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The article analyzes professional development in music education considering the ways in
which policy change depends on conditions where renewed practice can become self sup-
porting. The authors situate professional development amid the current politico-educational
climate while offering an interpretive framework based on key issues and actions identified by
other authors in this issue of Arts Education Policy Review. Further, they suggest a pragmatic
policy agenda focused on the notion of a strategic architecture for professional development in
music education, arguing that it may bring (1) greater confidence in teacher’s capacity to adapt,
engender concepts, intervene in instructional patterns, and establish positive feedback loops;
and (2) improvement in teacher retention and productivity. The article calls for a professional
development agenda that sees teachers as capable change agents and that is jointly incentivized
by union leaders, government, and institutions of higher learning.
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SITUATING THE ISSUES WITHIN THE
CURRENT CULTURE

The collection of articles presented in this issue confirms
the need for and importance of professional development
for music teachers that is carefully thought out, planned, and
practiced, with special attention to the needs of particular dis-
ciplines. Too often, professional development is unsystem-
atic, sporadic, and capricious in both purpose and content. If
professional development is to improve teaching and learn-
ing, it needs to be conceived and pursued in terms of specific
individuals and local conditions and understood by teachers
and administrators as something of value, not simply a series
of token experiences.

The issue of music teacher professional development be-
comes further focused when viewed from a dual front: At
the macro level, the field of music education is in need
of policy thought and action that might positively impact

Correspondence should be addressed to Patrick Schmidt, 101 Walnut
Lane, Princeton, NJ 08540, USA. E-mail: pschmidt@rider.edu

how school districts perceive, conceptualize, and enact pro-
fessional development initiatives. At the micro level, the
field needs to promote and attend to programmatic struc-
tures that might turn professional development efforts into
meaningful, helpful, challenging, and self-directed enter-
prises in which teachers can become actively involved. While
these goals are clear, their execution is not so easy to
accomplish.

Policy change and implementation depend on the creation
of conditions in which renewed practice can become self-
supporting. It is with the intent to fortify the rationale for
improved conditions and change in both schools and higher
education that we craft the following list of suggestions. We
define our goals as:

1. To situate professional development amidst the current
politico-educational climate, including the challenges
of the so-called rational choice conceptions;

2. To highlight certain propositions presented by authors
in this issue, offering an interpretive framework to the
reader; and
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96 SCHMIDT AND ROBBINS

3. To suggest a pragmatic policy agenda focused on the
notion of a strategic architecture for professional de-
velopment in music education.

POLITICAL CHALLENGES TO
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE

NATIONAL CONTEXT

What the impending re-authorization of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act will bring and how this legisla-
tion may impact education, and more particularly the arts,
remain unclear. What is clear is our current direction toward
the creation of alternative schooling structures, new labor re-
lations, and an overall agenda for educative flexibility—that
is, the variegation of educational plans according to effi-
ciency standards. Many of these developments may not be
good news for educators, however. Although exceptions al-
ways exist, the majority of our current educational models
are predicated on businesslike notions of choice and made
feasible by labor intensification and ideas of performativity
(Ball 2003; Ravitch 2010). Furthermore, ideology remains a
serious player in the education sphere, with charter schools
presenting unimpressive results (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, Institute of Education Sciences 2010) and federal funds
continuing to be siphoned to those states that are willing to
redress their lawful relations to public schools.

In conceptual terms, this current educational picture fits
neatly into what is known as a rational choice framework, in
which choices are derived from rationales that are situated
within an economics-based logic. In more complex terms,
this stance spurs both from Simmel’s (1955) argument that
economic patterns of behavior should impact educational and
social enterprises, and from the work of Coleman, who un-
derstands collective decision-making as little more than indi-
viduals maximizing utility (Coleman 1986; Coleman 1988).
Put differently, rational choice theory proposes that educa-
tional practices can only achieve optimal results when they
are objectively qualified and quantitatively explained. An ex-
ample of the challenges of putting this theory into practice
can be seen in the current mismatch between policy lan-
guage and practice in the Race to the Top initiative, particu-
larly concerning its expectations that teacher development be
data-informed, ongoing, and job-embedded (see Hourigan’s
article in this issue).

