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Executive Summary 
Nevada currently faces significant challenges in literacy. Only 27 percent of fourth grade students and 30 
percent of eighth grade students were proficient in reading on the 2013 National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP). Two statewide organizations, the Kenny Guinn Center for Policy Priorities 
and Nevada Succeeds, have focused on how to improve literacy outcomes for all Nevada students. In 
March 2014, Nevada Succeeds hosted a Literacy Summit in Las Vegas, Nevada, and the Guinn Center 
released a Policy Brief titled Literacy Challenges in Nevada Schools.1 These efforts have helped provide an 
overall framework for how to improve literacy outcomes. Among these approaches, we identified 
professional development for teachers as an essential driver for improving literacy outcomes for Nevada’s 
students.  
 
This paper aims to answer two fundamental questions:  
1. What are the shortcomings of current professional development efforts in Nevada and what steps 

should school districts take to improve the quantity, quality, and consistency of professional 
development? 

2. How are existing funds available for professional development spent in Nevada and how can 
resources be reprioritized to improve this critical educational component?  

 
Many professional development efforts in place at Nevada’s schools are grounded in research-based best 
practices. These practices call for professional development to be sustained and embedded in the 
classroom. However, these practices have not been implemented with fidelity and literacy outcomes for 
students remain unacceptably low. Our analysis indicates that several key barriers exist to providing 
quality professional development programs, including lack of coordination of efforts within school 
districts, lack of standards for training provided by local educational agencies, inconsistent 
implementation and quality of programs, limited resources and time, and lack of effective evaluation 
mechanisms. 
 
Given limited resources, we examined what current federal, State, and local resources are available to 
fund professional development and how those resources are being used. Statewide, school districts and 
the Regional Professional Development Programs budgeted $70 million in 2013-14 for professional 
development activities, which is approximately $158 per pupil. While this amount represents only 2 
percent of budgeted expenditures for 2013-14, it is a substantial amount given that the majority of funds 
(54 percent) were budgeted for instructional staff, leaving limited funds for all other uses. The principal 
funding source for professional development is Title I, Part A (Education for the Disadvantaged) of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), but districts also use a variety of other State and 
federal funds such as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). School districts spend the 
majority of professional development funds on salaries.  
 
We found that districts are not maximizing use of federal funds available for professional development. In 
2012-13, school districts Statewide carried over $21.3 million in Title I, Part A funds to the following fiscal 
year. While the amount of carryover varies from year to year, it represents unspent funds that could be 
prioritized for one-time professional development activities in Title I schools. In addition, with no State 
directive to use a set portion of federal ESEA or IDEA funds for professional development, districts are 
not required to prioritize spending for this use. Consequently, districts are using funds for a variety of 
purposes, some of which have generated positive outcomes for students and others which have not. 
 
To improve the quality of professional development with the objective of boosting literacy outcomes in 
Nevada, we recommend that the state and school districts make the following policy changes:  
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State-level recommendations 
1. Adopt legislation requiring the Nevada State Board of Education to adopt uniform professional 

development standards that apply to the Regional Professional Development Programs and Local 
Educational Agencies. The standards must ensure that the training provided is of high quality and is 
evaluated to determine the impact on instruction and student achievement. 

2. Adopt legislation requiring the Nevada State Board of Education to establish specific percentages of 
the following funding sources that must be set aside for professional development: 

a. ESEA Title I, Part A funds; 
b. ESEA Title I Section 1003(a) funds for Focus Schools;  
c. The set-aside equal to 5 to 15 percent of Title I, Part A funds for low performing schools 

required by the ESEA waiver; and 
d. The IDEA early intervening services set-aside.  

 
School District-level recommendations 
1. Program Recommendations 

a. Prioritize improving the quality of professional development. 
b. Provide a coordinated, coherent professional development program that is driven by needs 

instead of funding requirements. 
c. Improve the quality of implementation to ensure that every teacher has access to effective 

professional development.  
d. Create structured time for teacher collaboration by standardizing school schedules and funding 

approaches so that schools have designated time each week for collaborative models such as 
Professional Learning Communities. 

e. Encourage innovation by allowing schools the flexibility to design their own training models and 
require rigorous evaluation of the results. 

f. Shift the focus of evaluation from measuring participants’ reactions to evaluating the 
effectiveness of implementation and the impact on student learning. 

2. Fiscal Recommendations 
a. Utilize Title I carryover funds for evidence-based, one-time professional development activities at 

Title I schools. 
b. Critically analyze return on investment of existing spending of federal funds and eliminate 

expenditures shown to be ineffective based on national research and/or local results to free up 
funding for professional development. 

c. Develop strategies to coordinate funding to implement the coherent professional development 
program designed by the district. 

