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Teacher study groups: 
A strategic approach to promoting students' literacy development 

Shirley Lefever-Davis, Cindy Wilson, Elizabeth Moore, Andrea Kent, Scott Hopkins 

Changing classroom demographics and increasing demands for a more highly educated 

population have given rise to increased calls for education reform across the United States. In 

order to make meaningful, dynamic differences in the quality of education for students, 

educators and school districts must find professional development opportunities for teachers that 

are sustainable over a long period, are teacher-led in collaboration with peers, are based on 

meaningful inquiry, and are inexpensive. One such response to these demands is the creation of 

Professional Development and Inquiry Groups (Clark, 2001). In these groups, teachers meet to 

converse and to study teaching and learning. Such groups, also called teacher study groups 

(TSGs), are forming across the United States as teachers approach professional development as a 

way to learn about teaching and learning through conversation. 

Key features of TSGs 

A teacher study group is a collaborative group organized and sustained by teachers to help them 

strengthen their professional development in areas of common interest. In these groups, teachers 

remain in charge of their own independent learning but seek to reach personal goals through 

interaction with others. (Cramer, Hurst, & Wilson, 1996) 

Most TSGs are formed on a voluntary basis, with teachers selecting the topics for study and 

determining their own plan of action for implementation. The groups begin by exploring the 

purposes, processes, and goals of TSGs. Once a clear understanding of TSGs is established, the 

group identifies a topic or problem it wishes to investigate. In many cases, the topic or problem 



involves changing instructional practices to promote literacy achievement. Teachers then select a 

personal learning goal related to the broad topic chosen. For example, teachers might identify a 

particular strategy or approach designed to address an area of need in their own classrooms. 

Once a specific learning goal is identified, teachers tackle their topic by selecting learning 

opportunities most conducive to their own learning styles. In the past, methods chosen to learn 

about a topic have included reviewing related professional literature, attending a relevant 

workshop, or visiting a classroom where particular strategies are being used. While the methods 

for gaining information vary, what is important is that each teacher begin exploring the topic of 

interest through his or her best learning mode. When the study group meets, everyone has time to 

share what each has learned or accomplished before "discussion" of the topic occurs. Before the 

conclusion of the Teacher Study Group, new learning goals are set for the next session. 

The effectiveness of TSGs as a means of professional development begins with a critical premise 

that teachers have control over their learning-they can define the topics or issues for exploration 

and approach learning through varied styles. Teacher study groups are often developed within 

schools and districts, reducing the isolation felt all too often by classroom teachers. 

TSGs in action 

Teacher study groups have been formed in a variety of ways for a variety of purposes, and all 

resulted in a change in teacher behavior. The following vignettes are examples of TSGs that were 

enacted to improve students' literacy development. 

Elizabeth (coauthor), a veteran first-grade teacher with 19 years' experience, joined a teacher 

study group consisting of teachers going through the National Board for Professional Teaching 

Standards (NBPTS) certification process. Teachers seeking NBPTS certification develop a 



portfolio that engages them in self-reflection about their teaching and its impact on student 

learning. Each teacher must complete a required number of portfolio entries germane to their 

certification field. For example, teachers seeking certification in the early childhood generalist 

field must complete a portfolio entry requiring them to examine their students' literacy 

development. Teachers must describe the ways in which literacy is fostered in the classroom by 

analyzing work samples from two students, discussing the students' literacy development, and 

describing the approach taken to support the children's literacy learning. The teachers in 

Elizabeth's group met weekly to read and discuss the professional literature on teaching beginning 

readers and to plan how to implement needed changes in the classroom. During her participation in 

TSGs and while she worked through the NBPTS portfolio process, Elizabeth realized she needed to 

change the way she approached teaching reading, as the following comment illustrates. 

In order to fulfill requirements for the literacy entry in my portfolio, I had to look 

carefully at the literacy activities I was using in my classroom and explain why I was 

using those specific activities. In trying to describe my literacy instruction, I realized I 

was using a hodgepodge of reading strategies acquired during my teaching career of 19 

years. I needed a streamlined, more focused approach to teaching literacy to make the 

instructional time as productive as possible, (personal communication, July 23, 2002) 

The Teacher Study Group Elizabeth was in gave her the opportunity to read and explore new 

approaches to teaching reading. She read about literacy instruction specifically designed to help 

emergent readers use meaning and visual and syntax cues in their reading. This information 

provided the focus Elizabeth was seeking. She began to determine ways to align her literacy 

instruction with her new goal of having all her students use these cueing systems during reading. 