While the current climate of political pragmatism seems
a fitting example of the exchange notions inherent in the
rational choice framework, it nevertheless projects an im-
age of public policy that is evenhanded and commonsensical
(see Akiba and LeTendre 2009; Wei et al. 2009). In reality,
the concepts of outcomes-based directives and maximization
of utility that are embedded in rational choice often present
RTTT’s three elements quite differently: “data-informed” can
produce a lack of contextual information and local investiga-
tion; “ongoing” can lead to an intensification of teacher labor;

“job-embedded” may signify a decrease in time allotted to
teachers’ continuing education outside their own schools and
thus a disconnect with innovation within the discipline.1 It
is therefore essential for arts educators to enter the broader
conversation on education and be able to articulate concep-
tual and practical alternatives. Such alternatives should have
the aim of restoring and reconfiguring the richness and com-
plexity that can be found in educational outcomes that are
produced by data-informed, ongoing, and job-embedded pro-
fessional development efforts.

THE PROBLEM WITH “CHOOSING”
RATIONALLY

Given the political and ideological challenges that face edu-
cation today, one could argue that to be relevant, professional
development must be located at the center of discussion on
teacher evaluation and accountability. Advocacy for profes-
sional development as an integral part of teacher evaluation
and accountability measures will be insufficient, however, if
these efforts are presented as an add-on to the current system,
or if they are configured to function within the same high-
efficiency, high-stakes, mono-directional track that charac-
terizes educational policy today (Tooms, Lugg, and Bogotch
2010). For change to occur, teachers must become archi-
tects of their own professional development and advocates
for new forms of accountability and assessment (Lieberman
and Miller 2004). In other words, professional development
can become a more meaningful element in schools if teachers
play a part in redesigning their own evaluation and account-
ability measures.

To introduce an alternative model, we suggest the adop-
tion of a strategic architecture framework, in contrast to the
rational choice structure (Weaver-Hightower 2008). Ratio-
nal choice understands teacher growth according to maxi-
mization of results, defining teacher quality as greater effi-
ciency and productivity resulting from appropriate training.
In the same manner, this theoretical approach conceptual-
izes learning—student or teacher—as an issue of delivery
or content selection (Shapiro and Green 1994). A strate-
gic architecture standpoint, on the other hand, understands
learning and teaching as processes of a delicate ecosystem in
which educative acts are complex, interrelated, erratic, and
emotional.

While rational choice advocates view merit pay as an in-
centive for a labor force to produce at higher levels, a strategic
architecture framework maintains that educational produc-
tivity is spurred by many incentives in a webbed system,
including increased pay, improved work conditions, intel-
lectual challenge, the capacity for self-direction and deter-
mination, a sense of community belonging, and insertion in
feedback loops (Bowers 2001; Bullough 2008; Jones 2001;
Schmidt 2009; Spring 1998; Weaver-Hightower 2008). It
is not surprising then, that despite numerous school reform
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LOOKING BACKWARDS TO REACH FORWARD 97

efforts—extending days, mainstreaming classroom empha-
sis to subjects such as English and math, and forcing in-
tensification of teaching—educational outcomes have barely
changed.2

Rational choice has a long history in American social and
educative life, stretching from Taylorism to standard effi-
ciency. In the field of education, we can see this theory most
clearly actualized in the movement toward school privatiza-
tion in the early 2000s. An analysis of Philadelphia schools
from this period, for example, shows the extent to which
the linear outlook of rational choice has impacted general
schooling, not to mention its catastrophic effect on arts pro-
grams (Hoxby 2003). Standardization attempts in Texas have
also been well documented (McNeill 2000). In that state, too,
we can see the impoverishment caused by the application of
narrowly normative approaches to the complex ecology of
schools and teaching. In New York City today, by and large,
rational choice promotes improved productivity—relying on
marginal and questionable data3 —while ignoring teachers’
working conditions and the development of students’ educa-
tive and creative capacities.

In contrast, a number of successful programs have been
built on the strategic architecture framework. The Harlem
Children’s Zone, led by Geoffrey Canada of the Promise
Academy, is one such case. Numerous reports have docu-
mented that here, the ecology of a community—both inside
and outside the school—plays a central role in its tactical
functioning and strategic planning. This does not mean that
economic or standards-based realities are left aside. Recent
data show an 11.9-percent gain in test scores for African
American children attending the Promise Academy—a par-
ticularly significant number in the context of the persistent
black-white gap in urban schools (see Dobbie and Fryer
2009). The interesting element here, however, is that the
academy is only one element, situated inside the broader
Harlem Children’s Zone, which covers ninety-seven blocks
and serves 8,058 youths and 5,291 adults. At the micro level,
teaching and learning are conceptualized as communal af-
fairs, and accountability is promoted and constructed on the
basis of particular, localized needs and goals. At the macro
level, policy is adapted to a particular context and supported
by a complex operation that redefines the traditional role
of schooling and its capacity to engage local populations
and motivate private donors (Tough 2008). In other words,
the Harlem Children’s Zone exemplifies the potential of a
strategic architecture committed to addressing the political
requirements of the state while effectively applying a philos-
ophy of education as social justice (Dobbie and Fryer 2009).

