Erich Stiefvater

Leveraging Private-Sector Training Expertise to Enhance Teacher Professional Development

Page 9 of 9

Leveraging Private-Sector Training Expertise to Enhance 

Teacher Professional Development

Comments Offered for Consideration in the National Education Technology Plan

By Erich Stiefvater

Summary

This document provides a reflection on modifications that could be made to the “Technology’s Role in Teacher Quality” section of the National Education Technology Plan.  These suggestions are intended to encourage private-sector entities with considerable training expertise to direct their resources towards improving technology-supported teacher professional development.  The document begins with an overview of the crucial role professional development plays in the successful provision of services in both the corporate and educational contexts.  A description of challenges faced by school organizations as they seek to build or improve technology-supported professional development is then presented, accompanied by a description of how these “pinch points” may, conversely, be viewed as opportunities in which best training practices developed by private-sector players could be leveraged.  Finally, a set of specific recommendations for modifying the National Education Technology Plan to support these public/private partnerships is put forward for the consideration of the Plan review team.

Context

Education is, fundamentally, a service business.  An analogy might be drawn between educational institutions and management consulting firms in the corporate sector.  In both cases, consultants (teachers) work with corporate decision makers (learners) to understand and apply data (content knowledge) and strategy (skills) to their lives and vocations.  And, as corporate consumers of management consulting services can attest, how well consumers are able to execute on data and strategy is dependent in no small part on the skills and commitment of the consultants.

While educators and corporate consultants are working in service to vastly different constituencies and goals, the analogy is instructive insofar as it highlights the crucial role consultants/educators play in the process of transferring knowledge to, and fostering understanding among, consumers.  Organizations that are dependent on the expertise of their employees to advance the interests of consumers expend resources on developing the quality of their “human capital” through staff-development initiatives such as training programs, tuition reimbursement schemes, and mentorship opportunities.  In addition to increasing the competency of employees, such programs also serve to strengthen morale and loyalty by demonstrating commitment on the part of the employer to the professional growth of the employees.  These programs also align the interests of the employees with the organization’s mission: employees seeking to advance their own career learn new skills and knowledge in the context of the organization they serve.  This situation is analogous to school settings.

Leaders of both private-sector and school organizations understand that staff-development initiatives pay off.  A 2003 survey of 100 private enterprises identified by Training Magazine as market leaders in providing training services to employees indicated that they invested a total of $6.1 billion on training
.  While 92% of the 100 companies made use of evaluation methods aimed at mapping training initiatives back to business objectives, creating an aggregate estimated savings as a result of this investment is difficult to calculate, given how each organization uses its performance metrics and return on investment (ROI) calculations.  However, business-impact case studies highlighted in the survey suggest that investment in training often has a positive impact on the bottom line (e.g., Accenture recoups $4.53 for every dollar spent on training).

In education, the size of the professional development market in public K-12 schools has been estimated at $2.8 billion
, although precise calculations are difficult to generate.  Research by the National Staff Development Council, a nonprofit professional development standards body, suggests that investment in high-quality teacher professional development may produce greater student achievement than comparable investments in reducing class size, increasing salaries, and hiring more experienced teachers
. 
Both America’s education system and its commercial sector have felt the impact of the changes wrought by technology on the nation’s commerce, culture and communication in the last two decades.  However, the profit motive and competitive intensity inherent in the marketplace force for-profit entities to adapt more quickly to the positive and negative disturbances of technology and to harness computers and telecommunications to serve their purposes.  Corporate training was one business function affected by the infusion of technology into the structure and dynamics of commercial organization.  As one example, the private sector was quick to embrace the Internet as a means to provide training to staff members at a distance.  Subsequent private investment in online learning technologies greatly increased their power and robustness, to the benefit of both early corporate adopters and the other segments of the economy and culture that are now beginning to make full use of them.

For a variety of reasons, technology has been slow to be utilized in the US education system in general, and in the delivery and management of teacher professional development programs in particular.  While technology-supported professional development initiatives may never completely replace face-to-face training for teachers, advancing the use of learning technologies to “teach the teachers” will serve both economic and educational imperatives.  First, distance learning technologies can increase the operating efficiencies of school professional development programs while reducing their costs.  Secondly, distance learning technologies can enhance teacher practice and morale by enabling them to communicate at a distance with peers and experts, as well as participate in online communities of practice dedicated to improving instructional methods.  If done well, empowering and sharpening the skills of educators in this manner may go far in enhancing student outcomes and teacher retention.