 
Conclusion 
Improving teacher professional development is one part of a comprehensive set of reforms needed to 
improve literacy outcomes in Nevada. Our review of current professional development efforts in Nevada 
suggests that it is not sufficient to simply invest in research-based practices. Rather, it is just as 
important to put an infrastructure into place that generates buy-in from all levels of the educational 
system, creates incentives for teachers to improve instruction, and ensures that practices are 
implemented with fidelity.  Systems also need to be in place to promote innovation while demanding 
accountability. Providing high quality professional development to every teacher will require a substantial 
investment of time and resources. We identify existing funds that are not being fully expended, as well as 
other funds that could be reprioritized for professional development. Using professional development to 
improve teacher quality will help improve literacy outcomes to ensure that all of Nevada’s students are 
ready for the next generation of jobs that demand a highly literate and skilled workforce.  
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 Part I: Challenges in Professional Development 

A. Professional Development is Key to Improving Literacy 
Nevada currently faces significant challenges in literacy. Only 27 percent of fourth grade students and 30 
percent of eighth grade students were proficient in reading on the 2013 National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP).2 In addition, 39 percent of Nevada’s fourth grade students were reading at 
a level considered “below basic,” which indicates that students are reading more than a year below grade 
level. While the percentage of students proficient in reading has improved since 2009, these scores 
remain unacceptably low. These outcomes illustrate that Nevada’s education system is not preparing 
emerging leaders for careers that demand 21st Century skills.  
 
A variety of approaches can be used to improve literacy outcomes for students. The Guinn Center’s policy 
brief, Literacy Challenges in Nevada Schools, identifies several policy changes that should be made, such 
as requiring universal assessments to identify students needing assistance, involving parents in 
development of strategies, providing intervention programs, and evaluating of the effectiveness of the 
efforts. Other strategies include increasing access to early childhood education and full-day kindergarten. 
 
Improving the quality and competency of teachers in the classroom can also play a critical role in solving 
this literacy crisis. Research indicates that quality of classroom instruction is the most important factor for 
student success.3 If Nevada can train and develop quality teachers who can help struggling readers to 
excel in school, the State will likely be able to change outcomes for the next generation.    
 
Research finds that job-embedded, sustained professional development can improve classroom 
instruction and significantly improve student achievement.4 Job-embedded professional development 
includes Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), which provide teachers with time within the school 
day to meet in collaborative teams to plan instruction, review data, and determine best strategies. It also 
includes opportunities to work with instructional coaches, who have succeeded as teachers in similar 
teaching environments. 
 
One of the first programs to empirically quantify the impact of job-embedded professional development 
on literacy outcomes is Literacy Collaborative, a “comprehensive school reform program designed to 
improve elementary reading, writing, and language skills, primarily through school based coaching.”5 
Coaches receive a full year of professional development before they begin to work with teachers. The 
model is also “organized around a detailed and well-specified literacy instructional system that includes a 
repertoire of instructional practices.”6 A four-year longitudinal study on the effects of the program in 17 
schools found that, in the first year, students made 16 percent larger learning gains than observed during 
the baseline no-treatment period. In the second and third years, these gains increased to 28 percent and 
32 percent above the baseline. 

B. Large Number of Novice Teachers and Weak Teacher Pipeline Create Challenges 
The large number of novice teachers in Nevada accentuates the need to invest in professional 
development to improve teacher quality and competency in the classroom. Research shows that novice 
teachers are less effective than more senior teachers.7 As of 2012-13, there were 22,584 teachers in 
Nevada’s schools.8 The Clark County School District hired 2,312 new teachers for the 2013-14 school 
year. Table 1 illustrates that 1,241 of these teachers (57 percent) had no experience or had only 
substitute teaching experience prior to assuming a classroom.9  Fifty-one of these new teachers were 
assigned to teach kindergarten at the 14 Zoom Schools, which received $39.4 million in State funding in 
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2013-15 from SB 504 in the 2013 legislative session to provide full-day kindergarten and other services to 
improve outcomes for English Language Learners (ELLs).  

 
Table 1. Teacher Experience in the Clark County School District (CCSD) 

Source: Clark County School District 

 
The Clark County School District plans to hire more than 2,000 teachers for the 2014-15 school year to fill 
positions created by retirements, staffing turnover, and reduced class size requirements.10 However, 
historically, recruitment of new teachers has been difficult in Nevada. As shown in Table 2, the number of 
teachers completing licensing programs in Nevada has ranged from 593 to 658 over the last five years, 
making Nevada a net importer of teachers.11 To compound this issue, enrollment in colleges of education 
has been declining across the country in recent years.12   
 
Table 2. Number of Students Completing Teacher Licensing Programs 

 
Source: UNR, UNLV, NSC, and GBC 

 
Additionally, many existing and new teachers do not have the training necessary to teach literacy to ELLs. 
In 2013, the Nevada Legislature created the English Mastery Council, which is responsible for reviewing 
standards for Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL), recommending certification requirements, 
ensuring that districts have strong annual plans to allow all students to master the English language, and 
developing standards and criteria for curriculum for ELLs. High quality professional development for both 
new and current teachers will be necessary to successfully implement these provisions. 

C. Current Professional Development Efforts are Insufficient 
Teachers currently receive professional development from a variety of sources, including the Regional 
Professional Development Programs (RPDPs), school districts, individual schools, and other independent 
programs such as universities and online professional development programs. Clark and Washoe counties 
tend to provide more training “in-house” using their own experts as trainers, while the smaller districts 
rely more on the RPDPs. Professional development is offered through various models, including, but not 
limited to, classes, coaching, mentoring and leadership models, and PLCs.  
 