REFLECTIONS ON CURRENT PRACTICE

When reflecting on the ideas articulated in this issue of Arts
Education Policy Review, a set of complementary descrip-
tions and understandings of high-quality, innovative, and

meaningful professional development in music education be-
come clear. Together, these conceptualizations can serve as
catalysts for change in music teacher professional develop-
ment policy and practice that require expanded views of (a)
teachers’ leadership roles, (b) teacher communities and net-
works, and (c) partnerships that support teacher-generated
knowledge. What we propose here is a strategic architecture
approach to music teacher professional development—an
agenda based on a close examination of the key issues, nec-
essary conditions for change, policy directives, and actions
called for by authors in this issue.

New Roles—Teachers as Leaders

Lieberman and Miller (2004) have argued that a “reinvigo-
ration of the teaching force will happen only when teachers
have the power to assume new roles as ‘leaders in curricu-
lum, school redesign, and professional development.”’ If we
look to teachers as the stewards of the educational enterprise,
then we need to find more inviting and efficient ways to sup-
port and enable their capacities to lead and learn. Profes-
sional development needs to include experiences “grounded
in participant-driven inquiry, reflection, and experimenta-
tion” (Stanley, this issue), in which teachers can grapple
with the complexities of teaching from multiple perspectives.
When teachers represent the “nexus of inquiry” (Craig 2009),
their work becomes more purposeful and they become more
invested in change both inside and outside the classroom.

A professional development approach guided by the con-
cept of strategic architecture and directed toward depart-
ments, schools, districts, and communities could help shape
teachers as leaders and active contributors for change. Such a
framing would certainly facilitate a re-examination of teacher
quality and the development of alternatives to current eval-
uation practices that rely on atomistic, test-based models of
accountability based solely on student performance or once-
a-year administrative observation. To be sure, these changes
would necessitate the development of more complex markers
of evaluation and require space for a counter-discourse con-
cerning local understandings of accountability, parameters
and practices of self-evaluation, research-based innovation,
and community-based enterprises. This kind of professional
development would be designed in conjunction with, rather
than disconnected from, content.

Teaching involves much more than the execution of a
series of techniques, and, for many teachers—particularly
“second stage” teachers—traditional workshop formats fail
to address individuals’ diverse interests and needs. As Eros
documents in this issue, teachers’ concerns shift as they move
through the career cycle; a survival-mode outlook, for exam-
ple, is replaced over time by career-long development con-
cerns and a readiness to assume multiple roles. Teachers-as-
learners become leaders, coaches, and researchers who are
able to tap into their individual areas of expertise and deter-
mine what matters most for their teaching and their students.
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98 SCHMIDT AND ROBBINS

Music teachers generally assume an additional role—that of
artist. In this issue, Pellegrino makes a strong case for the use
of music-making as a professional development approach for
the musician-teacher, arguing that engagement with music is
central to a teacher’s identity. When “the artist self informs
the teacher self” (Ball 2003), a more integrated teacher can
emerge who is present, connected to students, and engaged
in teaching and learning. This kind of engagement blends
personal and professional growth and leads to renewal and
well-being.

Lieberman and Miller remind us that “federal, state, and
local policy can’t mandate what matters most”; rather, “what
matters most to policy is the local capacity and will, the local
expertise, the organizational routines and resources available
to support teaching and student learning” (2004, 18). When
also considering that the needs of novice and “second stage”
teachers are not the same, the need for differentiated profes-
sional development plans becomes even more pronounced. A
one-size-fits-all model of professional development is clearly
not the answer. Eros argues that to adequately address teach-
ers’ professional development needs across the career cycle,
we need to expand our thinking beyond traditional workshop
models.

