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“Ultimately, providing more 

effective professional development 

isn’t about benefiting teachers—it’s 

about benefiting students. If the 

United States is truly serious about 

helping every student succeed, 

we will invest in research-based 

professional development programs 

that get us there, and we’ll have the 

patience to let them work.” 

Dennis Van Roekel 
President,  National Education Association 1
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Survey of Bridgeport teachers (n=100) 
Educators 4 Excellence-Connecticut, March 2014

OVERALL, HOW MEANINGFUL TO YOUR EVERYDAY WORK IN 
YOUR CLASSROOM ARE THE DISTRICT-PROVIDED PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT SESSIONS THAT YOU RECEIVE?

HOW STRONGLY DO YOU AGREE WITH THE FOLLOWING STATEMENT: 
“MY DISTRICT INVESTS IN MY DEVELOPMENT AS A PROFESSIONAL?”

NOT 
MEANINGFUL

STRONGLY 
DISAGREE

DISAGREE 4%
STRONGLY

AGREE

SOMEWHAT 
MEANINGFUL

1%
EXTREMLY

MEANINGFUL

4%
MEANINGFUL

40% 55%

27% 43%
AGREE

25%
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We know from our own experience, and research confirms, that teachers are the most critical school-based factor  
affecting student learning.1 Preparing our students for college and career in our evolving world requires that we  
constantly hone our craft. Bridgeport teachers are up for this challenge: We are lifelong learners and crave the  
opportunity to grow as professionals. 

To help inform this paper, we surveyed nearly 10 percent of Bridgeport Public School teachers across diverse content 
areas, grade levels, and teaching backgrounds. We found that our current model of professional development simply does 
not meet the needs of the talented and knowledgeable teachers in our district. In fact, only 5 percent of teachers reported 
receiving meaningful professional development from their school or our district in the past year. We must do better.

We came together as a team of Bridgeport teachers to answer the question: What does a system of meaningful professional 
development look like? Recognizing the current financial constraints of the district, we added a second question: What 
concrete and realistic steps can Bridgeport take that will have a tangible impact on teaching and learning? To help 
answer these questions, we examined effective models of professional development and drew on our own experiences as 
educators. The result is a set of four research-based recommendations that we believe will dramatically improve professional 
development and teacher growth in the district. We believe our recommendations are critical to transforming our district 
into a place where students and teachers are active participants in a community of learning.

We therefore call on the district to collaborate with teachers to provide 

meaningful professional development that elevates the teaching 

profession and increases student learning throughout Bridgeport.

In partnership,

Educators 4 Excellence -Connecticut 2014 Teacher Action Team on Bridgeport Professional Development

To The BridgeporT SuperinTendenT 
and Board of educaTion
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Problem: Professional development sessions are inconsistent and disconnected.

Solution: The district will create and commit to a clear, actionable, student-focused vision  
for professional development. 

While professional development time is built into our 
district’s contract, valuable hours set aside for teachers 
to learn and grow often go unused or are dedicated to 
inconsistent and disconnected workshops of poor quality. 
We therefore find ourselves adapting our teaching methods 
to countless new initiatives with little to no support. This 

causes confusion as the lack of focus trickles down from 
the district to schools, from schools to teachers, and from 
teachers to students. In order for teachers to hone their 
craft and positively affect student learning, the district  
must create and commit to a clear and actionable vision 
for professional development. 

recommendaTion 1

“I’ve been teaching in this district for almost 20 years. In that time,  

I’ve only attended two valuable professional development sessions  

given by the district that were worth applying in my classroom.  

This is unacceptable. The district needs to take the lead in ensuring  

that professional development in Bridgeport is high quality, and  

that it actually improves teaching and student achievement.” 

Annmarie Kennedy, High School Mathematics, Central High School
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This vision, which must be both ambitious and realistic, 
should direct the priorities for Bridgeport educators  
and students in the upcoming years. It is critical that  
this vision is created in collaboration with teachers  
(see Recommendation #2); is founded on research-based 
practices that lead to improved student outcomes  
(see Recommendation #3); and provides opportunities for 
teachers to personalize their learning and drive their  
own improvement (see Recommendation #4).