Experience Level Alternative 

Routes to 

Licensure

Regular Grand Total Percent

CCSD Teacher returning from leave 0 60 60 3%

Former CCSD Teacher Reemployed 2 339 341 15%

New‐ no experience 61 619 680 29%

New‐ Substitute experience inside CCSD 67 292 359 16%

New‐ Substitute experience outside CCSD 2 200 202 9%

New‐ Previous teaching outside CCSD 2 668 670 29%

Grand Total 134 2,178 2,312 100%

Year 2008‐09 2009‐10 2010‐11 2011‐12 2012‐13

University of Nevada, Las Vegas 423 413 381 405 351

University of Nevada, Reno 185 199 203 198 204

Nevada State College 31 1 25 38 25

Great Basin College 19 20 14 15 13

TOTAL 658 633 623 656 593
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Each school in Nevada is required to complete an annual School Performance Plan (SPP). For each goal in 
the plan, schools must list professional development efforts to help achieve that goal. To obtain insight 
into the type of professional development occurring at the schools struggling the most in reading 
proficiency outcomes, we reviewed the 2013-14 professional development portion of the SPPs for each 
school in Clark and Washoe counties that had a reading proficiency score of less than 50 percent in 2012-
13 as measured by the Criterion Referenced Test (CRT) (see Appendix A). We also visited a selection of 
schools in Clark and Washoe counties to see how these professional development plans were being 
implemented. 
 
While there are some promising models of professional development throughout the State, we found that 
examples of quality professional development are isolated and have not been scaled up to include all 
teachers. Our analysis finds that current professional development programs across the State share the 
following challenges:  

1. System Lacks Coordination 
Professional development programming is often delivered in silos or in isolated structures based on which 
entity is providing the training and the source of funding. This culture of silos leaves professional 
development efforts disjointed, unfocused, and uncoordinated. As a result, teachers often experience a 
patchwork of training that is not unified around a central focus. Without a central focus, the large number 
of strategies taught during professional development can be overwhelming, which makes it difficult for 
teachers to implement the strategies cohesively in the classroom.  
 
For example, natural silos exist because the RPDPs are separate entities from the school districts. In large 
school districts, the RPDPs and school districts both provide professional development. While the two 
entities sometimes work together to design professional development programs, in many cases the two 
entities have different goals, objectives, and approaches. In small school districts, the district requests 
services of the RPDP and the RPDP does its best to meet the request. However, because the district does 
not control the professional development or funding, it has no guarantee of the frequency of coaching or 
training, or whether the professional development will actually meet the needs of its teachers. 
 
The use of various funding sources for professional development also fosters the culture of silos. Each 
grant or funding source has its own purpose and requirements. In smaller districts, the amount of 
funding is limited and it can be difficult to comply with all the grant requirements and create a 
comprehensive professional development program that meets the needs of teachers. In large school 
districts, a separate department administers each of these funding sources, and each of these 
departments provides its own professional development.  
 
For example, in the Clark County School District, a single school can receive a variety of instructional 
coaches who report to various departments throughout the district. Schools can also hire their own 
coaches with Title I funds. These coaches have various titles, including Project Facilitator, Learning 
Strategist, Literacy Specialist, and ELL Specialist. Each of these coaches can have different goals, 
functions, and supervisors. At the school level, it can be challenging for principals to bring these coaches 
together to create a coordinated professional development program that addresses teachers’ and 
students’ needs. To improve coordination of professional development, the Clark County School District 
brings its professional development providers together for monthly meetings of the Superintendent’s 
Professional Development Planning Team. 
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The Washoe County School District also has a variety of coaches who report to different departments or 
to individual schools. These coaches have a number of titles, including Implementation Specialists, 
Consulting Teachers, and Teachers on Special Assignment (TOSAs). The Washoe County School District 
has made efforts to improve coordination by creating a Professional Learning Design Team that brings 
directors of professional development programs together every two weeks.  

2. Standards Have Not Been Adopted for School Districts 
Nevada currently has professional development standards in place for the RPDPs but not for school 
districts. Nevada Revised Statutes (NRS) 391.520 requires the Statewide Council for the Coordination of 
the Regional Training Programs to adopt uniform standards for use by the governing body of each 
regional training program. These standards must ensure that the training provided by the regional 
training programs is of high quality.  
 
School districts provide a substantial amount of professional development in Nevada. Districts can 
voluntarily choose to follow these standards, but they are not required to do so. Without uniform 
standards for both RPDPs and school districts, there is no statewide guidance as to what constitutes 
quality professional development. 
 
Additionally, the current standards for RPDPs have not been updated to reflect national standards 
released in 2011 by Learning Forward, a professional learning association. These standards have been 
adopted by school districts and state policymakers in 20 states.13 These standards include: 14 
 Utilizing learning communities;  
 Prioritizing, monitoring, and coordinating resources;  
 Using research-driven learning designs; 
 Aligning professional learning with educator performance and student curriculum standards;  
 Building skillful leaders who develop capacity, advocate, and create support systems for professional 

learning;  
 Using student, educator, and system data to plan, assess, and evaluate professional learning; and 
 Sustaining support for implementation of professional learning for long term change. 

3. Implementation is Inconsistent 
Many professional development efforts in Nevada are based on research-driven best practices that call for 
professional development to be sustained and embedded in the classroom.15 Quality of implementation, 
however, is inconsistent and structures are not always in place to ensure these efforts are successful.  No 
two schools in Nevada have implemented their professional development strategies in the exact same 
way. While this characteristic alone does not necessarily lead to poor outcomes, many schools are not 
consistently using research-proven methods. 