The music education profession must think carefully
about how best to tap into teachers’ motivation to inspire
career-long engagement. One starting point would be to build
a professional culture in which teachers feel empowered to
assume multiple roles as learners, researchers, leaders, and
artists. Whether teachers choose to conduct action research
in their classroom, as West suggests; mentor university meth-
ods students or engage in performance and musical studies, as
Pellegrino suggests; or participate in content-specific teams
that collectively examine issues of teaching and learning,
as Stanley suggests, the choice should exist and be theirs to
make. All of the authors in this issue address the critical point
that teachers’ voices need to predominate in the process of
planning, implementing, reflecting upon and assessing cur-
riculum, and teaching in continuous cycles of action.

The implementation of these elements can be summarized
as the following:

• Music teacher professional development must link teach-
ers’ capacities to design curriculum, assessment, and stan-
dards for student learning to sustainable accountability.

We need to recognize professional development as an en-
terprise that relies on and supports teachers as leaders and
learners who can actively shape and assess their teaching
and their students’ success. Evaluation processes must look
at a teacher’s work in the school community over time and
with attention to issues beyond the delivery of instruction.
Feedback loops that support sustainable structural capac-
ity for professional development need to be a constant in
the lives of teachers, particularly if the goal is to facilitate
participation and agency, as Stanley suggests. Pragmatically

speaking, professional development can provide more than a
content update; it can instead foster teacher leadership, which
is key in preventing “structural marginalization” and dimin-
ishing teacher exclusion “from decision-making processes”
(Grossman 2010).

We suggest four foci when attempting to expand the scope
of professional development:

1. Center more attention on teachers’ capacity to develop
curricula (Barrett 2006)

2. Develop an inclusive assessment culture (Brophy
2007)

3. Foster growth in critical dispositions (O’Toole 2003)
4. Develop the capability to match choice of content

to social, cultural, racial, and gendered representa-
tions in classroom contexts (Flores and Day 2006;
Geertz 1976; Green 2002; Hamblen 1985; Koza 2006;
McCarthy et al. 2003; Reynolds 1996)

A professional development framework that links teach-
ers’ professional development plans with evaluation cycles
would be well received politically as well. One possible strat-
egy would be the development of three-year plans designed to
foster sustainability and complex views of pedagogical needs
and revise notions of accountability as “giving an account”
(see Horsley 2009). This integration of professional devel-
opment into the fabric of the school culture could create new
understandings of teacher development, in which assessment
and strategic curriculum development work in tandem. Ulti-
mately, any accountability scheme must include teacher com-
mitment to assessment of both their students’ and their own
learning. Teacher-directed professional development could
focus on several levels. At the micro level, eight-week cycles
could provide intensified investigation of elements of educa-
tors’ teaching lives. Such an approach could be carried out
through supportive partnerships with teacher educators, the
establishment of data cycles that attend to both insider and
outsider knowledge, and the fostering of reciprocal learning
for both university professors and non-university teachers. At
the macro level, first-year teacher evaluations could focus on
developing an individual and local notion of accountability;
second-year evaluations could focus on reflection, interpre-
tation, and adaptation of practices; and third-year evaluations
could focus on implementing selected plans and delivery pro-
cesses. This cycle would be followed by a new cycle and new
understanding of accountability.

Professional Communities and Networks

Another thread of this issue is a community approach to
teacher learning in community. Teachers need contact with
other teachers, despite the propensity of many to operate in
isolation and behind closed doors. We are all aware of the
harm that isolation can have on continued learning and de-
velopment. For music teachers, feelings of isolation may be
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LOOKING BACKWARDS TO REACH FORWARD 99

exacerbated as a result of their frequent position as the sole
music specialist in the school. In some cases, teachers may
even “thrive on the autonomy bred by isolation” (see Stanley,
this issue, 73), but they are often still hungry for connec-
tions that move them beyond mindnumbing routines, empty
conversations, and “pedagogical loneliness” (Lieberman and
Mace 2010, 85). Central elements of teacher collaboration
are shared, problem-based learning and making individual
teaching public. Whether they rely on teacher networks, col-
laborative research, or informal conversations in learning
communities, teachers who participate in communities can
engage in pedagogical investigations as they observe each
others’ teaching and draw connections to their own students
and classrooms (see West, this issue). The literature suggests
that “teachers who plan. . . and work. . . together over time
buil[d] commitment not only to each other but to further
learning. Even the act of ‘struggling’ together at the same
time in the same ways help[s] teachers to master new prac-
tice” (Lieberman and Mace 2010, 78). As Conway notes here,
the formation of music teacher communities can constitute a
significant goal of professional development initiatives.

