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1

INTRODUCTION

Improving Professional Learning and Performance

Leaders in various professional fi elds appreciate the importance of career-
long professional learning. They recognize that effectively guiding pro-
fessional learning sessions is central to strengthening performance and 

quality improvement. The suggested guidelines for creative learning activities 
included in this book can enhance the efforts of session leaders, participants, 
and coordinators.

Effective leadership of learning is central to more effective  professional 
performance. At best, such activities can be creative experiences for ses-
sion participants, leaders, coordinators, and other stakeholders as they 
share in planning, conducting, and evaluating the process and outcomes. 
The intended results typically include improved professional performance, 
 quality improvement, and benefi ts for the people served by helping profes-
sionals. Intended results also include enhanced learning and performance by 
the  students, patients, clients, and members in fi elds such as health care, edu-
cation, faith communities, counseling, social work, library science, and com-
munity development, and those who are the intended benefi ciaries of helping 
professionals who participate in learning activities throughout their careers.

This book is based on creative teaching and learning. Excellent educa-
tional transactions between teaching and learning are similar to other creative 
activities in which participants have a transcendent experience that expands 
beyond their past personal activities. Effective leaders are prepared to help 
adults learn and enhance their knowledge, skills, and attitudes for improved 
performance in the workplace. The 12 brief chapters on activity leader tasks 
are each focused on selected guidelines to reduce complexity for readers who 
may have limited familiarity with concepts about guiding creative learning 
activities. The chapters explain how and why professional learning leaders 
can gradually enhance the abilities and commitments of participants and 
other stakeholders so that learning activities are creative experiences that 
enable improved performance of helping professionals and the people they 
serve. The concepts, examples, and tasks in each chapter prepare readers for 
the complexity of guiding learning, so that participants and leaders can expe-
rience the creative fl ow of inquiry and enhanced performance together.

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



2  INTRODUCTION

In addition to the participants, leaders who guide the activities, and the 
coordinators who help them, other stakeholders include administrators from 
the sponsoring organization (enterprise, association, educational institution), 
funders that contribute resources, and representatives of cooperating organi-
zations. Winning and maintaining cooperation from such stakeholders calls 
for additional types of creativity from leaders and coordinators. As inter-
professional cooperation has increased, so have examples of interprofessional 
learning activities. Because of the loosely coupled connections among the 
stakeholders, each interaction is an opportunity for decision and discovery. 
Effective leaders invest their time and thought in shared leadership to achieve 
multiple returns in the form of mutually benefi cial exchanges among stake-
holders that contribute to creative activities and desirable results in enhanced 
professional performance.

Because each professional fi eld and related publications use distinctive 
content (words, concepts, symbols, and terminology to communicate spe-
cialized ideas about the profession), the following generic terms and defi ni-
tions are used to encourage interprofessional cooperation: activity (any one 
or a series of educational programs, sessions, or events), leader (one or more 
people who guide learning activities as presenters, faculty, trainers, mentors, 
supervisors, or specialists), coordinators (people who select and assist activ-
ity leaders on behalf of the provider organization), provider (the association, 
enterprise, or educational organization that provides professional learning 
opportunities), resource people (experts regarding content, technology, or 
evaluation who help leaders and participants), stakeholders (people in vari-
ous roles who have a stake in the session, such as administrators, leaders, 
coordinators, participants, funders, and cosponsors), those served (people 
who benefi t directly from assistance by activity participants in their life roles, 
such as students, patients, members, clients, and patrons), resources (such as 
money and volunteer leaders that coordinators seek to enhance sessions), 
expectations (combinations of personal aspirations and short-term expecta-
tions about progress), and profi ciencies (combinations of knowledge, skills, 
and attitudes that constitute capabilities to perform, given the opportunity). 
These defi nitions and distinctions are further developed in this introduction, 
in the 12 chapters, and in the bibliographic essay.

