
complex and demanding. Students need to “succeed” (how-
ever this success is construed), teachers need to be super-
vised and supported in their professional growth, good
relationships with parents and community must be devel-
oped and maintained, budgets must be planned and
adhered to, and government, district and school policies
must be implemented and managed. 

As a consequence of these needs, there are hundreds 
of books and professional magazines available to teachers 
and school leaders at any given time – books chock full of
advice, strategies, tools, and “how to”. It is interesting to
note, then, that as much as teacher professional develop-
ment in its traditional forms has been criticized for its lack
of embeddedness and effectiveness,2 few of these chal-
lenges extend their critique to consider the relationship
between teachers’ written professional development
resources and any changes that affect either the classroom
or school climate overall. My suspicion is that few direct,
convincing causal relationships can be established between
great ideas we’ve read and those we’ve actually implement-
ed to effect significant and lasting change. Why is this the
case? I believe that a closer examination of popular profes-
sional development literature in response to this question
may shed some light on the failings of our professional
development efforts.

BULLET-ITIS

A chief cause of my scepticism around the value of profes-
sional development literature is a problem that extends, I
believe, well beyond the boundaries of my particular angle

My work involves a great deal of editing and reading in
the field of K-12 education. As a team instructor with

a graduate program for practicing teachers and adminis-
trators, I have had regular exposure to the issues that are
important to K-12 educators in my home province of
Alberta and their responses to these issues in assignments
and seminar conversations. Because I have focused my own
graduate work on professional development, I have a keen
interest in the nature of our students’ learning – both in
our MEd program, and through their professional develop-
ment opportunities in the field. Specifically, I am interest-
ed in why – given the time and enormous sums of money
spent on professional development for teachers, so much
of it is ineffective.1

Ineffectiveness cannot, for the most part, be attributed
to apathy or inability on the part of teachers. The teaching
profession – at least among those committed to their craft
– involves constant reflection and tinkering in efforts to
improve lesson plans, assessments, and all of the little
nuances that make classrooms good and interesting places
for students to be. For school administrators committed to
school improvement, the work and reflection is all the more
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on the world as a graduate student in education. The prob-
lem I have pondered is “Bullet-itis,” (or perhaps we could
call it Power Point Disease). This is our tendency, in seem-
ingly all facets of life, to seek out knowledge in its most
abbreviated and rapidly consumable form. As I presently
read yet another magazine with numbered lists that whit-
tle down subtle and important ideas to a series of recipe-
like steps, I wonder again if this pervasive approach to the
written word reflects and perpetuates our impatience with
thinking in general.

It is not easy, after all, to hear the message that the prob-
lems that plague our personal and/or professional lives
may call for long and arduous journeys of change. We have
a “hurry up” culture that lauds quick fixes and “just-in-
time” learning – easy answers to weight loss, annoying 
colleagues at work, challenging students, dysfunctional
marriages, poor health, and less than optimal personal
finances. Quick fixes sell books and magazines. Quick fixes
triage the complexities of our lives with an illusory sense
that certainty and resolution are just around the corner.

In an economy of words, the brevity of the bullet has the
allure of cheap and readily accessible goods – here, the
quick satiation of a felt need or want for information or
learning. It is fair to wonder if with words – as with mate-
rial objects – we usually get what we pay for. The cheap
shoes purchased today will fall apart before those one 
may have to save up for. Ubiquitous drive-through food 
is convenient, but nourishes neither the body nor the imag-
ination. The quick magazine read engages us briefly with
some sense of possibility, but its contents are usually 

forgotten by the next morning.
The distinction here is between consuming information,

and learning. We need, I believe, to reflect carefully on it. It
isn’t a revelatory distinction; it is just one we do not often
take the time to think about. My contention is that, in my
own field of professional development in education, and in
most of our quests to solve life’s difficult problems, we
sometimes seek the quick fix of information where we
should be fumbling forward, patiently and humbly, with
trepidation and reverence, as learners.

