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Project Description: 

In a nut shell, our project revolves around meeting monthly as a group and discussing different 
ways to approach a particular aspect of teaching. This year we looked at different ways to 
approach lesson planning. In this very difficult time, planning has become much more 
important than ever. In the past, we have watched video of other teacher's best practices in the 
particular focus area. We have also gone into each other's classrooms and watched video of 
each other teaching in order to dissect and ultimately learn different ways to do things. This is 
an exciting project because it gives teachers an opportunity to not only learn from each other, 
but to actually tailor their own professional development needs. We are able to build upon 
each other’s strengths and take them directly into our own classrooms. In prior years we have 
run this type of group we have managed to increase both our in-class technique as well as our 
bond as a department. 

Due to the chaotic nature of a school year which included a move to a new building, we only 
began our work in December, rather than October. We also lost one of our planned sessions 
due to a Covid related shutdown of the school in early January. We could not work out an 
alternative date due to already stretched schedules so we only met as a group 5 times rather 
than the approved six. 

 Our work was based on the book "The Five Practices in Practice" by Smith, Steele and Sherin. 
"The five practices are a set of related instructional routines that can help you design and 
implement lessons that address important mathematical content in ways that build on 
students’ thinking. We used the book as the basis for each of us to improve on what we already 
do in the classroom as individual teachers. Joining us for the first time were two new teachers 
to our department plus our school board math consultant. Our principal felt so strongly about 
this project that she agreed to release the two new teachers with school funds so that they 
could be a part. 

 

Project Goals: 

Our broad aim as a secondary math instruction Professional Learning Committee (PLC) is 
ultimately to improve our instruction. We aim to support the development of competent and 
confident problem-solvers, who can use math as a tool to make sense of their world. Secondly, 
we intend to develop a meaningful and rich learning community of practitioners by breaking 
down the walls of our classrooms and becoming a more effective team of teachers. More 
specifically, this year we aim to zoom in on developing and assessing clear and powerful 



learning targets. A learning target describes a lesson-sized chunk of information and/or skills 
that students will master in a single lesson. Each lesson's learning target connects to the next 
lesson's target, enabling students to master a coherent series of challenges that ultimately lead 
to important curricular standards. We aim to improve our clarity of goals and our ability to 
teach a single, masterable skill every period, so students feel a sense of continuous growth and 
momentum, and thus, feel motivated to engage in the struggle. Secondly, we aim to impove 
our ability to check, on a lesson-by-lesson basis, the degree to which students have mastered 
that learning target. There are two urgent needs this project achieves. First, math teachers 
often struggle to teach a “lesson-sized” learning target – often instruction of concepts can 
extend over days or even weeks. This can lead some students who traditionally struggle with 
learning math to a sense of frustration or “why bother.” We believe our professional 
development focus will support students to engage and grapple with math with greater 
tenacity and perseverance. Secondly, all teachers can struggle with isolation and loneliness. Our 
project aims to connect teachers meaningfully through co-creation and co-development and 
mutual support and encouragement. We believe that this is important to the greater English 
school community as an example of how professional development in this form can lead to 
greater understanding of the art of teaching and create outlets for teachers routinely 
complaining of isolation within their own classrooms.  

The specific goals are listed below: 

 To meet as a group six times over the course of the school year  
o Due to the chaotic nature of this school year we only met 5 times 

 To receive professional development on how to develop excellent learning targets in 
math that meet the four criteria of “effective learning targets”  

o We each took on a particular aspect of the book and presented to our colleagues 
along with examples of activities that illustrated the point of the book 

 To view video of teachers teaching to a great learning target in math to analyze how to 
effectively teach to a learning target  

o We watched several “best practices” videos of teachers illustrating examples of 
lesson planning and execution 

 To co-plan learning targets in pairs by grade levels, to share our targets, and get 
feedback on them   

o This was done every single time that we met. We each came up with lessons that 
we not only used in class this year, but will use in the years to come. 