 
 The Clark County School District has placed a strong emphasis on providing professional development 

through instructional coaches. In 2013-14, the district budgeted for 617 positions that can be categorized 
as coaches, of which 537 were filled as of April 2014.16 These positions include Literacy Specialists, 
Literacy Strategists, ELL Specialists, Project Facilitators, Curriculum Specialists, and Special Education 
Intervening Services.  

 
While this effort to hire instructional coaches is based on sound research, the fidelity of implementation 
has been inconsistent, which has undermined its effectiveness. For example, there is wide variation in the 
competencies of the coaching staff. All of the district’s coaching positions are held by licensed certified 
teachers and many were selected based on their success in the classroom. However, when teachers are 
promoted to coaches, they are not required to have the skills needed to mentor new teachers, design 
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curriculum, or facilitate new school projects. Additionally, many of these teachers view coaching positions 
as a stepping stone towards administration, since coaching positions include more management 
responsibilities than traditional teaching. Another example of inconsistent quality is that some of the 
coaches were initially literacy coaches who are now expected to coach teachers in math. 
 
The role of coaches also varies across the district and is highly dependent on the particular coach and 
principal. Some coaches are highly involved with teachers and provide consistent mentoring, modeling, 
and feedback while others spend more time developing curriculum and conducting other administrative 
tasks. The principal plays a critical part in defining the role of coaches by determining the amount of 
access coaches will have to teachers.  

 
The coaching model has been implemented in various ways across the Clark County School District. Some 
coaches are assigned to performance zones, while others are assigned to school sites. In 2013-14, there 
were 115 coaches funded by Title I, Part A. These coaches were allocated by performance zone rather 
than by the school site. Most coaches rotated between several schools each week. Coaches in remote 
areas such as Searchlight were based specifically at one school. Zones with lower proficiency rates and 
more Title I schools were allocated more coaches. For example, all of the schools in Performance Zone 7 
in East Las Vegas receive Title I funding and that zone received 11 coaches. In contrast, the district 
initially allocated only 2 coaches to Performance Zone 10 in Henderson, where students have higher 
income and performance levels. However, in the middle of the 2013-14 school year, the district decided 
to allocate at least 6 coaches to each zone given that all schools have struggling students and teachers, 
even high performing ones. For 2014-15, the district increased the number of performance zones from 13 
to 17 and has allocated at least 4 coaches to each zone, with higher allocations in zones with more Title I 
schools and lower student outcomes. In addition, in 2013-14, some schools paid to have their own 
coaches exclusively at the school site using Title I funds. This option was only available to schools with 
substantial Title I allocations. 
 
Each approach has advantages and disadvantages. Having a coach based at the zone level means less 
time in each school. Zone-level coaches also lose time with teachers when they are at the zone office or 
traveling between schools. In contrast, being based at a single school allows the coach to develop strong 
relationships with teachers and their students, and have a better understanding of the school climate. 
This model also allows the coach to spend extensive time working with teachers who need assistance. 
However, coaches based at school sites can be assigned to non-coaching tasks by their principals, such 
as substitute teaching and other administrative duties.  
 
Another challenge in the Clark County School District’s coaching model is a lack of consistency in which 
coaches are assigned to a particular school. Principals indicated that they may start out the year with two 
coaches, but that staff may change throughout the year through reassignments. The number of coaches 
assigned to a particular school can also vary throughout the school year. The lack of a consistent 
coaching team makes it difficult to build rapport with teachers and track their growth over time. 

4. Resources are Limited 
Professional development resources have not been sufficient to adequately serve all teachers or to scale 
up high quality models. As of 2012-13, Nevada had 22,584 licensed teachers.17 State and federal 
resources for professional development have declined over the past several years. State RPDP funds 
decreased from a high of $13.3 million in 2008-09 to $8.6 million in 2013-14 and $7.5 million in 2014-15 
(see Figure 1).18  
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Figure 1. Regional Professional Development Program Funding 

 
Source: Nevada State Appropriations Bills 

 
Several funding sources available under the ESEA can be used for professional development, including 
Title I, Part A (Education for the Disadvantaged), Title II, Part A (Improving Teacher Quality), and Title 
III (English Language Acquisition). Of these funding sources, only Title II, Part A is primarily for 
professional development. Figure 2 shows how the amount of ESEA funding has changed over recent 
years. In 2009-10, funding increased substantially due to stimulus dollars provided under the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA).19 In contrast, from 2012-13 to 2013-14, sequestration resulted 
in a 5 percent decrease in funds. 
 
Figure 2. Federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act Funding 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Education 

 
The two funding sources that are specifically for professional development, RPDP funds and Title II, Part 
A funds, have not kept pace with Nevada’s growing student population. Both sources have declined on a 
per pupil basis over time (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Professional Development Funding per Pupil: 2003-04 to 2013-14 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, Nevada State Appropriations Bills 

5. Time is Limited 
Research suggests that effective PLCs should meet weekly to analyze student data. However, data 
analysis should only be one aspect of peer collaboration. Teachers should also be working together on 
lesson plans, curriculum development, and other joint tasks that will support students. Additionally, 
evidence-based studies report that PLCs are more successful when they are led by teacher leaders within 
the building, as opposed to principals. Use of teacher leaders also provides opportunities for teachers-in-
training to go into the teacher leader’s classroom to observe best practices. Research shows that strong 
relationships among teachers can help improve teaching ability for novice teachers in their first three 
years.20 Finally, having an explicit protocol for the PLCs can help the sessions stay on task and run more 
effectively, and can improve the likelihood that teachers will use data to help improve instruction.  
 
