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PDS2 Research  
 
 
We currently have two main lines of research underway concerning the development, 
use, and effects of PDS2  (Professional Development Support System). The first, funded 
by the Institute for Education Sciences (IES), is set within the context of a larger field 
study of the efficacy of the Literacy Collaborative’s professional development program 
for K-2 primary teachers. This study includes an experimental assessment of the value 
added by PDS2 to the traditional Literacy Collaborative (LC) program.   In pursuing this 
research, we have had to develop new instrumentation including: 
 
(1) a developmental rubric to document changes in teacher practice within the context of 
comprehensive literacy instruction; 
(2) a developmental metric to assess students’ literacy learning over the primary grades,  
(3) coaching logs of professional development activities undertaken by school-based staff 
developers; and  
(4) surveys of individual background and school context that may shape the take up and 
use of LC professional development and PDS2 resources.  
 
The second line of research focuses specifically on the patterns of use of PDS2 by school-
based staff developers and the individual and school factors that influence this use. These 
use studies of PDS2 extend our sample beyond the nine novice literacy coordinators in the 
IES field trial to include a more diverse array of school-based literacy staff developers 
working under different school conditions.  We have also recently expanded our use 
studies to consider a new “use case” where PDS2 is being piloted as a support tool in the 
training of school-based coaches not part of the Literacy Collaborative network.   
 
 

Description of the Two Research Programs 
 

I. Improving Teacher Practice and Students’ Literacy Learning (IES Study) 
 
This project, currently in its third year, involves an interrelated set of investigations to 
develop and field test the efficacy of a web-based collaborative learning environment 
(i.e., PDS2) as a support for the professional development work of the Literacy 
Collaborative. Eighteen schools with significant proportions of African-American, Latino 
and low-income students in diverse states are participating in a matched-pair design in 
which all the schools are implementing Literacy Collaborative and half of them are using 
PDS2 in professional development activities. This study has multiple objectives: 
 
• To generate field-based evidence that helps us refine PDS2 by examining the 

differential patterns of use of the tool and the individual and school contextual factors 
shaping use;  

• To deepen knowledge about and contribute to a more empirically grounded theory of 
coaching activity through the design research associated with the development and 
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field-testing of the tools;  
• To produce randomized clinical trial evidence on the effects of adding PDS2 to the 

standard Literacy Collaborative program; 
• To produce rigorous quasi-experimental evidence on the overall effects of Literacy 

Collaborative on teachers and students (as compared the base teacher practice and 
student learning outcomes in the same classrooms and schools before Literacy 
Collaborative); and 

• To explore possible mechanisms that might contribute to variability in effects among 
schools and among classrooms within schools, and for different types of students 
categorized by race/ethnicity and income.  

 
Instrumentation 
 
As part of the IES study, we have developed several new instruments in order to explore 
how: 1) teacher participation in school-based PD (with and without access to PDS2) 
relates to changes over time in actual classroom practice; and 2) how these changes link 
to possible improvements in student learning across subsequent classroom cohorts 
instructed by participating LC teachers. 
 
 Teacher Development Rubr ic. We have created observational rubrics to assess 
teacher development within the specific pedagogical approaches typically used in 
comprehensive literacy instruction and conducted a validation study on the rubrics. Our 
objective is to map the instructional changes that occur over time as teachers take on 
comprehensive literacy practices in their classrooms. Building on prior small-scale 
research and the clinical expertise of the Literacy Collaborative program faculty, we 
developed a set of observational rubrics that conceptually map teachers’ practice both 
within specific instructional contexts and more broadly as they orchestrate students’ 
experiences across contexts. We are now exploring possible modifications of the rubrics 
for use as clinical tools by school-based literacy coaches to help inform their professional 
development work with teachers.   
 
 Professional development logs. For data on teacher exposure to LC professional 
development activities, we designed a web-based log system, using FileMaker Pro 
software hosted at the University of Chicago.  Literacy coordinators use the log to report 
each month on the two major activities that comprise their professional development 
efforts: 1) school-based professional development workshops, and 2) individual 
classroom coaching.  Specifically, for any professional development workshop conducted 
by a literacy coordinator, the coordinator completes a brief web entry. The entry involves 
a brief description of the substantive focus of the session, the instructional materials and 
activities deployed, and a specific probe about access and use of PDS2 resources.  The 
web form also includes a faculty participation list where the coordinator can easily check 
off who attended a particular session. We will also conduct a follow-up teacher survey 
during year four to inquire directly from teachers about their overall program 
participation, what they believe they have learned, and their personal assessments of the 
overall efficacy of LC professional development and PDS2 resources. 
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 Student development metric.  We are currently working to develop a 
longitudinal metric across the separate literacy tasks that comprise DIBELS (Dynamic 
Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills) data, spanning grade K to 3. This will allow us 
to assess overall program impact on student learning while solving nettlesome floor and 
ceiling effects that can arise when a common battery of individual sub-tests are 
administered to students of similar ages but very different developmental levels. We 
intend to perform a value-added analysis for each school based on the longitudinal data 
from students as they cross teachers within each school over the three-year period. The 
three-year trend in these effects, relative to the baseline year, constitutes the basic 
statistical evidence about program impact. 
 
