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Why Learning Forward PA?
In 2011 we began using Learning Forward Pennsylvania as our name. We
went through a thorough rebranding transition that occurred during several
months where both our old name, Pennsylvania Staff Development Council,
as well as our new name could be seen on our website and materials. At the
time, we notified members, highlighting our name change in all of our
communications for several months. We also used our 2011 Institute to
celebrate the rebranding and introduce the name to all attendees.
Our new name aligns with our parent organization Learning Forward,
formerly called The National Staff Development Council. First and
foremost, every word in the previous name, National Staff Development
Council, was no longer an accurate portrayal of how the association had
evolved nor of how the field, with the organization’s influence, had grown.
•

•

•

The association is international, not national, comprised of members
from more than 35 countries, including Canada. The organization
works with educators from around the globe, looks to the entire
world for research and examples of effective learning, and
collaborates internationally to achieve our vision and mission.
While the phrase staff development is still used from time to time,
that phrase is associated with outmoded practices that aren’t by and
large standards based, job embedded, or results driven. Learning
Forward aspires for every educator to engage in meaningful learning,
which changes practices in order to reach all students. Learning is
the profession.
Finally, the word council connotes a less inclusive membership than
the association had become.

Our name Learning Forward Pennsylvania represents what we most aspire
to be and achieve in our field: to focus intentionally on learning; to be a
member association that provides opportunities for educators to enhance their
performance at all stages of their careers now and into the future across the state
of Pennsylvania; and to be a leader in the field of professional learning.
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Bill Daggett Speaks About Rigor and Relevance for ALL Students!
by Ann Appolloni, Ed.D., Learning Forward Co-President
“America has changed and we are still chasing a 20th century dream.” This is a statement that Dr. Bill Daggett made to
a group of approximately 140 educators from across the commonwealth. Dr. Daggett spoke about the changing
jobs in America and how our education system needs to prepare ALL students – English language learners,
students with disabilities, and those demographically challenged - for success in schools, college, careers and
life.
One of the first big ideas shared is fundamental to our work as educators, “The purpose of school is not school,
not getting students ready for the next grade level.” Daggett challenged the notion that we might become good
at something that doesn’t matter long-term. Daggett seemed to be arguing that we need school to be different
rather than better. Our students will pay a tremendous price if we become proficient at the wrong things. “What
are the most rapidly improving schools doing? These schools are not in a race to do what they have always
done – they are doing things differently.”

The Rigor and Relevance
Framework

Quadrants A and C are
essential but not sufficient for
today’s students.
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Bill Daggett Speaks About Rigor and Relevance for ALL Students!
continued…
Rigor & Relevance
As an educational system we are quite good at delivering disciplinary knowledge and application within singular
disciplines. However, what the world requires is much different. Our students must become adept at solving real
world problems in predictable and unpredictable situations. Daggett returned to this theme several times stating,
“Your strength could be your weakness if you are not careful.” Application to real-world predictable and
unpredictable situations is what students need to be independent, while our state testing system relies on knowledge and
application in one discipline.
Daggett shared how the Rigor/Relevance Framework (pictured on prior page) can prepare students to compete
and thrive in an unpredictable future. He noted that “Relevance makes rigor possible for most kids. The problem
is that most of us were not taught to teach Quadrant B & D.” He added that Quadrant A & C on the framework
are essential, but they are not sufficient for today’s students. Regarding career readiness, Daggett stated “to truly
be career ready we must prepare students using Quadrant D activities, not B for some, C for others, and A for
everyone.”
Daggett shared how the highest performing schools begin with parent/community engagement and academic
rigor to move towards teaching Quadrant D.
As Pennsylvania educators, we look forward to bringing some of these big ideas to our shared work of ensuring
that ALL students learn at high levels.