It can be challenging to structure the school day to provide teachers with sufficient time for embedded 
professional development and PLCs. For example, at the Clark County School District, the school district 
has not integrated professional development into the school schedule. Instead, each school must 
determine how to carve out time for professional development. Contractual provisions can also limit use 
of teacher preparation time for professional development. Consequently, some schools conduct PLC 
meetings before the school day begins. Other schools use Title I funding to buy-out teacher preparation 
time so that it can be used for professional development. Schools have also obtained waivers from the 
collective bargaining agreement to conduct professional development during preparation periods.  

6. Rigorous Evaluation is Not Conducted 
Research indicates that rigorous evaluation of professional development activities is necessary to 
determine the impact on instructional practices and student outcomes.21 While most professional 
development is evaluated with participant surveys, more in‐depth evaluations that explore the impact 
on instructional practices and student achievement are not usually conducted at the district or school 
level.  The RPDPs conduct in‐depth evaluations annually as required by NRS 391.542 through self‐
reporting; however, external, objective evaluations are the gold standards for determining the 
effectiveness of programs.22 Ongoing evaluation and reform are tenets of any strong organization to 
ensure continuous improvement over time.    
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Part II: Reforming Professional Development 
  
Nevada’s system of professional development can be improved by making the following changes. 

A. Prioritize Professional Development and Adopt Standards 
To improve literacy outcomes, decision makers at the State, district, and school level should prioritize 
improving the quality of professional development.  In recent months, several organizations, including the 
RPDPs and the Nevada State Education Association, have highlighted the importance of improving 
professional development. Adopting standards of professional learning at the State level would provide a 
clear message that high quality professional development is a Statewide priority for both RPDPs and 
school districts. 
 
At the State level, professional development should also be emphasized more in the State’s ESEA waiver, 
which articulates the school accountability system for the State. The original waiver approved in 2012 
included professional development as an intrinsic intervention for Focus schools, which the State has 
identified as low performing schools needing improvement. The new ESEA waiver recently approved for 
2014-15 does not call out professional development as explicitly. The ESEA waiver is a critical driver of 
State education policy and should place a strong emphasis on professional development.   
 
At the school district level, the Clark County School District has developed a strategic plan called the 
Pledge of Achievement.23 To meet the goals in the plan, high-quality job-embedded professional 
development is mentioned 17 times. It is encouraging that the District has begun to change its structures 
in an effort to provide higher quality professional development. In July 2014, the district combined its 
professional development and ELL departments into the Instructional Design and Professional Learning 
Division. The new division will place “a greater focus on a job-embedded approach based on Learning 
Forward's professional learning standards.”24 The combined department can also help break down 
existing silos that have prevented previous collaborations.  
 
The Washoe County School District has taken proactive steps to prioritize professional development 
through its Peer Assistance and Review (PAR) program, Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF) grants, and its 
strong relationship with the Northwest RPDP. The focus of PAR is to pair mentors (Consulting Teachers) 
with all new teachers and teachers who have received an unsatisfactory evaluation (or ‘minimally 
effective’ and ‘ineffective’ ratings once the Nevada Educator Performance Framework (NEPF) is 
implemented). The goal of this program is to improve the first-year quality of instruction, raise retention 
rates for effective teachers, and dismiss/find alternative paths for ineffective teachers. Each teacher must 
be given adequate support to become an effective teacher. However, teachers who do not become 
effective after receiving this support are released. The PAR program has produced positive results in 
Montgomery County, Maryland, where teacher turnover rates were 31 percent after five years compared 
to the national average of 50 percent for similar school districts.25 The TIF grants have enabled the 
Washoe County School District to develop a career ladder with a system of master and lead site mentor 
teachers (see inset box for more detail on this program).  
 
Lyon County’s Striving Readers program provides another promising model of how to prioritize 
professional development to improve literacy. This federal grant provides $14 million each school year 
from 2012-2017 to improve literacy at schools in Clark, Washoe, Douglas, and Lyon Counties. While all 
grantees are using the funds to hire literacy coaches, Lyon County is the only one that has assigned a 
full-time literacy coach to all schools, not just elementary schools. After two full years of implementation, 
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Lyon County has experienced the largest gains in student literacy outcomes according to the Nevada 
Department of Education (NDE), which has heralded this county’s implementation as a national model.26  
   

 

B. Coordinate Efforts and Funding  
When providing professional development, school districts should start with a central core vision of what 
training needs to be provided and then coordinate the activities of various agencies and departments 
around the core vision. To achieve this result, districts need to actively work to break down silos within 
and across agencies. Some school districts may want to assign an existing staff member to act as a 
liaison across all departments and agencies that provide professional development.  

Professional Development Innovation Spotlight 
Washoe County School District Teacher Incentive Fund 

 

The Washoe County School District has begun to experiment with new, promising models of 
teaching and coaching using federal Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF) 3 and TIF 4 grants. These 
competitive grants were awarded in 2010 and 2012. In 2012-13, the district developed a career 
ladder with a system of master and lead site mentor teachers at 9 schools using the TIF 3 grant. In 
2013-14, the program was expanded to 9 more schools using the TIF 4 grant. Each master and 
mentor teacher must maintain an excellent evaluation through the teacher evaluation program to 
stay in the program.  
 