Teacher communities have the potential to break down
barriers that discourage open, honest discussion. Stanley’s
research stresses the importance of providing teachers time
to talk about challenges in real teaching scenarios, allowing
them to take risks and move beyond the status quo. Making
individual practice publicly available can also move insider
knowledge out from behind closed doors into public spaces
for others to examine and learn from. The perception of pro-
fessional development as disconnected, supplemental, and
extrinsically conceptualized remains an obstacle, however.
Alongside several of the authors in this issue, we suggest
that this problem of perception be addressed by establishing
communication that is: (a) intermittent but recurrent, (b) self-
oriented but cognizant of site-capacity, and (c) able to present
the needs of local realities in the context of global challenges.
Applications of these suggestions can be observed in practice
in both examples of teacher-led political action in New York
(Grossman 2010) and teacher-led school change initiatives
in Boston, Milwaukee, Denver, and Minneapolis (Khadaroo
2010). It is possible to accomplish these goals when efforts
are clearly and consciously planned.

Fitting these suggestions into a strategic architecture
agenda would lead us to focus on music teacher professional
development as the formation of community and network
capacity. Site-based professional communities can foster
broader communication; improved exchange of pedagogical,
curricular, political, and psychological knowledge; and more
effective ways to address the demands of school labor.
Nevertheless, success will be more likely if the work of
such communities is systematically structured as part of a
school- or district-wide educational mission. An authentic
professional development community only exists when
teachers have the chance to view and critique their work
both “within and beyond their own classroom” (Lieberman

and Miller 2004, 11). Such an opportunity would require
that teachers have the necessary time and space to qualify
what is worthwhile and influence how their ideas can be
implemented. Teachers can influence a broad spectrum of
the learning process through efforts including designing
lessons and units of study, researching students’ responses
to new strategies, establishing more efficient and inviting
procedures and routines, rethinking ensemble structure
and assessment, collaborating on curricular redesign, and
guiding the incorporation of self-evaluation into student
grading.

Professional development that fosters the complex reality
of learning in a community would attend not only to school-
wide practices, but also to in-classroom practices, making
use of peer mentoring, administrative evaluation, and higher
education support. Thus, professional development can help
teachers take practical steps to conceptualize, develop, and
shape guidance and observational habits. This translation of
potential into practice remains a challenge, as only 17 per-
cent of teachers see professional development as collabora-
tive, and only 14% see it as thoughtful (Wei et al. 2009). The
ability to contribute one’s voice to the process of shaping
professional development is essential for changing teachers’
perceptions and could lead to a redesign of evaluation pro-
cesses and accountability. Consequently, community build-
ing and collective networks should keep the following in
mind:

1. Transparency and easy access constitute “publicly
available features of practice” in which applicability
and intellectual renewal meet (Little 2003).

2. Communities of practice are public spaces that need
to be created by teachers through the collaborative
development of parameters for sharing work, taking
risks, and providing feedback.

3. It is important to acknowledge music teaching as a
complex practice in which diverse practices can be
promoted, as well as ways in which problems can be
shared, puzzled out, re-formed, and assessed.

4. Transforming teaching into a public affair is a twenty-
first-century necessity. Lieberman and Mace (2010)
report that the “multimedia online age” is “herald-
ing new opportunities” for teachers to go public with
their work. Many teachers are connecting with others
through blogs and video podcasts and thus turning the
somewhat private affair of classroom life into a public
and shared enterprise.

5. A culture of shared documentation can foster sustain-
able goals and facilitate change. Professional develop-
ment initiatives often go undocumented and lack infor-
mational archives. Bank models (Lebler, Burt-Perkins,
and Carey 2008) provide a model of archival practices
that aid continuity and accessibility. Lack of institu-
tional memory regarding teacher development often
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100 SCHMIDT AND ROBBINS

leads schools into a perpetual state of starting from
scratch.

6. The importance of learning in community can be real-
ized in and through teacher preparation. Higher ed-
ucation must direct more attention to the complex
requirements for effective teacher communities. One
way forward could be the adoption of a 4 + 2 plan, in
which teachers spend four years doing undergraduate
work and are then followed into the labor market for
two years. Music education departments would thus
continue to serve as reference centers for young prac-
titioners.

7. Undergraduate methods classes should model learning
communities composed of students and teachers. Close
collaboration between site-based teachers and univer-
sity teachers can lead to thoughtful and appropriate
design of teaching assignments and provide feedback
for student teachers.

