
Research suggests that teachers learn and grow more from the “construction” rather than the “consumption” of 

knowledge (Little, 1993, p. 135). This is accomplished when teachers are afforded opportunities to collaborate with one 

another in examining student work and considering ways to support student learning (Darling-Hammond, 1999; Franke 

et al., 1998). This use of “shared expertise” is central to an alternative model of professional development called the 

Responsive Teaching Cycle (RTC). 
 

In contrast to traditional models of professional development that focus on increasing teacher knowledge in order to 

improve student achievement, RTC places the focus on supporting student learning, which, in turn, leads to increased 

teacher knowledge as a byproduct. Furthermore, the RTC model of professional development is based on research that 

suggests that teachers’ beliefs and practices are shaped by their experiences in the classroom (Thompson, 1992). Thus, 

teachers’ own classrooms are utilized as laboratories in which they can conduct “practical inquiry” (Franke et al., 1998) 

and apply their professional knowledge. This form of job-embedded development is more effective than typical staff 

development workshops (Rényi, 1998). In fact, teacher collaboration has been shown to be a powerful predictor of stu-

dent outcomes, in that “a lion’s share of an individual teacher’s value-added gain to student learning, as measured by 

standardized test scores, was attributable to shared expertise” (Berry et al., 2011, p. 71). 
 

Built upon key principles of Cognitively Guided Instruction (CGI) (Carpenter et al., 2000; Carpenter, Fennema, & 

Franke, 1996), RTC meetings structure teacher reflections and instructional planning based on careful examination of 

their students’ thinking. The key focus of these meetings is to brainstorm and create lesson activities or formative     

assessments in response to how students are learning. It should be noted that the RTC approach focuses on collaborative 

lesson planning around the immediate learning needs of students, unlike many “lesson study” activities (Lewis, Perry, 

& Murata, 2006), which typically involve periodic meetings that focus on polishing one particular lesson over some 

extended period of time (Curcio, 2002; Stigler & Stevenson, 1991). The concreteness and immediate applicability of the 

RTC discussions exemplify professional development activities that are the most effective in supporting teacher learn-

ing and improving student achievement (Berry et al., 2011). 
 

A final distinction of the RTC is that this form of professional collaboration is not directed by formal protocols such as 

those used in “critical friends” groups (Curry, 2008).  Instead, the teachers’ discussions of content and pedagogy are 

driven by their need to produce an immediate response to the students’ learning needs. Such an inquiry approach, in a 

setting conducive to reflective practice, gives teachers the confidence to take some risks in trying new teaching methods 

(Loucks-Horsley et al., 2003). And because teachers construct their own learning through practical experiences, they 

are more likely to continue using their newly acquired repertoire of lesson ideas and change the way they teach all of 

their students (Costa & Garmston, 2002). In short, teachers learn to get through to their students rather than just getting 

through a textbook. 
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