SupporT and accounTaBiliTy
It is not enough for the district to create a vision. Too 
often, we’ve seen words on a page that don’t translate to 
reality in our classrooms. Once a vision is developed, there 
must be a commitment for follow-through with fidelity. 
The district has a responsibility to communicate that 
professional development is a top priority in Bridgeport 
and must support principals in working with teachers to 
develop effective programs tailored to their students’ needs. 
The district should also provide continuous checks to 
ensure that school-level professional development is high 
quality, connected to the district vision, and ultimately 
leads to positive student outcomes. 

auTonomy
The district’s vision must also leave room for schools 
to tailor and select the type and content of professional 
development that is right for the individual needs of 
their teachers and students. The central office has funds 
dedicated to the “recruitment, development, and retention 
of high-quality teachers,”2 but currently does not give 
principals the authority to direct their portion of the 
resources to meet the professional development needs 
of their staff. The district should clearly communicate 
to principals how much money they have to spend 
on professional development, and then give them the 
authority to allocate those funds to support the needs of 
their teachers and students. For example, giving schools 
control over their professional development funding could 
allow principals to set aside money to send teachers to 
out-of-district trainings.

Teacher Annmarie Kennedy discusses the need for improved professional 
development with colleagues.
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recommendaTion 2

“Teachers know what they need to improve their teaching and help 

their students. A doctor wouldn’t give a prescription without finding 

out from the patient what’s wrong, so why would a district give 

professional development without asking teachers what’s needed?” 

Annie Wellington, High School English, Central High School

Problem: Teachers lack a voice in the current system of professional development.

Solution: Teachers will be active participants in selecting, leading, and evaluating  
professional development. 

As Bridgeport educators, we demand to be active 
participants in our own professional learning. Currently, 
we are not consulted on content, methods, or delivery, 
which leads to both teachers’ and students’ needs not being 
met. This top-down structure leaves us disinvested in our 
professional development and builds a wall of distrust 
between the district and teachers on the ground.

To address this widespread disengagement, the district must 
include teacher voice in all decisions related to professional 
development. Research shows that collaboration between 
district-level staff, who have a broad perspective, and 
educators, who have an understanding of school-level 
challenges, is critical for professional development to be 
effective.3 We see three major opportunities for the district 
to include teacher voice: selecting, leading, and evaluating 
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professional development. We know that when teachers are 
active participants in the conversation, they will be more 
invested and engaged, will demand higher quality training, 
and will commit to implementing what they learn in order 
to increase student achievement.4 

SelecTing
Because educators are the professionals on the ground 
working with students each day, we have the experience 
and expertise to determine the areas where we need the 
most support. 

The district can ensure that teachers have a voice in the 
professional development selection process by:

• Creating a district-level teacher advisory  
council to provide input on the district’s vision  
for professional development  

• Convening focus groups at the district, school, and 
department levels to provide input about the content 
and type of professional development

• Supporting schools to convene teacher committees 
that work with principals to analyze student data to 
assess school needs and to create annual professional 
development plans 

• Training administrators to work with teachers to create 
individualized professional development objectives 
as part of the goal-setting portion of the evaluation 
process (see Recommendation #4)

leading
Teachers in Bridgeport have a wealth of untapped 
content knowledge, and many are looking for leadership 
opportunities within their schools and district. 
Empowering teachers as facilitators of professional 
development promotes the sharing of best practices, both 
in content and delivery. Several districts have shown that 
effective professional development does not necessarily 
require additional expenditures to hire experts from 
outside the district.5 We could follow these districts’ lead 
and use the educators in our own talent pool as facilitators, 
allowing us to develop and cultivate leaders from within 
while saving money for our district.