Challenges/Opportunities

Because corporate training departments were among the first movers into the technology-enhanced learning space and often have resources beyond those available to schools, their expertise in designing, delivering, and (most importantly) assessing the outcomes of training interventions may be of great value to the education community.  There are several key areas in which the relative strengths of corporate training practice could be leveraged to address some of the challenges facing educational leaders seeking to develop, deploy, and assess professional development initiatives.  The value these organizations could offer schools comes not so much from developing content for professional development (although there are companies that do provide such services), but rather expertise in crafting training strategy and technical infrastructure in a cost-effective, bottom line-oriented manner.  These strengths lie in:

· Training strategy development.  States are in the process of examining how to implement their own and No Child Left Behind Act-mandated accountability and teacher-improvement initiatives in a period of education-budget shortfalls.  Increasingly, professional development dollars must be spent wisely, and in a way that maps back to enhanced student outcomes.  
Training officers in leading-edge private-sector enterprises build training interventions in such a way that their outcomes can be tied back directly to the organization’s business objectives, both to advance the interests of the organization as well as demonstrate the case for increased training expenditures.  Such individuals could work with state education officials to help the school leaders craft professional development strategies that define realistic performance metrics (i.e., increased learner outcomes as measured against the state curriculum standards) by which to evaluate professional development investments.
· Rapid development and prototyping of training interventions using knowledge management systems.  The increased attention focused on teacher improvement in recent years has led to a proliferation of professional development content offered by academic and private vendors, as well as material developed by state education departments, independent consultants, and teachers themselves.  Given the decentralized nature of the American K-12 school system, one can easily imagine a scenario in which a district purchases an off-the-shelf professional development course pack from a vendor, not realizing a neighboring district may have already purchased the same exact material.  Knowledge management systems help an organization or set of organizations manage resources to avoid this type of unnecessary duplication.
Private-sector learning officers who make use of enterprise knowledge management technologies in developing training programs can offer guidance to state education officials on how they might develop and utilize a state-wide professional development content repository in which internally or externally developed content can be aggregated and distributed to districts that need it.  The state could leverage its buying power and economy of scale to negotiate lower prices for content from vendors and fair-use agreements that give the state substantial control over the intellectual property.  In jurisdictions where the political environment would prevent such centralization in the state education office, the office could nonetheless invest in the basic repository and distribution technical infrastructure and make it available to the districts as a backbone on which they can coordinate activities and share content with each other at their own initiative.
· Standards development.  Corporate-sponsored professional development initiatives are underway that are available to education leaders.  However, a leader who decides to purchase the services of one vendor often faces criticism by other vendors and their supporters in the community and in the local and state policy apparatuses.  The vendors and their supporters rightly ask for a justification as to why their products were not purchased.  The leader needs an objective means by which he or she can judge the relative merits of competing professional development technology services offered by vendors, and the vendors need assurance that purchasing decisions are made on the basis of objective criteria.
The response of the private sector to this sort of uncertainty created by a profusion of vendors and confusion on the part of customers as to how competing offerings can be compared against each other has historically been to appeal to a standards body when one is available, or to create such a body when one is not available.  For example, developers and consumers of wireless technology both look to the standards set forth by the Wi-Fi Alliance for guidance on designing or purchasing such technology.  Such standards bodies are composed of representatives from any stakeholder group that has an interest in the use of a particular class of technologies.  This model of industry collaboration could be modified and applied to the school context in order to establish standards for the development of technologies serving this market.  Educators, school leaders, and vendors could collaborate in the crafting of a universal set of technical specifications for professional development applications that will provide clarity to all parties as to what schools expect and what vendors can provide.  Movement in this direction has already begun, as evidenced by the work of the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE)
.  Another potential model for standard-setting collaboration among stakeholders might be the US Department of Defense-sponsored Advanced Distributed Learning (ADL) initiative
.  The ADL brought together representatives from the government, academic and business communities to collaborate on the design of technologies that support distance learning, leading to the development of the Shareable Content Object Reference Model (SCORM) standard for learning-object technologies.