We Have Nineteen Winners!
By Stacey Stoudt, Principal Green Valley Elementary School,
Wilson School District
Again as part of the fun and excitement of the LFPA Annual
Institute, a basket raffle was held in support of our scholarship to a
Milton Hershey School student. For this fundraiser, baskets were
created on themes such as “Heart Healthy ”, “Fireside Treats”,
“Celebrating 100 years of Coca Cola”, “Ahhhhh!” and more.
These unique and creative baskets drew much interest by the
Institute attendees, in fact raised over $500 for the scholarship fund.
The raffle added another element of fun to the Institute with our
featured guest Dr. Bill Daggett. Not only are the 19 basket
recipients to be congratulated, but all who attended this Institute, as
they were certainly winners too!
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ESSA Reauthorization and Professional Learning
On December 10, 2015 President Obama signed the Every Student Succeeds Act, the reauthorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act into law. Stephanie Hirsh, executive director of Learning Forward,
offered these comments on the law: “Learning Forward’s focus in this new law is its improved definition of
professional learning. We’ve long advocated for a definition of professional development in federal policy that
aligns with our Standards for Professional Learning. We concentrated our advocacy energy on this element of
the legislation because that definition applies to the references to professional development that appear
throughout the law. I am pleased that the definition of professional development says at the outset that
educator learning is an integral local strategy for building educator capacity to help students succeed with high
academic standards. Just as important, the definition says that professional development must be ‘sustained,
(not stand-alone, 1-day, and short-term workshops), intensive, collaborative, job-embedded, data-driven,
classroom focused.…’ Our standards have outlined these elements for close to two decades. Sadly, the
professional development that many educators in our country experience doesn’t include these components, nor
the other conditions and structures essential to professional learning that ultimately helps the students in our
schools.”
Learning Forward provides resources at learningforward.org to support schools in implementing the standards
for professional learning. A Quick Reference Guide can be found at
http://learningforward.org/docs/pdf/standardsreferenceguide.pdf
Below is an excerpt from this publication.

4

Page 4

4

February 2016

Learning Forward PA

5

The Real Rigor of Writing
By Andrea Fishman, Ph. D., Strategic Literacy Partners, LLC
Let’s start with a thought experiment: There’s been an outbreak of lice – or a case of meningitis – in one of your
district schools. It’s your job to write the letter telling parents what happened, explaining what’s being done, and
reassuring them that the situation is under control. You sit down to write. What’s the first thing you do?
No matter how you mentally answered this question, you probably did not think, “I draw five boxes on a piece of
paper and begin filling them in.” Not only is such a graphic organizer not your first step in writing a letter to parents,
it’s likely not your first step in writing the rationale for purchasing a new Reading series, writing the Welcome
column for your website, or writing a letter of recommendation for a former student or colleague. So why is
picturing such a graphic organizer so easy?
I’m sure that almost everyone reading this column – in fact, almost every member of the profession who has ever
had ELA in his or her job description - can see that five-box image. The fact that these graphic organizers are as
common as hashtags illustrates the extent to which publishers, aided and abetted by hundreds of “teacher-friendly”
websites, have taken the rigor out of teaching writing. For just as using hashtags like #takebackthenight,
#prayforparis, and #makeamericagreatagain does not equal taking action, filling in graphic organizers does not
equal writing. Writing is an inherently rigorous cognitive activity. Following a fill-in-the-blank formula is not. Don’t
get me wrong. I understand that graphic-organizer use reflects a logical, even a
kind impulse. Teachers always explain to me that
“Students need structure for their writing.”
“We have to scaffold their writing because they don’t know where to begin.”
“Writing is so difficult. They’re intimidated by blank paper.”

Filling in graphic organizers
does not equal writing.

