relationship between the 
university and school districts The 
eventual formation of the Educators' 
Consortium for Excellence com 
posed of administrative, board, and 
teacher association leaders was a gi 
ant step in uniting educators in the 
region. The consortium's first major 
project, the creation of the Regional 
Staff Development Center, was a logi 
cal next step in school-college 
collaboration.

The center's programs and services 
promote the support, recognition, and 
training of educators, bringing togeth 
er faculty, administrators, board mem-
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The Regional Staff Development Center bring? educators together to see the "big picture" in 
education, to discover the joys and challenges of their colleagues.

bers, and union officials from all edu 
cational levels. Ongoing projects 
include a beginning teacher induction 
program, 14 academic alliances, 6 mu 
tual interest networks, 3 study commit 
tees, an elementary science training 
program, grant-writing teams of 
school personnel and university facul 
ty, and a monthly newsletter distribut 
ed to all 4,500 regional educators.

The heart of the center's mission is 
professional growth for educators 
throughout their careers. Programs 
and services incorporate principles of 
adult learning and thrive on the ener 
gy released when educators connect 
with and learn from one another. The 
center's activities reflect the belief that 
collegia! interaction facilitates profes 
sional growth.

A Structure of Cooperation
The innovative structure of the Re 
gional Staff Development Center en 
courages teacher participation at all 
levels. Activities are coordinated by a 
permanent director, 4 Center Asso 
ciates, 26 Program Coordinators, and 
103 Contact Teachers.

Center associates are experienced 
classroom teachers on leave from 
their districts to spend a year working 
full time at the center. Associates are 
selected to represent a cross section of 
the center's membership with regard 
to grade level and geographic loca-

"The collegiality 
resulting from 
educators' sharing 
their knowledge 
and love of subject 
matter has 
transcended the 
levels at which 
they teach."

tion. Under the guidance of the direc 
tor, the associates work together close 
ly to build their skills in facilitating 

'support groups, leading group discus- 
 sions, making presentations, writing 
grants, and producing the monthly 
newsletter.

The centers organizational struc 
ture has expanded as the numbers of 
members and programs have grown. 
Every support group (alliance, net- 
'work, or study committee) has at least 
one program coordinator, who orga 
nizes and facilitates the activities of the 
group with the help of the center 
associates. The center associates sup 
port, counsel, and lead while learning 
from the program coordinators 
through involvement with other disci 
plines and grade levels and exposure 
to recent research.

Contact teachers are the direct link 
between schools and the center. Each 
of the 90 school buildings served by 
the center has one or two contact 
teachers. These teachers are responsi 
ble for all communications to and 
from the center, including distribution 
of the monthly newsletter; they also 
serve as in-house advocates of center 
activities, sharing their knowledge of 
programs and encouraging partici 
pation.

Alliances and Networks
The center's collaborative efforts cross 
geographic and grade-level barriers. 
Many of the programs are alliances or 
networks, similar in design but differ 
ent in focus. An alliance is a group of 
school and university/college faculty 
who meet together regularly as "com 
munities of scholars" to share experi 
ences, knowledge, and interests in 
their common disciplines. 1 Center alli 
ances have been established in the 
subject areas of art, biology, chemistry- 
physics, dramatic arts, drafting, ele 
mentary science, English, foreign lan 
guages, general science, home 
economics, math, music, psychology, 
and social studies.

Networks, on the other hand, oper 
ate as professional idea exchanges 
among educators with mutual inter 
ests or common challenges. Networks 
already formed are the Beginning
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Teacher Support Group, Computers in 
Education, Counselors, Exceptional 
Education, Library/Media, and Middle- 
Level Educators.

The collegiality resulting from edu 
cators' sharing their knowledge and 
love of subject matter has transcended 
the levels at which they teach. School 
and college faculty meet as colleagues 
to identify their needs and concerns 
and to design ways to improve the 
quality of their intellectual and profes 
sional lives. Because alliances and net 
works are organized by their own 
members, no two are alike; a number 
of commonalities exist in that these 
groups have program coordinators 
and planning committees, set goals for 
themselves, and draw membership 
across levels and the region.

At a recent Physics/Chemistry Alli 
ance meeting a college professor 
showed alliance members how he 
demonstrates the mirage phenome 
non in his classroom. During the fol 
low-up discussion an elementary 
teacher suggested an alternative ap 
proach, which the professor enthusias 
tically accepted. The sense of profes 
sionalism and collegia! respect is an 
important by-product of such an ex 
change of ideas.

How do alliances and networks get 
started? A steering committee con-

"The philosophy 
and structure of the 
center capitalize on 
local expertise and 
energy."

vened by the center plans a "kick-off" 
event which reaches out to all educa 
tors in a specific discipline or interest 
area. For example, the Math Alliance 
began with a dinner meeting open to 
all math educators in the area. The 
guest speaker, a local elementary prin 
cipal, led a discussion on cooperative 
learning that appealed to the full range 
of teaching levels represented, ele 
mentary through postsecondary.

From the surveys completed at that 
initial Math Alliance gathering, the 
planning committee set themes for 
successive meetings hosted by various 
schools in the region. Each meeting 
had a special focus. At one, the partici 
pants shared lesson plans and favorite 
techniques for teaching difficult math 
concepts. At another, they explored a 
variety of problem-solving activities 
for use in math classes. As a closure 
activity for the academic year, the plan 
ning committee established goals for 
the following year.