The district can provide teachers with leadership 
opportunities by:

• Empowering teachers to facilitate professional 
development aligned with the district’s vision, both  
at the school and district level

o v e r 
h a l f 66%
 

 

of Bridgeport teachers have never been asked for 

input on the topics of professional development. 

of Bridgeport teachers believe that being  

able to vote on the topics of professional 

development would make professional 

development more meaningful.

Teachers weigh in on Selecting  professional developmenT

Bridgeport Teacher survey (n=100) 
Educators 4 Excellence-Connecticut, March 2014
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a l m o s t 
h a l f 57%
 

of Bridgeport teachers would be willing to lead 

professional development for their peers.

of Bridgeport teachers believe that professional 

development would be more meaningful if it 

were teacher-led. 

Teachers weigh in on LEADING  professional developmenT

Bridgeport Teacher survey (n=100) 
Educators 4 Excellence-Connecticut, March 2014

• Sending teachers interested in receiving training to out-
of-district programs and giving them the opportunity 
to lead related sessions at the school or district level

• Providing training for teachers to become peer coaches 
to give other teachers real-time feedback to drive their 
growth and provide them with support

evaluaTing
The only way to truly determine whether professional 
development is effective is to understand whether it led 
to the implementation of new strategies resulting in 
improved student outcomes. By reflecting on our practice 
and analyzing our own student data, we can give the 
best feedback as to whether professional development is 
leading to positive, actionable changes in our instruction 
and leading to gains in student achievement.6 We believe 
that if the district is responsive to feedback from teachers 
regarding the quality of professional development,  
teachers will feel shared ownership over the district’s  
vision for success.

The district can actively seek feedback by:

• Training teachers to analyze their own student data to 
determine whether their professional development is 
leading to improved outcomes for their students

• Creating systems to collect and analyze feedback from 
teachers (and students where appropriate) at the school 
and district levels

• Consulting with teacher committees and focus groups

• Using the information gathered to immediately 
improve professional development
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Teachers weigh in on LEADING  professional developmenT

Teachers Amy Henson and Sylvia Pierzak prepare to present research on 
high-quality professional development to colleagues. 
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recommendaTion 3

“We, as teachers, do what we do every day so that we can lead our 

students to success. But without the time and space for us to improve 

our skills, our teaching is not changing, so our students’ learning  

isn’t changing.”

caroline Gray, Third Grade, James J. Curiale School

Problem: Professional development in Bridgeport does not positively impact student learning.

Solution: Bridgeport schools will adopt evidence-based professional development practices 
that improve student outcomes.

Currently, only one-third of Bridgeport elementary school 
students perform at grade level in reading and math. At 
the high school level, grade-level proficiency drops to 11% 
in math and to 8% in reading.7 We know our students 
are capable of more. Research shows that high-quality 
professional development—that is tailored, collaborative, 
and sustained—has a positive and significant impact 
on student outcomes.8 To ensure Bridgeport students 
graduate high school well prepared for college and career, 

the district must adopt evidence-based professional 
development practices that better support teachers in 
meeting our students’ needs.

Tailored
The district should offer professional development that 
is tailored to specific disciplines and grade levels. Our 
professional development needs are as diverse as the 



students we teach: We cannot improve our 
practice to meet our students’ needs with 
a “one-size-fits-all” approach to professional 
development. Research confirms that 
professional development is most effective 
in changing teacher practice and improving 
student learning when it addresses specific 
disciplines and grade-level content.9 

collaBoraTive
The district should create a professional 
development system that encourages teacher 
collaboration. Although time for professional 
development is built into our contract, the 
district and schools have not supported teachers 
in using that time for meaningful collaboration. 
Collaborative professional learning often 
includes co-planning, working together to 
evaluate instructional materials and analyze 
student data, and pushing each other to become 
better teachers. In districts we studied,10,11,12 this 
collaborative learning led to increases in student 
learning; changes in teacher practice and higher 
quality instruction; staff collegiality and an 
increased willingness to share best practices; and 
more success solving difficult school problems 
and improvements in whole school culture.