It’s to address these concerns that publishers’ reading programs and teachers’ websites offer all those Hamburgers,
OREOs, and Plot Skeletons, as well as the generic five-boxes designs.
And I agree with their basic assumption: Writing is difficult. Blank paper (like blank screens with blinking cursors) is
intimidating. So writers do need ways into their writing. But what teachers need to scaffold is students’ thinking, not
their writing. Writing is not about filling in blanks or boxes. It’s not about having “one of these” and “three of
those.” Writing is about developing ideas, imposing order on those ideas, and using those ideas to make a point in
the most effective ways possible. In other words, writing is about higher-order, truly rigorous thinking. It’s about
discovery, application, analysis, evaluation and synthesis of ideas into something entirely new. It’s about more than
knowing and understanding, more than summarizing, retelling, or reporting. It’s not about anything teachers can
predict or predigest, no matter what purchased programs promise. But that doesn’t mean writing can’t be scaffolded.
It just requires scaffolds that support thinking without restricting it, scaffolds that provide ways in without trapping
writers once they’re there.
So now let’s try another thought experiment: picture a Venn diagram. Imagine that you’re using it to think about
teaching writing. One of the circles is about the Writing Process. The other is about the Written Product. What goes
in the over-lapping middle section is what Process and Product have in common, which – in Pennsylvania terms –
are Focus, Content, Organization, Style, and Conventions. But what do those domains mean in terms of process?
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The Real Rigor of Writing continued…
And how do they play out in terms of product? Using a Venn diagram to capture and crystallize our thinking about
how to use the domains for process and product is using a graphic organizer to support our thinking; to help us
grasp and categorize a mass of seemingly disconnected ideas; to help us find relationships between and among
those ideas. In other words, to help us discover and think through our thoughts about writing so we can talk - and
perhaps even write - about them. That’s what graphic organizers are for - to support thinking as part of the writing
process, not to create the written product itself.
So what other graphic organizers work like the Venn? The simplest is actually not a formal organizer at all. It’s
separate pieces of paper. If students sort ideas onto different pieces of paper, using each piece to collect their
thinking about a different idea, they can then put those pieces of paper in order, trying out all the possible
arrangements – each one potentially first, second, third, fourth, last – without ever rewriting a word.
Or they can use an IDEA chart. This is a simple, four-quadrant paper with each quarter labeled as the place to put
different thoughts about a topic. Ideas, Details, Examples, and Anecdotes each go in their own box, helping writers
discover and make explicit what they know and think about a topic. Then they can circle, underline, or highlight
which idea they want to develop and which bits of content they can use to develop that idea.
Here’s the test these and similar graphic organizers pass that more formulaic ones fail: if a writer can white-out the
lines of the graphic organizer and have an almost finished piece of writing, using the graphic organizer substitutes
for writing instead of supporting it.
I know Pennsylvania teachers. I know how smart and creative they can be. So I know that right now every reader of
this column has thought of at least one way teachers can do this – one graphic organizer they already use or can
develop – to truly support thinking instead of boxing it in. I also know members of Learning Forward. So I know
they are imagining ways to structure professional learning that will scaffold teachers’ thinking about authentic
writing instruction not dependent on formula or format.
Writing is the most inherently rigorous skill schools teach, requiring the kind of higher-order thinking our
Standards – and our lives - demand. The sooner we take advantage of that inherent rigor, the sooner our students
will experience writing as the personally useful - personally relevant - skill it is.
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Content or Kids: What Are You Teaching?
Written by Brian Ulmer, Director of Secondary Education,
Milton School District
The Milton Area School District took a team of 15 people to Learning Forward PA’s Fall Institute. The
professional development allowed the Milton participants to reflect as an instructional leadership team,
comprised of administrators and teacher leaders from all areas of the district, on the strategies that we
have been using to improve instructional practice at Milton. One of our consistent goals at Milton has
been to make instruction about our students. We heard that message loud and clear from Dr. Daggett
and it affirmed our direction. Thankfully, it was more than a message. He described a set of best
practices that helped us support current practices and action plan our future work.
Dr. Daggett related that in a study of high performing middle and high schools, there is a set of common
best practices. Those items caused a great deal of conversation among our team. It was more than just
a checklist for us; it was a pause for reflection and internal assessment of our own practices.
Looping
First, he mentioned the concept of looping. Most importantly, the practice of using the same staff to
bridge students from 8th to 9th grade reduces the shock of the high school transition year. In our current
system, we know that moving staff involuntarily may cause a great deal of angst for some. Sometimes
the intended benefits of this type of data-driven decisions are not fully understood by staff. It is a
struggle for staff members who want to maintain their current assignments due to familiarity of or