Adults mainly become who they are based on their interpretation of their 
experience. Young people and adults develop implicit and largely unexam-
ined priorities and criteria for important decisions. A combination of per-
sonal and situational infl uences contributes to increasing diversity during the 
life cycle. The basic concept for leaders of learning activities is to be respon-
sive and to provide options for diverse adult participants, which is essential 
for the provision of effective educational opportunities for adults.
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INTRODUCTION  3

With each new experience, adults recall related knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes. Their evolving sense of self is based on their experiences, along 
with their observations, readings, and media interactions. At each stage of 
the life cycle, their sense of self shapes their performance in their roles in fam-
ily, work, health, and community. Their past and future performances are 
guided by personal preferences for combinations of continuity and change.

Changing goals and expectations trigger adult inquiry, learning, and 
exploration, during which people draw on recall and reconstructed memo-
ries. Some people engage in refl ection to transcend narrow personalization 
through analysis of similarities and differences to appreciate their interde-
pendence and to achieve greater well-being and inner peace. This clarifi ca-
tion of their hierarchy of values helps them focus on essential priorities. An 
important contribution of parents, mentors, teachers, and other people who 
guide adult learning is to help participants clarify their priorities and guide-
lines for the decisions they make. Because of the ever-changing facts about 
life, the secret of life is the ongoing process of lifelong learning.

Leaders of creative learning activities benefi t from these developmental 
concepts of experience and personal and situational infl uences in the face of 
increasing diversity and the importance of refl ection. Activity leaders and 
coordinators use such concepts to plan, conduct, and evaluate a sequence of 
active learning opportunities. Effective leaders who understand these devel-
opmental concepts are armed with questions to ask about specifi c partici-
pants and the stakeholders with whom they interact.

Wise leaders enable participants to deepen their comprehension of pro-
gram content as it relates to their role performance. Such content usually 
includes generalizations from organized knowledge about categories of peo-
ple, such as concepts, facts, trends, and causes, which can serve as a founda-
tion for leaders and participants to deepen their appreciation of thoughts 
and feelings as people interact with empathy when confronted with multiple 
personal and situational infl uences. Understanding people can deepen one’s 
empathy and transcendence by considering others as interconnected parts of 
unpredictable case examples about how the world works.

The creativity of coordinators, session leaders, participants, and other 
program stakeholders entails guidelines for mutually benefi cial exchanges 
and successive approximations. These joint decisions refl ect stakeholder 
understandings of activity goals, participants’ characteristics and expecta-
tions, and leader assistance with the process of planning, conducting, and 
evaluating a sequence of learning activities aimed at enhanced performance 
and quality improvement.

Additional concepts about creativity are the cornerstone of this distinctive 
rationale for guidelines to conduct effective professional learning activities. 
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4  INTRODUCTION

Guiding creative learning activities is similar to directing performing arts 
events, which involves shared leadership among an ensemble of stakeholders. 
The central role of leaders of activity sessions is cooperation with participants 
and coordinators in decisions about activity purposes, guidelines, plans, 
desired profi ciency, learning activities, and ongoing evaluation feedback to 
stakeholders.

Activity leaders and coordinators also seek support from administrators, 
funders, and policymakers who typically infl uence learning activities and occu-
pational performance as well as decisions about blended forms of educational 
technology with participant interaction. Activity participants from the help-
ing professions should share what they learn with the people they serve, such 
as students and patients. This teaching and learning method is in contrast 
to all too many staff development activities that are routine preplanned dis-
seminations of content, such as “death by PowerPoint” or passive learning from 
technology-based curricula. The organizations, associations, and enterprises 
that provide educational opportunities for helping professionals attract able 
stakeholders, whose educational and occupational experiences allow them to 
volunteer to help with professional learning sessions. Features of shared leader-
ship and responsive learning activities are similar to journal clubs’.

Effective leaders and coordinators use implicit guidelines and explicit 
checklists to guide program decisions and communication with each other, 
participants, and other stakeholders. In addition to informal understand-
ings as these stakeholders work together, a set of standards of achievable best 
practice from professional fi elds can be used as a source for guidelines. The 
guidelines for each activity contribute to leader and participant alignment 
regarding objectives, activities, and evaluation criteria. Using guidelines to 
conduct creative learning activities enables the leader to include supportive 
and challenging interactions to facilitate participant efforts to enhance par-
ticipants’ professional performance during and following learning activities.