Through alliances and networks, 
members help each other maintain 
the spirit of inquiry crucial to the 
healthy intellectual life of all faculty 
members, regardless of the age of 
their students. One teacher recently 
commented on her participation, "The 
science alliance has given me new 
skills and fresh enthusiasm for my 
entire job not just in teaching sci 
ence It's been a cool glass of water on 
a hot, dusty road. Really hits the spot!'

Study Committees
Classroom teachers rarely get the op 
portunity to analyze and then act on 
the conditions affecting their profes 
sional lives. Study committees are one 
vehicle to help teachers escape the 
intellectual stagnation and isolation 
that often plague their daily work 
places. As an elementary teacher said 
after an all-day meeting of a study 
committee, "I came away with a feel 
ing of pride. I was treated as an intelli 
gent adult. It was wonderful to spend a 
day sharing ideas with 'adults.' I went 
home refreshed and eager to go to 
school the next day."

For six months, the Regional Staff 
Development Center worked ^ith an

"Through alliances 
and networks, 
members help each 
other maintain the 
spirit of inquiry 
crucial to the 
healthy intellectual 
life of all faculty 
members, regardless 
of the age of their 
students."
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interdistrict committee of teachers, 
school board members, and adminis 
trators to develop an induction plan 
for beginning teachers. From this Be 
ginning Teacher Study Committee a 
comprehensive program emerged: a 
pilot induction program, a series of 
support seminars on topics relevant to 
first-year teachers, and a set of begin 
ning teacher orientation guidelines for 
administrators. These tangible out 
comes were important to committee 
members, but the collegia! relation 
ships that developed during the study 
committee's deliberations exceeded 
everyone's expectations. Working to 
gether on a common concern blurred 
the lines of authority among adminis 
trators, teachers, and board members. 
Teachers found it stimulating, board 
members learned more about the 
needs of teachers, and administrators 
were reminded of the everyday de 
mands on classroom teachers.

A second study committee evolved 
when a humanities professor came to 
the center concerned about her stu 
dents' lack of knowledge of different 
cultures, even within their own com 
munity. Her college students were un 
able to understand, much less discuss, 
the issues of cross-cultural communi 
cation. Center staff responded by invit 
ing educators with teaching experi 
ence in multicultural settings to meet 
and react to this problem.

The Cross-Cultural Study Commit 
tee has now met for two years to 
address this complex issue; it has pro 
duced a human relations handbook 
for teachers, Educating for Cultural 
Understanding. This compilation of 
knowledge and collegia! research is an 
effort to start cross-cultural communi 
cation at the elementary level and 
continue it through high school. Over 
coming the Isolation of these teachers 
and enhancing their pride in them 
selves are by-products of this collabo 
ration. As one member said, "I thought 
this would be just one more meeting 
at the end of a long day, but every time 
I leave, I'm recharged! I look forward 
to school the next day, wanting to 
share the discussion with my co-work 
ers. It's so nice to feel like a 
professional!"

"Working together 
on a common 
concern blurred 
the lines of 
authority among 
administrators,
teachers, and board 
members."

Specialized Roles Lead to 
Learning
Beyond the collegial learning inherent 
in support groups, special interactive 
leadership roles assumed by educa 
tors through the Regional Staff Devel 
opment Center are rich in profession 
al growth opportunities.

The responsibilities of center asso 
ciates and program coordinators re 
quire these teachers to learn as well as 
lead. Working together to facilitate 
staff development for all teachers in 
the two counties, center associates 
gain an understanding of the "big pic 
ture" in education by discovering the 
joys and challenges of teachers, ad 
ministrators, and board members. Pro 
gram coordinators meet occasionally 
as a group to discuss their particular 
programs and to encourage each oth 

er. Learning styles of adults and lead 
ership skills are topics of discussion. 
Both center associate and program 
coordinator positions provide leader 
ship experience and professional 
growth opportunities.

Through the center's pilot induction 
program, experienced teachers serve 
as mentors for beginning teachers. 
Mentors introduce beginning teachers 
to the building and the faculty, help 
them learn the curriculum, provide 
appropriate feedback on particular 
teaching skills, and impart "tricks of 
the trade." Mentors benefit from these 
relationships as well, learning new 
approaches and sometimes reevaluat- 
ing their own styles.

Grant writing, often an outcome of a 
study committee, gives classroom 
teachers the opportunity to experi 
ence still another new role through 
the center. In contributing their exper 
tise to the development of the propos 
al, teachers remind university faculty 
of the realities of the classroom.

Collegiality, Then Ownership
The philosophy and structure of the 
center capitalize on local expertise 
and energy. This structure of cooper 
ation affords 4,500 Wisconsin educa 
tors the opportunity to learn from 
each other through alliances, net 
works, study committees, and special 
izes roles. A teacher hears about cen 
ter activities from a co-worker, knows 
they have the support of building and 
district administration, and uses the 
opportunity to learn from colleagues 
with similar experience or interests. 
The Regional Staff Development Cen 
ter attributes its success to the spirit of 
collegiality and sense of ownership 
displayed by its members.D

1 The academic alliances developed 
by the center are modeled after the nation 
al project begun by Claire Gaudiani, Uni 
versity of Pennsylvania, Director of the 
Academic Alliance project funded by the 
Exxon Education Foundation

Susan Gould is a Center Associate and 
Esther Letven is Director of the Regional 
Staff Development Center located at the 
University of Wisconsin-Parkside, Wood 
Rd., Box No 2000, Kenosha, WI 53141- 
20up.
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