 Teacher surveys.  We have developed two separate surveys. The first survey 
focuses on school context. Here each teacher is an informant about the overall work 
environment in their school. We have aggregated these data together across teachers 
within each school to form school level measures. In the second survey, we inquire about 
each teacher’s individual agency vis-a-vis the Literacy Collaborative initiative and the 
use of technology in her own work. The focus here is on teachers’ professional 
background, core beliefs and base practices around literacy instruction, role conceptions, 
and orientation toward innovation and use of technology.  Taken together, these two 
surveys have been designed to provide our core predictor variables for future analyses 
where we will consider how individual characteristics of teachers and the context in 
which they work combine to influence the take up and use of the instructional practices 
of the Literacy Collaborative (again with and without PDS2) in improving teaching and 
learning in their classrooms.  
 
 We note that while the teaching rubric, the professional development logs, and 
school surveys were designed to support our research and development activities for 
PDS2, they are also potentially useful tools as districts seek to more effectively manage 
their instructional improvement activities. Aggregated to a school or district level, the 
teacher development data should provide a useful guide for setting the next round of 
professional development priorities and for assessing the progress of current initiatives. 
Similarly, the coaching logs document how coaching resources (both time and content 
focus) are being deployed out in schools, and provide evidence, when combined with the 
teacher development and student learning gain data, for more strategic resource 
allocations in this regard. Finally, the school surveys can provide insight about why 
improvement efforts may lag in some places compared to others. 
 
  We aim in our next round of research and development to investigate how we 
might integrate these new tools, along with PDS2 and STEPTool, into an overall 
instructional management system for comprehensive literacy.  In essence, this synthesis 
activity directly addresses the primary purpose of our IIS group—to develop an 
integrated system of technology-based tools and social practices for their effective use in 
order to advance the transformation of work in classrooms and schools toward more 
ambitious instruction for every student. 
 



Information Infrastructure System 
December 2006 

4 

 
 
II. PDS2 Use Studies  
 
Supporting School-Based Staff Development of Teachers   
 
Building off of the project described above, we have actively sought to expand our 
evidence base about the use of the PDS2 platform across a wider array of schools 
operating under more varied conditions than found in the IES study. Specifically, the goal 
of this work is to understand how tool use is shaped by the:  
 
• professional backgrounds, dispositions, and work orientations of the literacy 

coordinators/school-based professional developers,  
• organizational conditions in which these professional developers work, and  
• supports and training they may receive from external agents. 
 
We are currently pooling data about PDS2 use from the 9 IES sites representing novice 
Literacy Collaborative coordinators with data from 16 Ohio Literacy Alliance schools 
representing a much more diverse group of staff developers, including 9 Literacy 
Collaborative coordinators with several years experience in the staff developer role. We 
are particularly interested in possible differential patterns of use of PDS2 that might be 
associated with differences in literacy coordinator experience and expertise levels. 
Primary sources of evidence are system use data from the PDS2 platform itself, such as 
logins, time spent on the system, and the materials staff developers search for, view, and 
store for future use, and the teacher surveys described above, which have allowed us to 
measure individual and school context characteristics that may explain system use.  
 
The intent of this use study is to inform ways to tailor the introduction and ongoing 
support of PDS2 in response to local conditions in order to enhance overall use. In 
addition, it is generating valuable literacy coordinator feedback to support further 
enhancements of the PDS2 platform.  
 
Supporting the Professional Preparation of Staff Developers 
 
We have also begun to explore possible uses of PDS2  in the training and support of 
school-based staff developers. We are examining the potential value-added in using video 
to enhance professional developers capacity to observe critical aspects of classroom 
practice and then to take well-targeted coaching actions. This initiative focuses directly 
on the most critical aspect of a coach’s work in classrooms, “What do you see, and what 
do you say to the teacher about this?”  We are also examining the efficacy of the social 
networking functions embedded within PDS2; specifically, how these tools might support 
the learning of staff developers who enact a challenging and complex role within their 
school communities while largely isolated from other staff developers. 
 
Eight school-based staff developers are currently participating in a training program at 
Lesley University to develop their capacity to be strong coaches within a school 
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environment. These staff developers, from across the United States, gather in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts for an intensive week of instruction with Irene Fountas four times a year. 
Dr. Fountas works with the staff developers to develop their perspective on their role as 
literacy coaches and their ability to observe and intervene in classroom practice 
effectively.  PDS2 video materials are used to hone staff developers' observational and 
decision-making skills during the training weeks and also in the time between trainings. 
This pilot effort has begun to seed additional research planning around PDS2, which is 
likely to develop further over the next six months to a year.  
 
 
Contacts: 
 
David Kerbow, Teacher Quality Study (IES), d-kerbow@usi.uchicago.edu 
Lisa Walker, PDS2 Use Study, lwalker@uchicago.edu 
LeAnne Sawyers, PDS2 Design Lead, lsawyers@usi.uchicago.edu 
 
Website:  www.iisrd.org 
 


