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Abstract

The following is a narrative based on the questions posed in the GAPSS Review Part A: Professional Learning Current Reality.  This narrative describes the current professional learning taking place at my school, including needs, opportunities offered (including those in instructional technology), and assessment.  The narrative will show both strengths and weaknesses of the professional learning currently in place in my school and county school system as well as plans for future growth.  The answers are based on the school’s current School Improvement Plan, an interview with the Principal, and my own personal experiences as a teacher at this school.  
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Professional learning is an important part of GAPSS analysis.  A thorough review of my school’s School Improvement Plan and an interview with my Principal has led me to the following realizations about professional learning at my school.  Also, included below is the currently reality of the use of instructional technology in my school and school district.

In the current School Improvement Plan, the School Improvement Team (SIT) found that one of the school’s major needs is improvement of research-based instructional strategies, including instructional technology.  The current vision for improving technology in our school and county-wide includes having interactive whiteboards in all classrooms and for all students to have laptops.  The goal of these improvements is for both teachers and students to have better access to online resources and also to promote better student engagement (identified as a root cause of school’s improvement needs) in the learning process.  At this time, the county is in the early stages of implementing these ideas.  Only one school in the county has both the interactive whiteboards and student laptops.  Wireless network improvements are being made in each school in order to prepare for the use of this many student and teacher laptops and the interactive whiteboards will be installed school by school throughout the year.
Professional learning needs within the school are data driven.  According to the School Improvement Plan “data is disseminated to all departments, SST/RTI teams, and SIT.  SIT uses root cause analysis to identify areas of need and strength in order to develop goals, strategies and interventions to improve student achievement” (Adairsville High School School Improvement Team, 2013, p. 38).  Data is review by department teams, the SST/RTI team, and SIT individually and then results are compared to ensure validity.  This year’s major needs, including the improvement of instructional technology, were identified based on last year’s data and discussions regarding the impact of last year’s School Improvement Plan on student achievement.
Professional learning in our school is mainly collaborative, although individuals in specialty areas, such as myself, can and do request professional learning funds to attend workshops and conferences related to our specific subject area.  Most of the professional learning that takes place in our school is organized by subject-area departments.  Each department meets weekly to review any information from the administration and/or SIT and to plan lessons and assessments collaboratively.  New teachers to our school are also provided a mentor teacher within their department to help them with whatever needs they may have getting adjusted.
Within the last year, my school has provided no technology-related professional learning.  As I stated earlier, the school has now identified instructional technology as an area of need.  According to my principal, plans are in the works for technology-related training later this year (B. Mulkey, personal communication, September 12, 2013).  Interactive whiteboards are currently being installed in all of the classrooms and teachers will receive training on how to use these along with the new laptops we are scheduled to receive later on in the school year.

After the initial group training session, the county will provide instructional coaches throughout the building for several months.  These coaches will be available both to answer questions and to give demonstrations of how the new technology can be used in the classroom.  This process is currently taking place at our feeder middle school where the county is piloting the use of the interactive whiteboards and the student laptop program.
Professional learning is aligned to school improvement goals.  The staff meets regularly to review curriculum, instructional strategies, and assessments.  At weekly collaborative meetings, departments create lesson plans using those strategies and assessments and designed to help meet the school goals as identified in the School Improvement Plan.  
Professional learning at our school is funded by the county.  According to my principal, the exact amount changes from year to year based on budget concerns and is shared by all of the schools in the district (B. Mulkey, personal communication, September 12, 2013).  It is best to request money for outside workshops as early as possible, as the money set aside for this purpose is usually the smallest part of the professional learning budget.  He estimates that in an average year, our school requests approximately $5,000-$8,000 in professional learning funding (B. Mulkey, personal communication, September 12, 2013).  When I asked about the technology upgrades being made throughout the county I was told they are being funded by a S.P.L.O.S.T. and are not considered part of this year’s professional learning budget.
Weekly department meetings are mandatory and require signed documentation of each teacher’s attendance, but there are no specific incentives in place at this time to encourage teachers to participate in professional learning.  For the most part, administration and teachers take part in the professional learning required by the county.  Any professional learning done outside of this is purely optional.
At this time no professional learning is offered to assist teachers working with students with special needs or English-language learners.  In classes with special needs students paraprofessionals are assigned as needed to assist the classroom teacher.  My school has very few students who are English-language learners, so a support teacher or paraprofessional is assigned when necessary.
In addition to subject-area teams, teachers are also asked to be a part of a school-wide professional learning team.  These teams meet once a month and focus on different parts of the School Improvement Plan.  Some of the teams focus on specific academic goals.  Others focus on issues such as behavior, student engagement, student attendance, and parent involvement.  All of these teams report back to the School Improvement Team who then uses the information to assess progress toward the school’s goals.
The impact of professional learning on teacher practice and student learning is evaluated in a number of ways.  The most usual of these is through review of lesson plans and informal observations.  Administration collects and reviews lesson plans on a regular basis and conducts informal walk-through observations in addition to the formal observations required each year.  Also, the school’s leadership team reviews goals and strategies developed in the school improvement plan monthly.  The School Improvement Team monitors the progress on these goals and strategies as well as their implementation in all classrooms.  Also, every Spring SIT meets with department heads to review the progress that has been made and analyze the data collected throughout the year to determine the impact the school improvement plan had on student achievement.

Based on my school’s School Improvement Plan and my interview with Mr. Mulkey, my school still has a long way to go in the improvement of professional learning and instructional technology.  The county-wide plan to bring interactive whiteboards and laptops into the school will hopefully bring about a major change in the way the school uses technology and engages students in learning.  When the School Improvement Team meets at the end of the 2013-2014 school year, they should have a clearer idea of specific strategies that can be used to improve student achievement for the following school year using this new technology.
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