The master teacher at the school helps the principal implement the Nevada Academic Content 
Standards, pedagogical skills, educational research, lesson modeling, lesson critique, lesson 
coaching, classroom management, positive behavior support, and parental engagement efforts.i 
While spending the majority of their day instructing a typical classroom, master teachers also 
receive additional prep periods to facilitate PLCs and time to observe and coach other teachers 
within their school site. Beginning in 2014-15, the master and mentor teacher will share a long-
term substitute, so they can spend additional periods assisting other teachers in the building. Each 
master teacher receives a $10,000 stipend annually.  
 

The lead mentor teacher coaches the novice teachers. This type of coaching can include, “one-on-
one support to the novice teacher, classroom observation of novice teachers, and feedback to the 
novice teacher assisting in reaching needed standard.”ii The mentor teacher serves as the point 
person for all new teachers in the building to ensure that they get the local and district support 
they need to excel in the classroom. The mentor teachers are also part of the Peer Assistance and 
Review (PAR) program that is mandatory for all new teachers in Washoe County. This system 
provides the additional support first-year teachers need and helps develop their professional 
growth plan. If a teacher is not meeting his or her goals, then PAR is a mechanism to allow the 
district to either release a teacher or coach the teacher out of the profession. Mentor teachers 
receive an annual $7,000 stipend as well as a reduced teaching load. 
 

It is too early to assess the impact of this model on student achievement and an evaluation should 
be conducted. In addition, since this initiative is funded by grants, the district will need to explore 
how it can maintain and scale-up the program using other funds once initial grant funds have been 
depleted. 
 

i Career Lattice Positions. (April 2012) http://washoecountyschools.org/docs/Career_Lattice_Incentives-
Principal_Instruction_Sheet_for_Website.pdf  
ii Ibid.
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A good example of an initiative to coordinate professional development efforts is occurring in 
Performance Zone 7 in the Clark County School District. In 2013-14, this Zone implemented Reading 
Rangers, which emphasizes independent reading through a motivational system for students that 
features different Reading Rangers characters for each reading level. All professional development in the 
Zone is now framed around the context of Reading Rangers, including the Nevada Academic Content 
Standards, strategies for teaching ELLs, and the NEPF. In spring 2014, teacher leaders in the Zone came 
together to work on integrating these efforts around the core focus of Reading Rangers. These teacher 
leaders have committed to sharing what they have learned with other teachers at their school sites in fall 
2014. These efforts were funded largely with federal Title I, Part A and Title III funds.  
 
Some promising examples of collaboration also exist between school districts and RPDPs. In June 2014, 
the Southern Nevada RPDP and the Clark County School District collaborated to plan and conduct a 
literacy conference in June 2014 at the Southwest Career and Technical Academy in Las Vegas. In 
Washoe County, the Northwest RPDP is housed at the district office in Reno, making coordination easier 
with the Washoe County School District. The RPDP trainers make frequent visits to the other five 
neighboring counties (Douglas, Lyon, Carson City, Storey, and Churchill) to ensure that teachers receive 
the proper training and support. Each district must take a proactive approach to determine how to best 
utilize the RPDP’s services and coordinate these services with district efforts.  
 
Districts should also make concerted efforts to ensure that federal funding sources do not create barriers 
to providing a coordinated professional development program. Districts should design high quality 
programs that meet the needs of teachers and students and then figure out how to coordinate funding 
sources to achieve goals. There are supplanting limitations on the use of federal funds, but districts can 
work within these requirements to provide a coordinated professional development program. For 
example, Title I funds can only be used at Title I schools and cannot be used in conjunction with general 
funds. However, a professional development program could be funded using Title I funds paired with 
Title II funds, which can be used districtwide. Title I funds can also be used in conjunction with a State-
funded program that meets the intents and purposes of Title I funding, such as SB 504 funds, which 
provide funding for Zoom schools and ELL programs. 

C. Improve Quality of Implementation 
We found that implementing research-based practices is not singularly sufficient to ensure high quality 
professional development. Rather, school districts need to create an infrastructure to ensure quality 
implementation of research-based best practices, such as coaching and collaborative learning teams.27 
For any professional development coaching model a district or school chooses to implement, research 
shows that the following strategies are critical to ensure quality implementation.  
● Generating buy-in from principals and teachers by creating professional development plans 

collaboratively at the school district and school levels.  
● Identifying and training teacher leaders within each school to conduct mentoring and coaching. 
● Ensuring every teacher has access to individualized, high quality coaching. 
● Using teacher leaders to facilitate collaborative models such as PLCs.  
● Utilizing specific protocols to identify student learning problems, selecting instructional strategies, 

analyzing results, and revising strategies until they achieve results. 
● Assigning specific authority and responsibility to staff to support, oversee, and reinforce professional 

development. 
 
The inset box provides an example of a professional development model that includes these components. 
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The Master/Lead Teacher Model 
Changing the Structure of Professional Development to Improve Quality 

One new, innovative model of job-embedded professional development for school districts to consider is 
a master/lead teacher model based on the work of Jal Mehta at the Harvard School of Education.i The 
goal of this model is to provide every student with consistent access to a quality teacher by creating a 
structure of training, coaching, and mentorship at each school site led by master and lead teachers.  
 

