
By Rogers M. Smith

Editor's Note: This piece is a condensed
version of Rogers Smith's full report To
Strengthen Teaching: An Evaluation of
Teachers Institute Experiences, which is
being published this spring by the Yale
National Initiative.

or thirty years, the Yale-New
Haven Teachers Institute has been
developing a unique model for

improving teacher quality. This approach
has now been tested and substantiated by a
National Demonstration Project and the
establishment of continuing Teachers
Institutes in Pittsburgh, Houston, and
Philadelphia. The Yale National Initiative,
which now offers annual seminars for
teachers from eleven participating commu-
nities in ten states, is encouraging and
facilitating the establishment of yet more
Teachers Institutes across the United
States. As this summary of recent research
will indicate, Teachers Institutes signifi-
cantly strengthen teachers in all five of the
major dimensions of teacher quality. They
also include all seven elements now recog-
nized to be crucial in successful profes-
sional development programs.

In recent years, educational researchers
have converged on the conclusion that the
best way to help students learn is to
improve teacher quality. By common con-
sensus, quality teachers are:

1. Teachers who really know their sub-
jects;

2. Teachers with good basic writing,
math, and oral presentation skills;

3. Teachers with high expectations of
their students;

4. Teachers who are enthusiastic about
teaching; and

5. Teachers who can motivate all stu-
dents to learn.

Researchers also agree that most tradi-
tional forms of professional development
fail to foster teacher quality along these

five key dimensions. They are limited in
duration, content, and active learning, leav-
ing teachers uninformed and uninspired.
But high quality programs exist, and
researchers are gaining knowledge of their
key characteristics. Recent studies stress
that these programs feature:

1. A focus on content and on pedagogy
linked to content;

2. Active teacher learning;
3. Teacher leadership;
4. Extended duration;
5. Collective participation by teachers

from the same school, grade, or subject;
6. Alignment with state and local stan-

dards;
7. Ongoing evaluation.
As researchers also suggest, districts may

face a choice "between serving larger num-
bers of teachers with less focused and sus-
tained professional development or provid-
ing higher quality activities for fewer teach-
ers," since "good professional development
requires substantial resources" in terms of
time, expertise, and dollars. The Gates
Foundation recently stated that an "effective
professional learning community" requires
"teachers who work together to meet shared
challenges and improve their skills. They
need ongoing, job-embedded professional
development." These needs cannot be met
through forms of professional development

that feature brief workshops for passive
audiences of large numbers of teachers.

How do Teachers Institutes provide these
necessary elements of teacher quality and
professional development? At the heart of
the Teachers Institute approach are partner-
ships between institutions of higher educa-
tion and public schools. Teachers Institutes
offer five to seven seminars each year
meeting weekly over roughly three
months, led by university or college facul-
ty members, on topics that teachers have
selected to increase their mastery of what
they teach. Institute programs focus on
content and pedagogy linked to that con-
tent; active teacher learning; extensive
teacher leadership; seminars of substantial
duration; and the development of curricu-
lum units aligned to state and local stan-
dards. And, to varying degrees, they also
involve continuing evaluations and oppor-
tunities for collective participation. In
Institute seminars teachers gain more
sophisticated content knowledge and also
enhance their skills as they prepare cur-
riculum units adapting the themes of their
seminars for their students. Most teachers
are enthusiastic about the seminars and the
opportunity to teach the units they have
written. They expect more of the students
taking them. And they succeed in motivat-
ing their students to learn at higher levels.
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The Institutes are especially well-suited to
ensure that teachers do not learn advanced
content in isolation from attention to how it
can be conveyed effectively, and that they
do not passively receive content from cur-
riculum prepared by others. Instead, they
research and write curriculum themselves,
challenged and aided by their peers to
ensure that it is exciting for students and
teachers alike. The Institute approach does
embrace the alternative of "higher quality
activities for fewer teachers." Each Institute
offers seminars for roughly 50 to 80 teach-
ers per year. But through dissemination of
their units, Institutes can have an impact on
far more teachers than they enroll; and over
time, significant percentages of teachers in
particular schools and regions can be direct
participants. In New Haven, nearly 600
teachers had been Institute seminar partici-
pants by 2005, including 32% of the teach-
ers then at work in New Haven high
schools, 25% of the middle-school teachers,
and 14% of the elementary-school teachers.