Each of the 12 chapters focuses on an important task for activity leader-
ship and contains pertinent examples, concepts, and guidelines. However, 
these leadership tasks are not a series of steps. Similar to many creative activi-
ties, they are 12 interconnected components for leaders and other stakehold-
ers to use fl exibly to guide participant progress toward enhanced professional 
performance. This introduction concludes with a brief overview of the 12 
chapters, each of which includes distinctive features of the leadership task 
and connections with related leadership tasks.

The following overview allows readers to focus on the leadership tasks of 
special interest to them, along with connections to related tasks. The book 
concludes with a  bibliographic essay of publications listed by chapter to 
guide interested readers to more detailed sources and explanations.
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INTRODUCTION  5

Overview of Leadership Tasks

Establishing Shared Purposes

Effective activity leaders seek to align program goals with participants’ expe-
riences and expectations. Each learning activity typically focuses on an aspect 
of professional development and enhanced performance. Sources of poten-
tial program goals include achieving the purposes of a distinctive special-
ized professional fi eld as well as general professional purposes (theoretical 
knowledge, problem solving, practical knowledge, self-enhancement, formal 
preparation, credentialing, communities of practice, legal reinforcement, 
public acceptance, ethical practice, penalties, relation to other vocations, and 
relation to users of service). Other sources are professional standards, emerg-
ing trends, and participant expectations in view of their past experience and 
future performance. Leaders and coordinators should evaluate participants’ 
experience and expectations to reach agreement on specifi c objectives and 
activities in the advance information provided about an activity, adjustments 
to the activity, and how to individualize the activity.

Selecting Able Leaders

Activity effectiveness and participant progress depend on the abilities of lead-
ers who guide the learning effort. Based on specifi c content, goals, and par-
ticipants, various leaders can be very effective. In general, leader familiarity 
with professional performance can enhance responsiveness to participants. A 
widespread characteristic of excellent professional learning activity leaders is 
that they are supportive and challenging. A supportive session leader helps 
create a climate of trust and encouragement in which participants can explore 
and refl ect on the implications of the activity for themselves. A leader’s style 
can challenge participants to help them enhance their mastery and chart new 
directions. Experienced program developers can use criteria for leader selec-
tion and assessment along with feedback from similar past sessions. This can 
guide their decisions about activity purposes and leaders to fi t participant 
performance and future improvements and refl ect a combination of personal 
and situational infl uences.

Being Responsive to Participants’ Experiences and Expectations

Able session leaders guide learning activities that are responsive to the per-
sonal motives and characteristics of participants. Effective leaders typically 
estimate participants’ current profi ciencies as they relate to the purpose of 
the session. Usual features include participants’ level of content mastery, 
change orientation such as acceptance or resistance, communication style, 
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6  INTRODUCTION

self-assurance, special abilities, and what they want to gain from an activ-
ity. Awareness of participants’ characteristics from similar previous activities 
can provide estimates that can be refi ned by getting to know some of the 
participants early in an activity. Responsiveness can also enhance helping 
participants’ ongoing connections. During early stages, leaders can provide 
opportunities for participants to learn from each other and available resource 
people. Participants are a major source of insight to guide responsiveness 
during interactive activities when they share their refl ections about their pro-
fession. Responsiveness can be increased by the leader’s attention to expecta-
tions, motives, diversity, infl uences, and active learning.

Specifying Current Participant Proficiencies

Perhaps the most useful information for a leader to help participants to learn 
anything in professional development activities is the participant’s current 
profi ciency (combination of knowledge, skills, and attitudes). Typically, an 
activity’s purpose is to improve a given aspect of occupational performance. 
Because of their professional experience and self-selection for an activity, par-
ticipants usually have multiple learning abilities. One feature of a participant’s 
current profi ciency related to an activity is to estimate the combination of 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes he or she already has related to the aspect of 
performance the participant is seeking to master. The participant’s self-assess-
ment, combined with at least one additional source, can provide a suffi cient 
estimate that can be modifi ed in the early part of the activity. A simulation 
that entails analysis, creativity, and refl ection can help a leader evaluate par-
ticipants’ current profi ciency.