Having a master teacher at each school site is a central component of this model. There would be a 
master teacher for every subject taught in a middle or high school, and a master teacher for every grade 
span in an elementary school (K-2, 3-5). The Clark County School District would have about 1,000 
master teachers. The district could reallocate current teachers and coaches to fill these positions to 
minimize additional costs. The master teacher would maintain regular communication with the school 
district and RPDP to learn about best instructional practices and bring them back to the school. Unlike 
most current coaching models, this person would be school-based and teach part of the day, so that he 
or she would still be viewed as a peer teacher in the school. For the non-teaching portion of the day, the 
master teacher would facilitate PLCs so that all teachers can appropriately use their student data to drive 
future instruction. Master teachers would also coach each other as well as student teachers. 
 

All of the master teachers would be proven, successful classroom teachers, coaches, and leaders who 
can impart knowledge to fellow staff members. These teachers would receive an annual stipend to 
compensate them for additional work during the school year and over the summer. This salary boost 
could make staying in the classroom competitive with many administrator jobs and could provide an 
incentive for good teachers to stay in the classroom. This would also create incentives for high quality 
teachers to go to low-performing schools where they can make the biggest impact on improving literacy.  
 

Each master teacher would oversee 3 lead teachers. A lead teacher would be equivalent to a grade level 
chair at the elementary level or a subject area chair at the middle or high school level. This teacher 
would get an additional preparation period in the day, so that he or she could spend time directly 
coaching the 5 classroom teachers who report to him or her. In theory, this teacher could spend a period 
with each teacher each week to help improve quality of instruction. In reality, this model would allow a 
lead teacher to intensively focus on new and struggling teachers while conducting occasional check-ins 
with higher performing teachers. This model would provide all students with direct or indirect access to 
an excellent teacher. Lead teachers would also receive an annual stipend for their additional work, 
although it would be less than the stipend for master teachers.  
 

Master and lead teachers would have to prove their competency as effective instructors and coaches to 
become eligible for either position. To generate buy-in from teachers, the criteria and assessment for 
becoming a master or lead teacher could be designed by fellow teachers. Master teachers would be 
required to show that they are capable of learning best practices and instructing teachers throughout the 
school on how to implement them. Districts would need to develop a pool of eligible master and lead 
teachers so that these positions would remain filled.  
 

This structure could improve the quality of professional development by providing consistent, customized 
professional development. It moves the focus of professional development from an external model to 
one that fits the specific needs of teachers. While this model has not yet been scientifically studied, its 
innovative approach has the potential to improve quality of instruction and increase literacy outcomes.  
 

i Mehta, Jal & Doctor, Joe, “Raising the Bar for Teaching,” Phi Delta Kappan. (April 2013) 
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2013/04/01/kappan_mehta.html and interview with Jal Mehta September 2013. 
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D. Create Structured Time for Teacher Collaboration 
Teachers need structured, weekly opportunities to engage in professional development activities. 
Research shows that the frequency of interventions is intrinsic to success. School districts should explore 
ways to structure the school day so that all schools have opportunities for weekly professional 
development. Examples of successful models are discussed below. 
 

The Washoe County School District has addressed this issue by implementing early-release Wednesdays, 
which creates time for weekly professional development. The district releases students 45 minutes early 
each Wednesday. During some weeks, this time is used for PLCs where teachers sit down and examine 
student data to best determine how to drive future instruction. During other weeks, teachers receive 
district-wide trainings on the Nevada Academic Content Standards or other district initiatives. Changing 
the schedule required transportation adjustments. However, it was easier to make transportation changes 
for the entire school district rather than a select number of schools. Similarly, Agassi Prep in Las Vegas 
has instituted early-release Tuesdays to provide regular time for teacher collaboration. 
 

If early release is not possible, there are a variety of other models to create structured collaboration 
time.28 The schedule can be built so that teachers are freed up by “specials” (art, music, physical 
education, assemblies, etc.) Classrooms can also be combined to free teachers to meet together.  
 

In addition to changing the layout of the school day, the Washoe County School District just completed 
its first year of a new school calendar that has a shorter summer break and longer breaks during the 
school year. The breaks during the school year provide more time for teachers to engage in professional 
development opportunities than during the traditional nine-month school year. This calendar 
readjustment should also help prevent some of the student learning loss over the summer.29 Therefore, 
rearranging the school year calendar can be a gain for both teachers and students.   
 

Aside from these conventional options, some principals have developed innovative ways to extend time 
for teacher professional development. At Goldfarb Elementary in Las Vegas, the principal turned the 
school’s cafeteria into an academic carnival for a week. Each day, one of the grades (1-5) spent the 
entire day at the carnival, playing academic games and honing up on various skills with the school’s 
coaches. Teachers in each grade level then had a full day to plan together for the next school year. This 
approach did not cost the school any extra money; it simply used existing resources in a creative way to 
extend teacher planning time. While this school is in a neighborhood with a Free and Reduced lunch rate 
of 80 percent, innovative practices such as the academic carnival have helped it achieve status as a 4-
star school. 

E. Encourage Innovation  
School districts should allow schools the flexibility to design their own training models to improve literacy 
outcomes. In return, school districts should require rigorous evaluation of the results. Encouraging 
innovation can help develop a sense of ownership and empowerment among teachers and increase 
motivation. Each year, many new programs and methods are achieving great results for students across 
the world. If a school wants to try out a new model, it should be given the flexibility to do so as long as it 
increases student achievement.  
 