Annual surveys in the last six years of
over 1200 teacher participants at all four
existing Institutes in New Haven,
Pittsburgh, Houston, and Philadelphia

show that teachers chose to participate in
Institute seminars out of desires to improve
themselves in precisely the areas that are
vital to teacher quality. When asked to
choose among twelve reasons for partici-
pation in the seminars, the teachers at every
site listed the "opportunity to develop
materials to motivate my students" as the
leading reason. Teachers drawn from all
grade levels and all subject areas partici-
pated out of desires to obtain materials to
motivate their students (93.2% to 94.7%),
to obtain curriculum suited to their needs
(84.6% to 89.3% at the four sites), to
increase their mastery of their subjects
(85.5% to 90.5%), and to exercise intellec-
tual independence (85% to 91.6%). The
data on unit use also show that after teach-
ing their Institute units two-thirds of all
participants rated them superior to all other
curriculum they had used. Roughly 60% of
all participants rated student motivation
and attention as higher during these units,
producing substantially greater content
mastery. 

The surveys also revealed that, in con-
trast to most professional development
programs, there are no widely shared criti-

cisms of Institute seminars. Instead, over
96% of participating teachers praised the
overall program, rating it "moderately" or
"greatly" useful, in a remarkably consistent
range running from 96.5% in Houston to
100% in Philadelphia. Only 3% of the
respondents said the program was useful
only to a small extent. Fellows also over-
whelmingly "agreed" or "strongly agreed"
that the seminars provided them with pro-
fessionally useful new knowledge and that
the seminars raised their expectations of
their students. These data strongly support
the conclusion that virtually all teachers
who complete Institute seminars feel sub-
stantially strengthened in their mastery of
content knowledge and their professional
skills more generally, while they also
develop higher standards for what their stu-
dents can achieve.

Strong testimonials over the years by
teachers, university faculty members, and
university and public school administrators
also indicate that the Institute approach
generates significant corollary benefits that
are not easily grasped through survey
responses and not always visible in a rela-
tively short time period. Perhaps the most
important of these include:

• The development of teacher leadership
capabilities, as many teachers serve as
Teacher Representatives or Seminar
Coordinators;

• The development of teacher collabo-
rations and teacher networks, as teach-
ers gain knowledge of who their fellow
teachers in other subjects, at other
grade levels, and in other schools are,
and what they are doing in their class-
rooms;

• The development of university faculty
who see themselves as partners in
improving public education, rather
than passive, often critical recipients of
its graduates;

• The development of university-public
school institutional partnerships in
ways that promote respect and
strengthen education in both settings.

(continued on back cover)
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A five-year quantitative study of the

impact of Institute experiences on teachers
and students in New Haven further shows
that the Institute attracts participants roughly
equally from each identifiable demographic
group: women and men, younger and older
teachers, new and experienced teachers,
white and African American teachers —
with the latter in fact over-represented. The
study also shows that Institute participants
also had nearly twice the retention rate of
non-participants in local teaching. Overall,
over 50% of those who were teaching in
New Haven in 2000-2001 had stopped being
New Haven teachers by 2004-2005, a
turnover rate consistent with national aver-
ages, especially in urban districts. That
turnover percentage was substantially less
for those who had been Fellows. The study
design does not permit a claim of causality,
but in light of the high percentages of New
Haven teachers who become Fellows, it is
reasonable to view this correlation as sub-
stantively significant. Because research sug-
gests that experience within a district is more
strongly associated with teaching effective-
ness than earlier experiences elsewhere, this
finding is especially notable.

The continuing positive results of annual
surveys of teachers at each Institute site
and of national seminar participants leave
little doubt that teachers consistently rate
their Institute experiences and the curricu-

lum units that result favorably along the
five dimensions agreed to be key ingredi-
ents of teacher quality. Though we have
less data on teachers' experiences in using
Institute curriculum units, those data are
also positive. The New Haven quantitative
study indicates that Institute seminars
attract a broad range of teachers from every
observable demographic category and that
those who choose to be Fellows are much
more likely to continue teaching in the dis-
trict than those who do not. These results
are all the more credible in light of the
ways the Institute approach embodies the
different elements that researchers have
found to contribute to successful profes-
sional programs: a focus on content and

pedagogy linked to content; active teacher
learning; teacher leadership; duration;
alignment with state and local standards;
and, somewhat less extensively, collective
participation and continuing evaluation.

It is advisable for Institutes to continue
such surveys and to undertake additional
quantitative and evaluative studies of stu-
dent and teacher outcomes. Such evalua-
tion can confirm, maintain, and improve
the impacts of Teachers Institutes as they
continue to foster teacher leadership,
develop supportive teacher networks,
heighten university faculty commitments
to improve public education, and create
positive partnerships between school dis-
tricts and institutions of higher education.
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