New Partnerships and New Knowledge

Politically, the “inside-outside” perspective is part of an on-
going debate about whose knowledge matters. Naturally, the
tension between stakeholders inside and outside the educa-
tion community has a bearing on professional development
issues, particularly when this developement is delivered by
“outside” experts and does not neatly transfer to specific
classroom contexts. Similarly, research-based strategies that
originate from outside the field often forego rather than
foreground context, failing to translate theory into usable
practice. Alternatively, insider knowledge resulting from the
interaction among teachers, students, and content in context
can grow dormant over time if it is not shared with or exam-
ined by others. Teachers need opportunities to look beyond
their schools. School-university partnerships are one avenue
for expanding a school’s scope.

Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (1993) conception of teacher
research provides a strong model of reciprocity and shared
decision-making that can open doors for both partners to
move inside each others’ world and outside their own by lis-
tening to and learning from each other. They propose a demo-
cratic model of education that supports teachers’ voices in
planning and implementing self-directed professional devel-
opment that is situated in real lives and classrooms. A teacher
research approach to professional development takes into
account inside-outside relations and fosters “local teaching
movements” that position teachers as leaders and explicitly
value their insider knowledge (Lieberman and Mace 2010).
Innovation and change do not occur overnight but rather re-
sult from deliberate and thoughtful planning and collective
work that begin “inside” classrooms and schools and then
move “outside” to influence other schools, other communi-
ties, and new policies of practice.

These ideas inevitably lead us to identify two needs for
professional development: (1) stronger support for teacher

research that goes beyond notions of action research (see
West, this issue) to establish non-normative, less structured,
and practical process of inquiry; and (2) strategic planning
that aids the development of sustainable and longitudinal
understanding of teacher practice and learning. Incorporat-
ing these ideas into a strategic architecture agenda would
therefore foster professional development that cultivates a
collaborative and inquiry-centered culture of learning and
teaching.

Collaborative inquiry can lead to accountability that is
participative, but to do so, partnerships must be framed and
understood as natural instigators of inquiry. What defines a
productive partnership in this context is not simply similarity
and consonance, but the creative encounter of different com-
munities with shared interests. Professional development that
focuses on fostering a teacher-inquiry culture can therefore
be executed through partnerships and revolutionized by vir-
tual realities (Lessig 2008). As music education content and
pedagogy continue to experience radical change as a result
of increased technologically driven access (e.g., YouTube,
blogs, web-based notation programs), virtual collaborations
can further aid connectivity and delivery while significantly
expanding the ways in which teacher inquiry is promoted
inside schools (Duncan 2005).

A strategic architecture for professional development at
the district level, for example, could foster moderate but con-
tinued engagement with research, providing greater align-
ment between external investigation and internal inquiry
(Ball 2003). This approach could have two significant im-
pacts: (1) greater teacher confidence in their capacity to
adapt, engender concepts, intervene in instructional patterns,
and establish positive feedback loops; and (2) improvement
in retention and teacher productivity.

Of course, significant responsibility in such a situation
would fall on higher education and its ability and willingness
to find less “academic” (i.e., formulaic, hierarchical, formal)
ways to induct in-service teachers into the process of re-
search.4 Organizations such as the Society for Music Teacher
Education have become positive and prominent players in
this respect. We remain in need of “multi-player” models in
which institutions of higher learning, professional organiza-
tions, the state, and schools all interact. Such strengthened
relations could move us from traditional provider/evaluator
models to co-analyzer/partner models.

CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS: SUSTAINING A
COMPLEX AGENDA FOR PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT POLICY AND PRACTICE

Centering professional development on teacher accountabil-
ity and evaluation does not need to further burden an already
demanding profession. On the contrary, helping teachers con-
nect leadership, community, and inquiry to content develop-
ment is a doorway to the alleviation of pressures imposed
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LOOKING BACKWARDS TO REACH FORWARD 101

by outside mandates. Professional development has the po-
tential to provide internal, contextualized counter-arguments
and enrich discussions of how optimal teaching and learning
might take place.