interest in the course content. Staff preferences cloud data-driven decisions in the best interest of
students. This conversation allowed us to be affirmed in our belief of Jim Collins’ statement in Good to
Great that we are getting all of the right people on the right seats on the bus.
Department Chairs
Milton does not have department chairs. We have struggled with this since many school systems do
have a high school department model. In the last two years, we have worked diligently to strengthen the
use of our grade level team concept at both the middle and high schools. This has raised teachers’
concerns that they do not have that time to spend with their department members. We have affirmed
that grade level time is designated to focusing on instruction as it relates to that grade level of students –
not the content. Dr. Daggett furthered explained that successful schools use teams that are
interdisciplinary. This was another point of reflection for us. While we have established grade level
teams, a next step will be to increase the use of interdisciplinary work within those teams, through lesson
plan and student work protocols.
Focus on Reading and Writing
The Milton Area Senior High School is the recipient of the Keystones to Opportunity Striving Readers
Grant. That has been the impetus to our focus on best practices in literacy throughout the entire district.
Dr. Daggett stated that high performing schools share a belief that reading is taught by everyone all the
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Content or Kids: What Are You Teaching? continued…
time. This has been a shared tenet of our work at Milton. We have employed a full-time elementary
and secondary literacy coach as well as team of reading specialists and RtII coaches. All of these
teacher leaders, as well as our administrative team, have focused professional development on
increasing the use of best practices in literacy across all content areas. We are challenged to help
teachers to consider themselves teachers of reading. Our goal is to provide support through coaching so
that teachers can embed literacy strategies. We continuously must remind ourselves that we must
provide students instruction in how to read their grade level content materials, and believe that reading
and writing in the content area is our obligation.
Dr. Daggett further discussed the importance of the use of writing in all courses, at all times, to improve
student performance. Again, this was a place where the team paused to reflect. Are our students
writing enough? How do we know? How can we increase the rigor of our students writing while
making it relevant to the content area? Are our writing assessments in alignment with standardized
criteria?
Relevance
One of the goals that the district is focused on this year is breathing new energy into our Career and
Technical Education Program. This includes focusing on increasing enrollment and investigating the
addition of new programs. In addition, our guidance counselors and career education teachers have
been working collaboratively with administration to finalize our Chapter 339 plan and refine our
district-wide career education curriculum. We were happy to see how this aligned with best practices of
high performing schools in that we would be able to engage more students in the pursuit of their career
pathway. As we reflected as a team, we had intense dialogue about how we take steps to bring this
relevance into every classroom. We want the engagement in career pathways to allow students to make
the connections to each content area.
Culture
Throughout the last few years, we have continually struggled with culture. Doing what is best for kids
in not always the most popular decision. Dr. Daggett explained the different levels of buy-in from the
staff. One of our memorable lines from him was “culture trumps strategy.” He claimed that 1/3 of the
staff will go along with the district direction and be compliant, 1/3 of the staff will fight any change
practices and the remaining 1/3 of the staff are watching to see which direction the organization heads
before making a decision. As we continue to have the cultural push and pull, this information was
valuable to Milton. How can we identify and address the middle 1/3. Those key staff members, who
are currently playing a waiting game, are the key to helping us finalize our transfer to a student-centered
system.
Thanks to our conversations around the
professional learning with Dr. Daggett, made
possible by Learning Forward PA, our roadmap
became much clearer.
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Content or Kids: What Are You Teaching? continued…
Technology
Finally, Dr. Daggett discussed that high-performing schools use technology differently. At Milton, we
have engaged the services of a technology consultant who has facilitated professional development and
conversations with the administrative team to determine what our technology goals are and what we
need to do to achieve them. As we considered what we heard, we thought about how technology
practices need to help us focus on our students and personalize their learning, which ultimately impacts
the quality of instructional practice. It is simply not enough for technology to exist for the teaching of
content – it needs to exist to support learning.
Are we employing all best practices? That is a key question that bounced around the brains of the team
members at the LFPA Institute. What was our answer? It was not a “no.” It was a “not yet.” We
might not be there now, but we are headed in that direction. Thanks to our conversations around the
professional learning with Dr. Daggett, made possible by Learning Forward PA, our roadmap became
much clearer.

!Join us in 2016 for our next
series of networking sessions in
your region!!
May 2, 2016 4:30 – 6:00 pm
hosted by O.J. Roberts SD
May 18 2016
hosted by Duquesne University
Register soon at learningforwardpa.org
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