SuSTained
The district should extend and sustain 
professional development over the entire 
school year. For decades, teacher professional 
development in our district has come in 
the form of occasional, one-off workshops, 
typically lasting less than a day, each focusing 
on a discrete topic, and without follow-up or 
support. This model is insufficient to foster 
improvements in teacher practice and student 
learning.14 Effective professional development 
is sustained throughout the school year and 
incorporates real classroom practice throughout 
the implementation stage. 

coLLAborAtIon In ActIon
An example of collaborative professional learning is Professional 

Learning Communities (PLCs). PLCs are teams of teachers 

working together to troubleshoot and experiment with new 

teaching practices. Through ongoing conversations and  

deep examination of practice, PLCs provide teachers with  

the support to learn about, implement, and reflect on new  

skills and strategies.13

Why conSIStency mAtterS
• Practitioners need at least 20 opportunities to master 

new teaching skills.15 

• When educators spend 49 hours per year on a specific 
topic, student achievement increases by more than 20%. 
However, when educators spend only 5 to 14 hours 
per year on a specific topic, there is no statistically 
significant impact on student learning.16 
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Problem: Teachers do not take ownership of their own professional learning.

Solution: Teachers will direct their learning by setting personalized goals that are aligned 
to their evaluations, by actively engaging in targeted professional development, and by holding 
themselves accountable for applying new skills and making progress toward their goals. 

As described earlier, professional development in 
Bridgeport has been inconsistent, has operated without 
teacher voice, and has not improved student learning. 
As a result, teachers have lost faith in the professional 
development system. We believe the district can rebuild 
this trust by following our recommendations to provide 

high-quality professional development: setting and 
executing a clear vision, including teacher voice at all 
levels, and ensuring that professional development leads 
to increased student learning. Once the district has made 
these critical changes, we call on our fellow educators 
to approach professional development with fresh eyes. If 

“If the professional development I receive is informed by my 

evaluation, it will allow me to align my goal setting specifically  

to my needs. The district and I both bear a responsibility to  

ensure my growth as a professional. That’s the whole point  

of professional development.”

Amy henson, Sixth Grade, Geraldine W. Johnson School 

recommendaTion 4
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these changes are made, we must take ownership of our 
professional growth by setting personalized goals informed 
by our evaluations and holding ourselves accountable for 
achieving the goals we set. 

Currently, administrators rate teachers as needing 
improvement in particular areas but do not provide them 
with opportunities to address those areas for growth. 
Teachers are then judged on achievement of these goals, 
even though they have received little to no support 

from the district or their schools. To create a system in 
which teachers take ownership of their learning, the 
district should support schools in aligning professional 
development with Connecticut’s System for Educator 
Evaluation and Development (SEED). Specifically, teachers, 
in conversation with their administration, should set 
annual goals for student learning and classroom practice. 
We should then be able to select and engage in district-
provided professional development that is aligned to these 
goals. The observations and check-ins required by the 

teAcher  
oWnerShIp
We believe high-quality professional 

development provides the district 

the opportunity to reposition 

teacher evaluation as constructive 

rather than punitive. This is also 

an opportunity for the district 

to support teachers in taking 

ownership of their own learning. 

Specifically, evaluations could 

help teachers define their areas 

for growth and set personalized 

professional development goals.

T E A C H E R
E VA L U AT I O N

P R O F E S S I O N A L
D E V E L O P M E N T

R
EFRAME AS CONSTRUCTIV

E

ID
EN

TIFY AREAS FOR GROW
T

H

T E A C H E R
E VA L U AT I O N

P R O F E S S I O N A L
D E V E L O P M E N T

R
EFRAME AS CONSTRUCTIV

E
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TIFY AREAS OF GROW
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teacher evaluation system could be used as opportunities for conversations about teacher growth. Additionally, coaches 
could use observations to support teachers as they apply in their classrooms what they learned at professional development 
sessions (see Recommendation #3). If teachers are supported in learning and applying new skills and strategies to reach their 
goals, they will be willing to set ambitious growth targets for themselves and will hold themselves accountable to achieving 
them. We believe that this targeted, aligned, and supportive professional development will lead to improved professional 
practice and gains in student learning.

