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What to Consider When Evaluating
Staff Development

District leaders must look deeper than students'
achievement scores and use a multifacted approach
to assess the quality of their staff development efforts.
THOMAS

R. GUSKEY

A

AND DENNlS SPARKS

school di stric t's teachers spend
30 hours learning and then
implementing a set of instruc• tiona! ski lls. After three years of
training and follow-up, students' scores
on standardized achievement tests show
no improvement. Was the staff development a failure? Or was the program by
itself insufficient to improve student
learning?
To answer the first question requires
an investigation of the quality of the
staff development program, from planning through follow-up and support
activities. Answering the second question involves a thorough look at the
district's total improvement effort.
Though more difficult to obtain, it is
this answer that wiU provide program
implementers and district decision
makers with the most val uable information.
Today, accountability demands
require U1at influence on student
outcomes be a principal focus in evaluating staff development programs
(Guskey and Sparks 1991). But documenting these e ffects cannot be accomplished simply by adding pre- and postmeasures of student achievement to
evaluation designs. A variety of
factors-some outside the control of
staff developers and some within their
control-need to be considered when
assessing a program's results.
Here we present a model that iJ Justrates the relationship between staff
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development and student outcomes, as
well as the external factors that influence the relationship. If program evaluations are to truly inform, the potential
impact of these factors must be considered. Then, we show how, using a
multifaceted approach to evaluation,
districts can gather valuable information
that will enhance their total improvement effon.

A Model for Program Evaluation
Studies of staff development conducted
over the past 15 years have identified
fac tors that contribute to change in
teachers' behaviors and instructional
practices (Doyle and Ponder 1977,
G uskey 1986, Huberman and Miles
1984, Joyce and Showers 1988). Still,
F I GU R E

relatively few studies have determined
whether these changes do, in fact, lead
to improvements in student o utcomes.
The link between staff development
and student learning often is not a direct
one. Whi le staff development may be
essential to improvement efforts, it
alone may not be sufficient. Let's
consider the fou r elements of the model
in Figure 1 and how they interact.

Improvement in Student
Learning Outcomes
Learning outcomes are broadly defined
he re to comprise the entire range of
cognitive and achievement variables, as
welt as affective and psychomotor
indices of learning. Hence, lhey might
include measures of how welt students
Jearn, think, reason, and solve complex
problems, as well as how they feel
about themselves as learners or how
they acl as individuals . Attendance or
grad uation rates, incidence of vandalism, or participation in school-sponsored service activities might be variables as well. The particular outcomes
one might select to analyze depend on
the goals of the improvement effon and
the focus of the staff development.

1

Quality of the Staff Development

FACTORS IN A MODEL
FOR STAFF DEVELOPMENT

Improvement In
SttJdent Learning
Outcomes

Slaff developme nt, as defined in the
model, is a multidimensional process
that encompasses all aspects of training,
from readiness activities, practice and
coaching, Ulrough follow-up and
support activities. Though some
consider "program implementation" a
separate factor, we see it as a dimension
of program quality. Research, though
not extensive on exactly how program
quality infl uences student learning, does
offer some general notions. Doyle and
Ponder ( 1977), for example, suggest
that how an innovation is presented to
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teachers affects their decisions about
using it. They name three important
criteria:
•lnsrrumentality refers to how clearly
and specifically new practices are
presented.
• Congruence describes how well
new practices align with teachers'
present teaching philosophy and practices.

Using a multifaceted
approach to
evaluation, districts
can gather valuable
information that
will enhance their total
improvement effort.

have virtually none. Of those that do,
some have a powerful impact on student
outcomes, while others' effects are relati vely modest (Bloom 1984; Fraser et al.
1987; Walberg 1984a, 1984b, 1990).
Altho ugh many innovations are
described as "research-based," few
have been extensively or systematically
studied. Two notable exceptions are
cooperative learning (Johnson and
Johnson 1989) and mastery learning
(Guskey and P igott 1988, Kulik et al.
1990). When used today to describe an
innovation, " research-based" usually
means that its creators referred to some
body of research literature when formulating their ideas. Therefore, program
planners should thoroughly investigate
the research evidence behind an innovation before investing precious staff
deve lopment resources in it. Failure to
do so may l.e ad to erro neous conclusions about the progr am's quality and
impact.
Context

• Cosr refers to teachers' estimates of
the time and effort new practices require
compared to the benefits they promise.
More recent studies (Bennett 1987;
Joyce and Showers 1988) identify additional trai ning components that appear
to affect teachers' use of an innovation:
presentation of theory, modeling or
demonstrati on, practice under simulated
conditions, structured and open-ended
feedback, and coaching for application.
Although other researchers question the
relative importance of some of these
factors (Sparks 1983, Sparks and Bruder
1987), clearly all are d irectly alterable
by staff developers.
Program Content

Program content directly influences the
relationship between the program and
student outcomes. Not all educational
innovations are created equal. Some
have an extensive research base; others
74

Extensive research evidence shows that
organizational climate and culture
strongly influence both initial and
continued use of an innovation (Joyce
1990). Berman and McLaughlin ( 1978)
stress the importance of strong support
for teachers from both principals and
superintendents (see also McLaughlin
1990). Similarly, Little (1982) emphasizes the significance of a norm of collegiality and experimentation. Contex ts
that nurture support and trust, encourage
shared decision making and responsibility, and provide ongoing assistance
and opportunities for problem solving
appear best in sustaining successful
improvement efforts. Although known
to be influential , contextual factors such
as these are generally ignored both in
program evaluations and in research on
effective staff development practices
(Fullan 1990).