Weingarten (2010) identifies the need for new formats
for teacher evaluation and accountability as the current im-
perative of the teaching profession. The significance of this
need may also hold true for music education. It seems both
timely and necessary that we move from the ideological im-
provement offered by normative solutions to an “ecological
understanding” that both addresses local needs and attends
to broad-based parameters (Weaver-Hightower 2008). The
first order of business in instituting this shift is to exper-
iment with alternatives to the current evaluation-by-proxy
system—that is, the system by which teachers are assessed
through their students’ standardized test scores in the case of
general education, or through the performativity of ensem-
bles in the case of music education. Professional develop-
ment programs structured according to a strategic architec-
ture agenda can expand these norms, restoring understanding
of the complexity of teaching and learning, while engen-
dering internal accountability amidst the ranks of teachers.
Professional development can constitute a first-stage policy
step in this process and could foster an experimental agenda
that would identify needs and possible pathways to fill these
needs. These programs could serve as policy triggers that
would allow innovation to trickle down to the more ossi-
fied realms of teacher-training curricula, state certification
requirements, or organizational directives.

The teaching profession has been so politically castigated
today that the moment is ripe for macro-level planning, par-
ticularly if we can move away from a defensive position.
Consider the power of an experimental agenda that is jointly
incentivized by union leaders and institutions of higher learn-
ing. The focus: professional development as an essential el-
ement of teacher accountability. Publicly establishing this
focus would represent a significant step toward expanding
critical awareness of a capable and self-directed workforce.
Such an agenda would provide a sustainable way to generate
answers to outside mandates, while placing greater responsi-
bility on teachers to see themselves as full professionals. Sim-
ilar processes have taken place in the British education sys-
tem, which—although not without its own challenges—has
generated a data-informed and embedded culture of profes-
sional evaluation in music education (Welch 2003).

Such a strategic architecture agenda would promote pro-
fessional development actions that address educators’ multi-
ple dispositions. We envision a professional development cul-
ture that views teachers as (1) leaders and content providers,
(2) reflective constructors of curricula, (3) innovative collab-
orators, (4) community builders, (5) continuous learners, and
(6) political communicators.

In many ways, this list simply restates what we already
know to be the demanding realities of teaching. We are not
suggesting that teachers must or can embody all of these el-

ements. They already face a highly demanding career. How-
ever, as a community formed by individuals playing different
roles, these various identities can all be demonstrated, and
collective improvement can be achieved. Professional devel-
opment efforts should aim to strengthen teachers’ capacities
to understand and carry out these roles at four different levels:
the grassroots or school level, the medial or professional-
ization level (i.e., higher education), the organizational level,
and the state or accreditation level. What might happen to
music education, we ask, if organizations such as MENC—a
professional group with over 75,000 members and significant
political weight—were to divert significant efforts and capi-
tal from their historically broad advocacy campaigns toward
support for developing sustainable models for creative, crit-
ical, and effective professional development? Might we thus
reach a tipping point? The National Association for Music
Merchants, for example, has begun to move in this direction,
becoming an important funding source for research and orga-
nizational activity in music education. University consortia5

—a basically nonexistent concept in the field—could also
serve as incubators for projects, aggregators of data, and fa-
cilitators of large-scale and longitudinal projects. However,
scaling current efforts to match music education’s needs re-
mains a challenge. Only concerted efforts could serve as
catalysts for furthering long-term, in-depth analyses of pro-
fessional development as an intrinsic element in teacher
evaluation.

Professional development as a catalyst for school im-
provement could be presented as a national agenda of music
educators—a strategic architecture that would have internal
benefits while simultaneously contributing to the larger ed-
ucational discourse. This approach would offer one way to
expand the traditionally unilateral advocacy focus of music
education toward a more diverse and comprehensive pol-
icy approach, bringing music education closer to the other
arts and general education. It is thus encouraging to see the
macro-level thinking of the current MENC leadership, as
demonstrated in Scott Shuler’s speech to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education in January 2010, because a commitment
to policy formulation at that level might push us toward a
tipping point.

Any strategic architecture supporting music teachers’ pro-
fessional growth and development also requires that as a pro-
fession, we undertake a critical self-analysis of our internal
culture. Music education in the United States would do well
to attend to three such cultural strands: (1) the culture of indi-
vidualism, (2) the culture of standards, and (3) the culture of
performance-driven programs. Although we cannot address
these issues in full here, it is important to highlight central
questions and initial steps toward change. Changing a culture
of individualism requires the identification of shared con-
cerns and the consolidation of issues and collective action.
Music educators might work together to develop innovative
and integrative projects focused on student learning, similar
to projects that have been developed in the fields of writing
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(the National Writing Project) and math (Initiatives in Math
Education) and have led to positive changes in practice (Wei
et al. 2009).