Component of SEED17 framework

Opportunities for teacher ownership

Mid-year check-in

Teachers reflect on 

their progress and 

define areas for 

continued growth

SUSTAINED, INDIVIDUALIZED PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Ongoing classroom 
observations

Teachers try out and 

master new skills, 

implement strategies 

from professional 

development sessions, 

and receive targeted 

and constructive 

feedback on progress 

and success

AUGUST

KEY

JUNE

end of year informs beginning of following year

OPPORTUNITIES FOR TEACHERS TO OWN THEIR 
PROFESSIONAL LEARNING WITHIN THE SEED 
TEACHER EVALUATION FRAMEWORK

Goal-setting 
conference

Teachers establish clear

professional growth 

goals aligned to their 

individual needs

End-of-year 
summative review

Teachers hold 

themselves accountable 

for mastery and 

implementation of 

new skills throughout 

the past year
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Teacher Patrick White provides feedback on a colleague’s proposed  
recommendation to improve professional development. 



“reforms that invest time  

in teacher learning and give 

teachers greater autonomy are 

our best hope for improving 

America’s schools.”
Linda darLing-Hammond,
Professor,  Stanford University's  

Graduate School of Education



To ensure our students achieve their full potential, we need high-quality  
professional development. Our district must create a vision for professional 
development that includes teacher voice in all stages of the process, that is based  
on research-proven strategies to improve student outcomes, and that empowers 
teachers to drive their own learning. We believe that Bridgeport has an opportunity 
to transform teaching into a true profession: one where we are able to learn and 
grow, where we take ownership of our work, and where we hone the skills we  
need to serve the students who inspire us.



16

idenTifying e4e’S policy focuS
E4E-CT convened more than 10 focus groups, school 
visits, and networking events, and held more than 100 
individual conversations with Bridgeport teachers to 
identify the most important and impactful policy issues 
facing Bridgeport Public Schools. Elevating the quality  
of professional development emerged as one of the  
most critical issues for improving teaching and learning  
in Bridgeport.

reviewing reSearch
The Teacher Action Team met for four weeks to review 
survey data, read and discuss research on models of 
high-quality professional development, draw on their 
own experiences in Bridgeport Public Schools, and craft 
recommendations for the Bridgeport School District.

conducTing local reSearch
The Teacher Action Team surveyed 100 Bridgeport  
Public School teachers, including E4E-CT members  
and nonmembers, to gather critical input to inform  
our recommendations.
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The educaTorS 4 excellence-connecTicuT 2014 Teacher acTion Team  
on BridgeporT profeSSional developmenT
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High School English, Central High School

Ryan Bell

High School Mathematics, Bassick High School

Caroline Gray

Third Grade, James J. Curiale School

Amy Henson

Sixth Grade, Geraldine W. Johnson School

Annmarie Kennedy

High School Mathematics, Central High School

Christine O’Neil

Middle School Science, Blackham School

Sylvia Pierzak

Middle School English, Geraldine W. Johnson School

Annie Wellington

High School English, Central High School

Patrick White

High School Mathematics, Harding High School
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For far too long, education policy has been created 

without a critical voice at the table—the voice of classroom teachers.

Educators 4 Excellence (E4E), a teacher-led organization, is changing 

this dynamic by placing the voices of teachers at the forefront of the 

conversations that shape our classrooms and careers.

E4E has a quickly growing national network of educators united by 

our Declaration of Teachers’ Principles and Be liefs. E4E members 

can learn about education policy and re search, network with like-

minded peers and policymakers, and take action by advocating 

for teacher-created policies that lift student achievement and the 

teaching profession.

Learn more at Educators4Excellence.org.