Moreover, Elizabeth learned how to evaluate her teaching practices to determine their impact on 



her students' literacy growth. Elizabeth credits the study groups for her success, as is indicated in 

the following quote. 

My study group was critical to my success. Nine of us met weekly to review best practice 

occurring in classrooms. The National Board certification process improved our 

knowledge of teaching by prompting us to review the education literature, collaborate, 

and reflect. Also valuable was the empathy we shared for what we were all going 

through, (personal communication, July 23, 2002) 

Teacher study groups have also been used effectively on a larger scale, as in the example from 

the Alabama Reading Initiative (ARI). Teachers in Alabama formed a coalition with the express 

goal of improving students' literacy by enhancing teachers' professional development. The ARI 

began with a council of education, business, and industry leaders who met over a period of two 

years and developed a plan for a research-based, systematic approach to staff development for 

the state's teachers. The plan focused on engaging classroom teachers in extensive study of 

research-based practices and on improving students' literacy. Teacher study groups were formed, 

and they met over a period of two weeks in the summer to investigate three specific areas: 

strengthening reading instruction in the early grades, expanding all students' reading power and 

comprehension levels, and intervening effectively with struggling readers. Following the intensive 

summer study, teachers were expected to use a variety of assessment tools to monitor their 

students' literacy growth. A reading specialist met with the TSGs regularly during the school year to 

support their attempts to implement these strategies. 

Another school in Missouri used TSGs to mentor new teachers. The school formed a study group 

that comprised several new teachers in the building, a few veteran teachers, and the principal. 

The participants chose different topics for each session and were responsible for finding some 

reading material related to the topic, implementing a related practice in their classroom, and 



sharing the results with the group. The study group was a success because it gave new teachers 

support during their first year of teaching and an opportunity to advance their learning through 

scheduled conversations and readings in areas relevant to their classrooms. One teacher, who 

chose to investigate the use of concept circles to support phonemic awareness, commented on the 

power of TSGs for her professional growth: 

I learned so much from our discussions [in the teacher study group] and examples the 

other teachers shared that I wasn't afraid to try concept circles in my classroom. Now we 

use them frequently, and more of my struggling students understand the sounds and 

letters connection. 

The faculty at this school became so excited with the results of participating in TSGs that they 

decided to start study groups to solve other school-related problems and questions. However, 

perhaps the most exciting development for Missouri schools is that teachers can now be released 

from attending "one-shot" educational events that don't pertain to their classrooms and, instead, 

be allowed to schedule learning time when it is more conducive for their personal study. 

Benefits of TSGs 

Teacher study groups have the power to support change in today's classrooms. Outcomes 

described by Clark (2001) mirror those found in these vignettes of TSGs. The trusting, caring, 

and supportive environment that emerges in TSGs provides a safe place for teachers to articulate 

their understandings of teaching and learning and to challenge some of their long-held beliefs. 

Studies have shown that (a) the time teachers ultimately invest in these group opportunities is 

more productive than time spent in traditional inservice commitments and (b) teachers make 

greater gains and are more motivated to change when involved in TSGs (Birchak et al., 1998). 



As a new vision of professional development spreads throughout the United States, repeated 

themes are being advanced, which often are addressed successfully through teacher study groups. 

Teacher learning thrives when professional development opportunities are focused on inquiry 

and problem solving; are based on the needs of teachers, learners, and schools; support lifelong 

learning for educators; acknowledge the professionalism of the educators; provide for safe 

practice, feedback, coaching, and reflection; are linked to student achievement; and are job 

related. 

The benefits of teacher study groups are numerous because they allow integration of personal 

(individual) and school needs and because learning focuses on growth and change with support. 

For many groups, TSGs connect theory, application, and problem solving to real-life situations 

and provide a framework for educators to work together to accomplish shared goals (Cramer et 

al., 1996). TSGs also build a positive interdependence among teachers through face-to-face 

interactions. They strengthen leadership skills and provide new experiences for teachers in 

decision making, communicating, and conflict resolution. 

Moving professional development opportunities away from top-down models of staff 

development will facilitate teacher learning and, ultimately, student achievement. Educators 

involved in TSGs explore literacy issues, instructional practices, curriculum, school safety, and 

other critical questions facing them as they take personal control of their continuing education. 
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