 To observe and videotape one another in co-planning pairs and give each other 
feedback 

o Those teachers that were comfortable sharing video of themselves teaching did 
so and we discussed what we saw in a positive and supportive manner 

 



Project Outcomes: 

Our project builds on work which we began a few years ago in order to develop more ambitious 
forms of instruction in math classrooms at St. Thomas High School. We engaged in a year-long 
program of professional development (PD) in the context of a Professional Learning Community 
(PLC), which met for five whole school days. In those five sessions, we developed a common 
“Vision of High Quality Mathematics Instruction” based on research (Munter, 2013) and 
developed a shared set of instructional values. Then, we examined videos of high quality math 
instruction in order to develop a more refined or ambitious vision of math instruction. We then 
developed rubrics and checklists that would help teachers recognize high quality instruction 
when they saw it.  

Next, based on these rubrics, we determined areas of priority for our own growth. The team 
named improving the quality of the whole class discussion as a key feature of ambitious 
instruction that they wanted to improve. In order to grow in this area, we then co-planned 
common lessons, rehearsed key elements of those lessons, delivered the lessons to students, 
observed each other teach those lessons, videotaped those lessons, examined the videos 
collectively in the PLCs, and then finally, reflected on the outcomes and gave feedback to the 
teachers.  

We then reiterated the cycle of improvement, each time refining our process and improving 
both our collaboration and our instructional quality. Over the course of the past years, we have 
collected clear video evidence that demonstrated that we have moved towards forms of more 
ambitious instruction. Thus, we built on our work in implementing the launch, explore and 
summarize phase of instruction and improving whole class discussion, but extended our 
improvement efforts towards implementing more focused lesson goals. We are hoping to come 
up with richer evaluation of our students' performance more in keeping with how we teach.  

I believe that the future of professional development lies in professional learning communities. 
I can say with confidence that I am a better teacher today as a result of this initiative. Watching 
my colleagues teach has opened my eyes to different techniques that I have incorporated into 
my own classes. Watching myself teach has made me much more aware of what I do well and 
what I need to work on. As we start to understand what good teaching can look like and how 
that compares to what we actually do in class, we can start to tailor our existing skills to be 
more effective. Collectively, each one of us seems to be improving upon what they already did.  

Our goal is not to become carbon copies of each other but to acknowledge what we do well and 
then add to that in order to better serve our varied students’ needs. I, myself, feel renewed and 
excited about teaching again as a result. For the first time in a long while, I feel both supported 
and enthusiastic again. In order to make use of the valuable wisdom that each person 
possesses, one must be open to listening to other ways of doing things without feeling like what 
you are doing is less than. It seems so easy when written down, but it is much more difficult in 



practice. I believe that the most efficient way you can know what you are lacking as a 
professional is for someone to actually point it out to you. This allows us to do that. 

 

Reinvestment: 

We plan to disseminate our learning in three ways. First, two of us have already presented at 
two separate workshops for math teachers within the Lester B. Pearson School Board. We 
described our experience and explained how we went about organizing our PLC as well as what 
we felt were the gains. Each time we spoke to roughly 20 teachers.  

Second, we are building a bank of “tested and approved” lesson plans on Google drive, 
complete with the launch task and video, learning target, tasks, and assessments. It is a lot of 
work to put together a truly excellent lesson and we hope to develop a repertoire of excellent 
resources that we all share and use. We expect to do the same for the assessment tools we 
create this year. All members of the St. Thomas community are a part of this drive, and we will 
share it with LBPSB and others as requested.  

Third, we are planning to submit a proposal to present our process and some of our key 
learnings at QPAT.  

 

All in all, the five years that we have had a PLC at St. Thomas have been the best learning 
experience, bar none, that I have had the privilege of being a part. It is not just about learning 
and growing as a teacher but about growing as a team and as colleagues. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

Lars Nyberg 
 

For:  Sue Broden, Andrew Miller, Eileen Hackett, Greg Griffin, Alexandra Kindrat, Jen Fabes, 
Saadia Ashraf, Theresa Landry and Jenny Zakutney 