POPULAR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

LITERATURE

Generally, we recognize that the work of schools is difficult,
and the work of leading them well all the more difficult.
Were there no recognition of the need to learn and
improve, educational publishing would not be the prof-
itable industry that it is. And, because there are indeed, as
suggested already, educators earnestly committed to their
professional growth, trade books and professional maga-
zines appear to enjoy a booming business. These sorts of
publications contain valuable thinking and ideas, but often
succumb to Bullet-itis and magazine-style presentation:
• 8 Ways to Differentiate Instruction
• Four Leadership Qualities You Need
• Building a Great Team
• 10 Tips for Effective Communication with Parents.

Presumably this abbreviated format is a pragmatic response
to the notoriously busy lives of teachers and administra-
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that they often take the place of the more complex and 
difficult personal and professional conversations that we
avoid (guiltily) in our haste to cram more living into a day
than its established 24-hour limit can accommodate. But
then, it is, unfortunately, easier and more readily profitable
to package books than relationships.

THE TROUBLE WITH COMMERCIAL 

PUBLICATIONS

One might still reasonably ask, however, if any real harm 
is done by providing this packaged and immediate hope.
Does it not simply enhance the efforts that practitioners 
do have time and energy for by providing good informa-
tion? Is not much of this information based on research and
wisdom from the field? This may well be the case, but it
leaves unresolved a couple of problems that are, in my view,
significant.

First, when we unleash our imagination through de-con-
textualized and external sources of expertise, I believe we
do so at the expense of energy invested into deepening our
awareness of what we already know. Rather than turning
inward and teasing out what we do know about education
and have known for a long time (any revisiting of the work
of John Dewey is an easy case in point), we are habituated
to seek out the next best thing. I continue to find it remark-
able that, as Harold Kliebard, Tyack & Cuban, and many
others have noted, educational reformers have so little
sense of the history of educational ideas, and the political
contexts within which they have been framed.3 We tend 
to treat new ideas – at present differentiated instruction,
assessment for learning, and professional learning commu-
nities come to mind – as if the premises behind these ideas
did not exist before they were manifested in public educa-
tion. With the perspective of history and policy informing
their professional judgment, teachers might have more
confidence in their ability to critically evaluate outside
expertise in light of their own professional knowledge and
experience.

Second, practitioners must expend an enormous amount
of their already limited professional time and resources
simply in trying to choose what to attend to. Bombarded
with endless imperatives from various levels of administra-
tion and multiple professional development organizations
– each with its own agenda that is often, at best, only
peripherally related to a given educator’s daily realities in
the classroom… well, what is a poor educator to do? Caught
up as consumers in the wild, wild west of a trade publica-
tion industry that is driven by politics and profits, teachers
have the odds stacked against them when it comes to mak-
ing informed, long term decisions about the professional
development literature to which they will devote their pre-
cious time and energy. More likely, purchase and consump-
tion of professional development literature is driven by
snap decisions based on immediate classroom concerns,
price, and the shelf appeal of the book or resource. 

Finally, from my perspective as a university educator, I
observe that popular change literature may also contribute
to the seemingly eternal divide between academics and
practitioners. Despite efforts by many academically orient-
ed publications to honour and represent voices from the
field, peer reviewed works are “consumed” for the most
part by academics. Trade publications are “consumed” by

tors. Given so many practical and immediate problems to
be solved in schools, it is not surprising that many educa-
tors would have little time – and in some cases little
patience – for “chewier” works that push us to think more
deeply about the problems and possibilities inherent in
public education. 

But what happens when significant ideas are reduced to
bullets? What habits of mind are formed when change lit-
erature is dominated by short, snappy clichés? If we think
carefully about what we are doing when we read these
works, I believe we may see ourselves engaged, to some
extent, in magical thinking wherein we equate the act of
reading about change with change itself. We nod as we
read, because “know yourself – clarify your values” and
“develop a sense of community” are pretty sensible ideas.
And because we have read these ideas, understand them,
and concur with them, we believe we have learned some-
thing. There is satisfaction in this feeling – a spark of hope,
enthusiasm, and motivation when we imagine ourselves
manifesting what we have read.