Developing Shared Expectations

Much of professional development is related to participants’ expectations to 
enhance their occupational performance. Shared clarifi cation of participants’ 
desired profi ciencies can enable leaders, participants, and other stakeholders 
associated with session planning to agree on ways activities can be respon-
sive to participant’s motivations, build on current profi ciencies, and respond 
to their expectations. Several concepts and procedures are especially helpful 
for shared understanding. For example, making learning outcomes explicit 
can increase cooperation and progress by aligning participants’ expectations 
with feasible assistance. While participants typically have multiple motives 
related to professional learning activities, their expectations regarding prog-
ress refl ect combinations of past experience and perceived opportunities. 
Major changes related to a participant’s profession or his or her local practice 
could trigger a heightened readiness to learn and change. Leaders can help 
participants update their expectations. Leaders who help participants make 
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INTRODUCTION  7

their desired profi ciencies more explicit can also contribute to their mastery, 
motivation, and persistence in ongoing improvement in performance and 
benefi ts. Evaluations of expectations can be shared among participants, ses-
sion leaders, and other stakeholders.

Addressing Gaps Between Current and Desired Proficiencies

Explicit understanding of current and desired profi ciencies allows participants 
and other stakeholders to recognize more clearly the discrepancies between cur-
rent and desired profi ciencies. This understanding is very important because it 
serves many purposes, one of which is specifying educational needs and gaps 
between current and desired profi ciencies. A personal inventory of profi ciencies 
relevant to an activity’s purpose can help participants appreciate the importance 
of continuity as well as change and build on their current expertise. Assess-
ment of a participant’s gap can encourage refl ection on past infl uences as well 
as future directions of the journey. Analysis of discrepancies from multiple 
participants and similar members of the profession can deepen understanding 
of diversity, solidarity, and personal and situational infl uences. Refl ection on 
the evolution of discrepancies over time can contribute to an appreciation for 
indigenous knowledge and values, the type of useful assistance, change events 
that can trigger readiness to learn, and innovation.

Analyzing Situational Influences on Performance

Some infl uences on professional performance extend beyond session lead-
ers and participants. For example, each professional fi eld has societal and 
organizational trends, norms, and issues that can infl uence opportunities 
and threats to consider. Such illustrative infl uences include shared practice 
 stan dards, interprofessional performance, and increased use of educational 
technology. Session leaders can promote cooperation among participants 
with differing change orientations. Effective leaders can also help partici-
pants understand situational infl uences on the use of educational technology 
to advance professional development and quality improvement. Session lead-
ers can recognize distinctive ways each type of provider organization can help 
or hinder effective activities and explore opportunities for interorganizational 
collaboration. Within each professional fi eld, ongoing evaluation feedback 
regarding professional development and related performance, resources, and 
benefi ts can include attention to situational infl uences on performance.

Enhancing the Learning Transactions

The heart of professional learning activities occurs in the transactions 
between leaders and participants. Contributions by stakeholders and their 
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8  INTRODUCTION

decisions on activity context, content, participants, leaders, and outcomes 
come together in various transactions to enhance participant profi ciency and 
quality of benefi ts to people and society. One of the many reasons such trans-
actions are crucial for program and participant success is that interactions 
among participants, leaders, and other stakeholders associated with profes-
sional learning activities are enhanced by active engagement and learning. 
Such transactions between teaching and learning among participants and 
leaders can pertain to benefi ts and deterrents related to professional develop-
ment. A transaction should be a mutually benefi cial exchange. Participants 
in professional learning activities and the people they serve engage in seeking 
information and solving problems. Various stakeholders and related resources 
seek to help adults in these professional learning activities. In best practice, 
this is a symbiotic relationship. Transactions, such as building joint agen-
das to agree on shared objectives, case analysis, opportunities for practice, 
learning agreements, and evaluation feedback can be exchanges all parties can 
benefi t from. Such exchanges can refl ect connections among participants, 
groups, organizations, and society. Many procedures and guidelines can ena-
ble leaders to facilitate learning and change at each level and in each context. 
Educational technology can be used to infl uence access, interactions, and 
quality. Increasing use of simulations and virtual reality can allow partici-
pants to interact realistically, which enhances open exchange and improved 
performance; ongoing evaluation feedback; and exploration, planning, and 
improvement of transactions and professional performance.