To change a culture of standardization, we must first
openly examine the extent to which the National Standards
have provided a common platform for the profession’s col-
lective work. Has the promotion of a “success for all” or
“music for all” platform diverted teachers from examining
and formulating ways to develop more inclusive, contem-
porary, and meaningful forms of instruction and modes of
music making?6 More inclusive music programs could at-
tend to the achievement of standards without falling into the
trap of standardization. Such re-evaluation would require a
focus on: (1) better understanding the qualifiers of student
success used in music programs, (2) linking qualifiers of suc-
cess to the curriculum and its development, (3) determining
parameters for teacher accountability based on these quali-
fiers, and (4) gauging the economic and pedagogic means to
include youth-directed musical practices in curricula.

All of these suggestions are in line with the challenge to
evaluate and rethink our culture of performance-driven pro-
grams. Here, we might consider how professional develop-
ment can become a catalyst for an expanded view of our exist-
ing ensemble model. We suggest four areas of exploration:
(1) codify and make available to higher education institu-
tions models introducing alternative musical practices, (2)
research possible pathways for inquiry-based approaches to
ensemble teaching, (3) investigate the ways in which school
programs can learn from and adapt community-music and
non-governmental organization practices, and (4) explore
policies aiding teachers in expanding the reach of music
across the school population.7

The question that remains is this: Given that the call for a
new professional development focus includes self-directed,
inquiry-based approaches, how might music educators re-
spond to this call, and what will they need to successfully
adapt to the new direction? Music teacher educators and other
stakeholders involved in framing professional development
as both a practice and a structure would do well to address
these issues immediately.

Professional development has been and continues to be an
important element in the life of schools and their teachers.
This area has, however, existed at the periphery of the field’s
dialogue, viewed as an extra element in the fabric of public
education. To think of professional development as an intrin-
sic motivator for and contributor to growth and improvement,
we need to reposition it as part of the political charge for a
culture of change in music education. The models exist, the
disposition for change is emergent and strengthening, the
need seems clear, and the pay-off could be quite significant.
Can we now move cohesively toward collective action?

NOTES

1. All these aims “make sense” economically but are not
optimal in terms of professional development or job

satisfaction. While it is important to improve and effec-
tively work with schools’ internal conditions, teachers
must also be in constant contact with innovations and
creative thinking developed elsewhere.

2. A New York Times op-ed written by Paul Tough (2010)
clearly characterizes the conundrum of educational re-
form and suggests that because innovation is an essen-
tial element for school change, the government ought
to set policies that allow unproven programs to be sys-
tematically attempted.

3. New York state statistics from August 2010, for exam-
ple, show a decline in development and a significant
loss in the black-white gap in city schools, demystify-
ing the success toward reducing the achievement gap
previously claimed by School Chancellor Joe Klein
and Mayor Bloomberg.

4. We would argue that more organic methods and less
structure in research processes does not necessarily
mean less rigor and may indeed increase the chances
that research will become a more common event in the
lives of teachers and students.

5. Some university consortia, such as the Committee on
Institutional Cooperation organized by the “Big Ten,”
are in place and do provide tangible pathways for in-
teraction and collaboration. A need remains, however,
for significant expansion and systematization of such
models in music education, with a focus on a dynamic
set of interactions, structures, and aims, and an exter-
nal mindset toward the dissemination of work. Fully
structured consortia could significantly increase the ca-
pacity of the field to obtain and aggregate economic
and human resources. The impacts could be multiple,
including an increase in longitudinal, multiconceptual,
nationally expressive, and collaborative work.

6. While Scandinavian countries, as well as England and
Australia, have had significant success in developing
viable popular music curricula for public schools, the
United States has conducted no similar systematic ex-
periment. A strategic element plan for incorporating
“alternative” musics into American curricula is neces-
sary, particularly in terms of making the subject more
student-centered and real-world related, as is a tacti-
cal plan for its implementation and assessment. Such
an experiment could also generate the conditions for a
re-thinking of professional development processes.

7. An analysis of the uses and misuses of technology as
an element in an educational “change agenda” could
serve as a case for the further study of alternative mu-
sic programs. The formulation of a strategic agenda
for “musics” programs in American schools could
be a significant policy goal, particularly if accompa-
nied by tactical steps for implementation and assess-
ment. This agenda could serve as a stepping stone for
the re-thinking of professional development by both
school districts and higher education. See Garrison and
Bromley (2004).
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