This is particularly the case when we read about an idea
for the first time. New ideas engage us. When we first
encounter a new idea (or an old idea in new guise) we
tend, given its novelty, to attend to it carefully, contextual-
izing it within our own experiences, and thinking about
how to apply it in our own personal or professional lives.
We construct great intentions, go to work the next day, and
are promptly kicked out of our oasis of visionary thinking
when confronted with everything that needs to be done
right now.

But the desire to grow and improve does not disappear.
Thus we will return to change and improvement literature
again and again, find our imagination captured by the nov-
elty of a new presentation, and once again find ourselves
off and running on the next merry cycle of hoping for
change only to find our momentum and enthusiasm ebbed
away by the relentless demands of what must be attended
to today. It is difficult for significant personal or profession-
al growth to occur under such conditions, but because we
want to improve ourselves and our schools, we will perpet-
uate the cycle. In this way, an endless stream of change and
improvement literature can give the appearance of forward
momentum. Alas – so does a treadmill, dutifully registering
miles of effort only to leave us off right where we started.  

I hope it is not too cynical to suggest that this cyclical
psychology behind our change efforts may serve as fuel for
an enormous commercial publishing market for teacher
professional development. Because any personal and pro-
fessional growth that occurs is, with few exceptions, slow
and messy business, it is easy to become discouraged and
lose the “big picture” of our hopes in a cacophony of daily
minutiae. Hence we have an insatiable desire for rapid-fire
presentations that feed our hopefulness back to us in novel
and engaging ways. Publications in self-help and profes-
sional development respond to this desire in a de-contextu-
alized and uncritical manner. I would go so far as to suggest
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practitioners. So long as schools and districts themselves do not create a space
and culture that systematically encourages teachers to engage in research and
critical reflection – preferably through reading and collegial conversation – rich
and enduring ideas about education by individuals like John Dewey, Elliot Eisner,
or Michael Apple will remain, for the most part, on the shelves of academic
libraries.

And, I lament that teachers must pay thousands of dollars for graduate edu-
cation simply to find the time and space to enjoy some richer alternatives to the
pragmatic, built-for-speed professional development fare they are offered at
workshops, conferences and conventions. I continue to wonder, heretically at
times it seems, why what counts as “knowledge” in professional development
for teachers is determined by a profitable publishing industry rather than voices
from the grassroots. 

It is not my intent to entirely dismiss mainstream professional development
literature. There will always be a place for short informative works in profes-
sional development and education. Many of the teachers I’ve talked to about
professional development find that a steady stream of this sort of professional
reading keeps them energized and open to change. Trade books and profession-
al magazines are often written by veteran educators, so contain the wisdom of
years of field experience, and a practical bent that can be appreciated for its
immediate relevance and applicability to the work of schools. Thus I am not sug-
gesting at all that professional magazines and professional development books
lack value. Instead, what I hope I have conveyed is that the ideas and informa-
tion they provide should not be understood as the full gamut of what it means
to learn and grow in one’s profession as a teacher. Rather, these practical works
should be supplemented and contextualized by the rich and provocative litera-
ture of educational policy critique, philosophy, and sociology. Surely teachers are
capable and worthy of the development of a critical context for the educational
ideas they are asked to consume by government and industry. 

Professional development trade magazines and literature provide sparks that
can ignite learning. Yet to return to them again and again may amount to the old
cuss I remember from my youth of trying to light a cigarette with a lighter emp-
tied of its fuel. The flint “did its thing,” but there was nothing to develop the
spark it generated into anything of real use. Lasting and meaningful profession-
al growth requires a slow burning fuel of critical and reflective practice. To think
deeply, to talk, to be successful or to fail and know why, requires patience and 
a watchful eye to ensure that what we call hope in education and teachers’ 
professional development is a warm, enduring, and useful fire – not just a few
sparks carried off in a night wind. I
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