Using Active Methods With Participants

Benefi ts to participants can be greatly infl uenced by leaders’ roles and instruc-
tional methods. Activity coordinators and other stakeholders contribute to 
program planning and leader selection, which can be very helpful if based 
on familiarity with various procedures to guide active learning and quality 
improvement. Such concepts, combined with observing the facilitation styles 
of specifi c leaders, can help leaders focus on aspects of their interactions that 
help participants improve. Agreement by leaders and participants on activ-
ity purposes can enable both to connect developmental concepts to perfor-
mance improvements. Various leader perspectives and teaching styles can be 
responsive to diverse participant experiences and what they hope to achieve. 
Participant inquiry, practice, and evaluation feedback take place through 
individual coaching, in small- and large-group activities, through organiza-
tion and community development, and in relation to activity objectives and 
program context. Other stakeholders can contribute to the preparation of 
such procedures. Recruitment and retention of effective session leaders and 
providing opportunities for participants to engage in active learning through 
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INTRODUCTION  9

mutually benefi cial exchanges are more likely if stakeholders make explicit 
their planning intentions early in the sessions.

Sequencing Activities for Progress

Effective learning events include a sequence of learning activities. Aspects 
of professional learning should be fostered before, during, and following an 
event. Career-long professional development depends on personal respon-
sibility and self-directed learning by participants, which are subject to posi-
tive and negative infl uences. Some concepts and activities for educational 
improvement are especially important early, partway, and toward the end 
of one or a series of sessions. Early agreements on educational objectives, 
distributed opportunities for practice, and ongoing evaluation feedback are 
especially important. Participants’ analysis and refl ection about actual or 
simulated professional performance is also important for continued profes-
sional learning and quality improvement.

Providing Evaluation Feedback to Stakeholders

Providing ongoing evaluation feedback to stakeholders is essential for effec-
tive professional learning. Program evaluation pertains to each of the other 
guidelines for professional development because each leadership task can be 
assessed. Evaluative judgments refl ect values and ethics as well as descrip-
tions of the educational process and content. Members of the profession who 
are familiar with international practice settings may gain additional insights 
that can improve their own performance. It is important for activity leaders, 
participants, and other stakeholders to be engaged in planning, conducting, 
and providing ongoing evaluation for purposes of planning, improvement, 
and accountability. Fortunately, an increasing amount of information about 
guidelines and procedures for program evaluation is available. Interpretation 
and use of qualitative and quantitative evaluation results require commit-
ment and resources from multiple stakeholders.

Recognizing Contextual Influences

Contextual infl uences affect professional performance and learning activi-
ties. Effective leaders help participants and other stakeholders understand 
the types of infl uences, their importance, and their implications for useful 
activities that enable participants to understand such infl uences. These infl u-
ences include program image, deterrents to progress, attraction of additional 
participants, retention of current disciplines, extent of participation, applica-
tion of knowledge gained from a session, providers, and collaboration with 
other stakeholders.
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10  INTRODUCTION

Conclusion

A review of these summaries provides an introduction to the chapters in 
sequence, or it can help you select the order in which you choose to read 
them. Each chapter provides a more detailed discussion with examples. 
Because each of these components is related to the rest, the part openers 
include brief explanations that are intended to alert the reader to a few of 
the major connections with concepts in other chapters. This can help lead-
ers of a specifi c professional learning activity identify aspects they wish to 
strengthen and show why and how session leaders can involve other stake-
holders in planning and implementing effective professional learning and 
quality improvement activities.
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