A Multifaceted Approach to
Evaluation
Many studies and research reviews indi-

cate that a variety of processes and
conditions are necessary for lasting,
significant educational improvement;
for example: a clear vision and goals, a
mul.ti-year process, strong instructional
leadership, appropriate technical assistance, early success, sustained interaction among stakeholders, and staff
development for everyone involved
(Stringfield et al. 199 1). Together,
these elements are capable of producing
notable and enduring gains in learning
outcomes in a way that no one single
element alone can accompl ish.
Similarly, many teachers are integrating a variety of instructional strategies, recognizing that no single strategy
works best at all times for all students
(Guskey 1990). Because of the diversity
among schools, especial ly in terms of
school culture and other contextual
factors, the same is likely to be true of
improvement efforts.
lf a multiface ted approach is necessary to produce desired results and if
staff development is needed to initiate
and support change, then a multifaceted
approach to program evaluation also is
required for meaningful and enduring
improvement.

General Guidelines
Before we discuss specifics, here are
some general g uidelines about evaluating any staff development program.
• Evaluation should begin during
planning and continue throughout aU
phases of program implementation.
• Planning for any improvement
effort should reflect an understanding
that changes in one part of a system are
likely to affect other parts as well.
• All parts of the educational enterprise---curriculum, district and school
leadership, parents, and so on- should
be appropriately involved in the effort.
• Evaluation information should be
used to improve the program as well as
to make judgments about it.
• Improvement efforts should be
driven by clear objectives expressed in
terms of student outcomes.
• Evaluation should be informed by
EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHJP

multiple sources of data, both quantitative and qualitative.
• Valuable sources to consider in
evaluating programs include participant
outcomes (the knowledge, skills, and/or
attitudes of teachers, principals,
parents), organization outcomes
(changes in school culture or in role
responsibilities), and student outcomes.
• It is unrealistic to expect improvement in student outcomes if participants
and the organization do not c hange as
well.

Specific Suggestions
A multifaceted approach to program
evaluation implies that different types of
information will be gathered from a
variety of sources. As mentioned above,
these sources minimally include some
assessment of the program's impact on
participants, the organization (district
• and/or school), and students.
Change in participants. Student
learning is unlikely to improve without
a change in participants' knowledge,
skills, practices, and, eventually, their
attitudes and beliefs (Guskey 1986).
Although teachers and administrators
are the prime participants in staff development, any school employee who has
an effect on st udent outcomes shouJd
also be included. Improvement in
participants ' knowledge can be assessed
through pre- and post-tests, through exit
interviews, and through self-assessment

Today, accountability
demands require that
influence on student
outcomes be a
principal focus
in evaluating staff
development programs.
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questionnaires. Growth in their sldlls
and practices can be established through
observation, interviews, and self-assessment c hecklists. Finall y, changes in
participants' attitudes, beliefs, and
perceptions can be determined through
interviews, self-report questionnaires,
unsolicited testimonials, and analysis of
records (minutes from fac ulty meetings,
for example).
Change in the organization.
AJthough more subtle and difficult to
observe, change in the organization is
equally important to assess. Change in
the roles and responsibilities of school
employees, parents, and students can be
de te rmined through interviews, questionnaires, and analysis of documents
(policies, budgets, job descriptions, for
e xample). Observations, interviews, and
minutes of meetings are ways to
measure increased decision making and
collaboration. Other changes in the
c ulture of schools (for instance, relationships between administrators and
teacher or between teachers and
students) may be appraised in similar
ways.
Change in students. Students'
learnjng gains can be determined
through teacher-developed achievement
tests, cri terion- or norm-referenced
achievement tests, student portfolios,
and course grades. Affective and
behavioral o utcomes can be assessed
through observation, interviews, analysis of school records (graduation and
attendance rates, enrollme nt in
advanced courses, and so on), selfreport questionnaires, and unsolicited
testimo nials from students and/or
parents.

Putting the Pieces Together
RegardJess of how schools are structured or restructured, formed or
reformed, staff development is essential
for anyone directly involved with
students and whose actions directly
influence their learning. But staff development alone will not likely bring about
significant improvement. A multifaceted effort addressing all aspects of

the system is necessary. The information most useful to such an effort will
come from multifaceted program evaluations tJ1at are also systemically
focused. With higher quality, more
prescriptive information at our disposal,
we can expect better programs, more
focused improvement efforts, and, most
important, more successful students
than perhaps ever before. n
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