· Training delivery.  The growing need for teacher professional development will increase the demand for training facilitators.  Such facilitators are usually education officials, current or former teachers, and academic, corporate, or independent consultants.  Ideally, in addition to their domain expertise in K-12 pedagogy, these individuals will also have experience and/or training in adult learning and development.  Often such a background is required or emphasized across school jurisdictions.
As corporate training officers work exclusively with adult learners and have experience and education in this area, such individuals could work with state education departments seeking to scale up their professional development efforts by offering “train the trainer” services.  The corporate trainers would be looked to not so much for specific knowledge of child development and pedagogies (although such knowledge would be beneficial); rather, they would help education leaders craft interactive, meaningful structures for training interventions for educating and/or credentialing professional development providers.  The services of corporate trainers with extensive experience in managing online training would be of particular interest, as online professional development efforts for educators are still in the nascent stage and have not yet produced a sizable population of teacher trainers skilled in facilitation of online learning initiatives.

· Performance assessment.  As was mentioned previously, school leaders are seeking to design cost-effective, outcomes-based professional development programs.  The performance of a teacher’s students on standardized assessment is the default criterion by which teacher performance is assessed.  However, teachers rightly raise the concern that this is too blunt of an instrument by which to measure their work.  Regrettably, there are situations in which competent and dedicated teachers work tirelessly to raise academic outcomes among their students and still see their charges fail standardized tests and/or not demonstrate adequate yearly progress due to events or circumstances far beyond the teachers’ control.  While student performance should not be discounted as a measure of teacher performance, it must be complemented with other quantitative and qualitative measures.
Because the demands of the teaching profession are different from those of corporate training, the value corporate training managers could offer schools comes less from designing teacher performance-assessment tools and procedures directly, and more by serving in a consultative role to education leaders who will actually create the assessments.  Similar to how corporate training managers can provide insights to school leaders as they formulate a performance-assessment strategy, the managers could share with school representatives the methods by which they conceive of and articulate learning objectives distilled from an organization’s business/educational objectives, and then develop the instruments and processes by which performance is measured against them.

· Systems integration.  Like their corporate counterparts, school executives need access to real-time data on the operations of their schools.  And, like a corporate official who needs to understand how his or her investment in training for employees has impacted the bottom line, so too does a school leader need to know if his or her investment in teacher professional development is having any impact on improved student learning outcomes.  However, school leaders often do not have access to the enterprise resource planning (ERP) and customer relationship management (CRM) applications available to corporate managers that can aggregate and analyze disparate collections of operational data and provide a snapshot of the internal and external activities of an enterprise.  While efforts have been made to streamline and standardize the financial software packages, student information systems, and performance-assessment applications used in schools (often at the direction of state education departments that are demanding standard reporting techniques), much work remains to be done.  The current emphasis on accountability and assessment increases the demand for technology tools that support just-in-time reporting and data-driven decision-making.  This demand will be felt most acutely at the local school level, where the school manager will face increasing pressure from state and federal education overseers requiring more streamlined and efficient reporting of data for aggregation in state-wide and nation-wide school-performance reports.  However, given that the cost of enterprise ERP/CRM solutions puts them well out of the reach of some states and many districts, school leaders will likely have to make do with their assortment of different applications and incremental steps towards improved data-collection and analysis.
In places where a school entity has the wherewithal to purchase an enterprise data-management application, corporate training officers and their information technology support staff could serve in an advisory role helping school leaders configure and customize this application so that it effectively captures performance-assessment data on teachers in a manner that allows for mapping them back to the metrics defined in the training strategy.  In cases where the enterprise system is not an option, the private-sector training staff could work with school leaders to create technical bridges between different operations software packages in a way that will support basic analysis of professional development outcomes.

The revisiting of the National Education Technology Plan affords an opportunity to examine ways in which the US Department of Education, in its role as agenda-setter, sponsor of basic research, and champion of school-improvement efforts, can encourage cross-sector collaboration that will allow schools to take advantage of these relative strengths of private-sector training organizations to improve their professional development.  Specific ways in which the “Technology’s Role in Teacher Quality” provision of the Plan could be modified to support such efforts are provided in the next section.

Recommendations

A specific way in which the US Department of Education could catalyze cross-sector partnerships aimed at improving technology-supported teacher professional development would be to modify the “Technology’s Role in Teacher Quality” provision to include the following or similar policy directives:

· Directing the Secretary of the US Department of Education and/or other appropriate Education staff to host a “human capital summit” aimed at bringing together leaders from both the education and corporate training communities to examine ways in which the private sector could be harnessed to enhance teacher professional development.  The event would offer an opportunity for both groups to learn from each other and lay the groundwork for longer-term collaborations.  School leaders and professional development specialists would have the opportunity to articulate the challenges they face in expanding technology-supported teacher professional development directly to the vendor community developing solutions for their needs.  They could also learn some of the training industry’s best practices for designing and delivering standards-based employee learning interventions.  Private-sector training specialists would gain a better understanding of the unique structure and prerogatives of training and adult development as they are practiced in the US education system, and could educate school decision makers on the capabilities of any products or services they may have developed to serve the school market.  

Possible workshop session topics might include:

· Building an end-to-end assessment strategy from goal-setting, to training delivery, to performance measurement;

· Developing professional development objectives aligned with the academic mission of the educational institution and other performance metrics in use (i.e., student performance assessments);

· Delineating guidelines for effective training using distance technologies;

· Applying standards to the development and use of technology to support professional development;

· Crafting employee incentive structures and institutional policies to empower learners and foster a culture of learning; and

· Identifying technologies that support performance measurement, aggregation and distribution of professional development content, and data-driven decision-making.

· Offering support and encouragement of public/private partnerships that are working to craft standards for technology-supported professional development for teachers, and seeding additional efforts in this area.  As some organizations have begun work on developing technology and instructional standards for using technology in professional development (e.g., the aforementioned ISTE effort), the Department could spotlight initiatives that are the result of a collaboration between the public and private sectors.  The Department could champion such efforts in Congress and the executive branch, as well as highlight them within the education community as exemplars of the types of public/private collaborations that can be beneficial to education.  Once a clear consensus emerges among these organizations as to what are acceptable standards for designing and delivering technology-supported professional development, the Department could support legislation that would fund innovation grants from the Department to partnerships of school systems and professional development providers willing to serve as testbeds for examining ways in which the standards could be applied to create effective, results-oriented professional development strategies and technical infrastructures.  The Department could monitor the results of the pilot projects; and, if the standards and the technologies and training policies built around them are successful enough to justify scaling them up, the Department could make the research findings and replication funding available to other school systems.

· Encouraging schools and school systems to utilize staff-improvement legislation and funding streams to design innovative professional development programs making use of private-sector training expertise.  Current federal education legislation and attached or related funding sources encourage or require local education agencies (LEAs) to make investments in improving the quality of teachers and other professionals serving children and adolescents in public schools
.  These mechanisms provide support for innovation in professional development that makes use of scientifically based research on effective instruction.  With the Department of Education’s encouragement, LEAs could channel some of their innovation efforts towards incorporating best practices from the corporate training industry into their teacher-development programs.  In places where an LEA is co-located with a private-sector enterprise that has a substantial amount of training resources, the LEA may use its funding to structure a professional relationship with the training staff of the enterprise so as to tap their knowledge of adult learning and training methodologies.  The Department could highlight such successful collaborations within the education community, encouraging other LEAs to seek out and form similar partnerships.

· Directing the Secretary of the US Department of Education and/or other appropriate Education staff to propose to lawmakers revisions to state and federal tax codes that offer incentives to best-of-breed private-sector training organizations to leverage their talent and resources towards improving technology-supported teacher training initiatives in school districts and state education departments.  The precedent for such proposals can be found in tax incentives government entities grant to employers who invest in capital improvements and job training for their employees.  Also, it has recently been suggested that Congress create a “human capital investment tax credit” that will allow for subsidies for businesses that provide advanced training for their information technology workers
.  Borrowing from these ideas, a regime of tax benefits could be constructed to reward for-profit organizations that lend substantive, long-term support to initiatives aimed at improving teacher human capital.  These incentives, in turn, could aid in empowering the initiative described in the previous (third) recommendation above.

The above policy recommendations are offered as suggested starting points for conversations on how the Department of Education can leverage the National Education Technology Plan to foster public/private partnerships that can enhance teaching and learning through improvements in professional development practice.  The list is not meant to be exhaustive of all possible policy formulations that could be made in support of this objective, and it is also possible that such innovative partnerships as the pairing of an LEA with a private-sector enterprise with extensive training resources in an effort to improve professional development may have already occurred.  However, it is hoped that the submission of these recommendations may offer the staff of the Department an opportunity to examine how the Department’s considerable influence could be leveraged to create a space in which such partnerships can continue to develop and flourish.
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