A good example of an innovative model being implemented in Nevada is the Washoe County School 
District Teacher Incentive Fund discussed earlier. While academic research has not yet shown that 
performance based compensation systems produce significant, sustained increases in student 
achievement, allowing the District to design and implement this program helps generate buy-in and 
produce systemic change. Evaluation will be important to ensure positive effects on literacy outcomes.  
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F. Change the Focus of Evaluation 
To effectively evaluate professional development programs, school districts should shift the focus of 
evaluation from measuring participants’ reactions to measuring the impact on classroom instruction and 
student learning. There are various ways to evaluate professional development efforts. School districts 
must first decide whether to use internal or external evaluators. Using external evaluators provides 
objectivity and credibility to the evaluation process but is more costly than using internal staff.30  
 

One prominent researcher recommends that school districts conduct five levels of professional 
development evaluation.31 These levels include: participants’ reactions, participants’ learning, organization 
support and change, participants’ use of new knowledge and skills; and student learning outcomes. Table 
3 provides guidance on how to conduct the evaluation at each level, including what questions should be 
addressed, what information should be gathered, and what should be measured or assessed.  
 

Table 3. Levels of Evaluation of Professional Development 

 
Source: Thomas R. Guskey. “Does it Make a Difference? Evaluating Professional Development.” Educational Leadership 

Evaluation Level What Questions Are Addressed? How Will Information Be Gathered? What Is Measured or Assessed?

1. Participants' 
Reactions

● Did they like it?
● Was their time well spent?
● Did the material make sense?
● Will it be useful?
● Was the leader knowledgeable 
and helpful?

● Questionnaires administered at the 
end of the session

●  Initial satisfaction with the 
experience

2. Participants' 
Learning

●  Did participants acquire the 
intended knowledge and skills?

●  Paper-and-pencil instruments
●  Simulations
●  Demonstrations
●  Participant reflections (oral and/or 
written)
●  Participant portfolios

●  New knowledge and skills of 
participants

3. Organization 
Support & Change

● Was implementation advocated, 
facilitated, and supported?
●  District and school records
Were successes recognized and 
shared?
●  Were sufficient resources made 
available?
●  Was the support public and overt?
●  Were problems addressed quickly 
and efficiently?
●  What was the impact on the 
organization?
●  Did it affect the organization's 
climate and procedures?

●  Minutes from follow-up meetings
●  Questionnaires
●  Structured interviews with 
participants and district or school 
administrators
●  Participant Portfolios

●  The organization's advocacy, 
support, accommodation, facilitation, 
and recognition

4. Participants' Use of 
New Knowledge and 
Skills

●  Did participants effectively apply 
the new knowledge and skills?

● Questionnaires
●  Structured interviews with 
participants and their supervisors
●  Participant reflections (oral and/or 
written)
●  Participant portfolios
●  Direct observations
●  Video or audio tapes

●  Degree and quality of 
implementation

5. Student Learning 
Outcomes

●  What was the impact on students?
●  Did it affect student performance 
or achievement?
●  Did it influence students' physical 
or emotional well-being?
●  Are students more confident as 
learners?
●  Is student attendance improving?
Are dropouts decreasing?

●  Student records
●  School records
●  Questionnaires
●  Structured interviews with students, 
parents, teachers, and/or 
administrators
●  Participant portfolios

●   Student learning outcomes:
●  Cognitive (Performance & 
Achievement)
●  Affective (Attitudes & Dispositions)
●   Psychomotor (Skills & Behaviors)
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The State of Maryland has also designed a model for how to effectively evaluate professional 
development. After bringing together many stakeholders, including teachers, providers, administrators, 
and district leaders, the State wrote a comprehensive plan with the following components to evaluate the 
effectiveness of professional development in improving student achievement: 
● Conduct a formative evaluation of each teacher before beginning professional development to 

understand each teacher’s previous experience with professional development in terms of learning 
and classroom implementation. Obtaining a formative base point is fundamental to understanding the 
effectiveness of additional professional development.  

● Conduct an evaluation at the end of each session to see if the session met the teacher’s goals. 
● Conduct subsequent evaluations throughout the year to ensure that the professional development 

actually changed teaching practice as well as school organization and culture, a common secondary 
goal of professional development.  

● Design all training sessions with key takeaways that can be implemented to improve the quality of 
instruction in the classroom/school.  

● Include teachers in the planning process to ensure that the material is relevant to them.  
● Separate the evaluation of professional development from teacher evaluation to solely focus on 

improving the quality of professional development. 
● Include student work as part of a professional development evaluation to serve as a validating 

measure and as an indicator of future student outcomes.  
● Partner with external entities such as local universities and consulting evaluation firms to analyze the 

effectiveness of large-scale professional development projects instead of using self-evaluation.  
 
 

 
 

 
 

  



Page 18 
 

Part III: Reprioritizing Funding for Professional Development  
  
Nevada’s school districts budgeted approximately $70 million in 2013-14 for professional development, 
which is approximately $158 per pupil.32 While this amount represents only 2 percent of budgeted 
expenditures for 2013-14, it is a substantial amount given that the majority of funds (54 percent) were 
budgeted for instructional staff, leaving limited funds for all other uses. Districts use a variety of funding 
sources, including district general funds, State RPDP funds, and federal funds. The primary federal funds 
include Title I, Part A (Education for the Disadvantaged), Title II, Part A (Improving Teacher Quality), and 
Title III (English Language Acquisition).  
 
Figure 4 provides the amount per pupil each district budgeted for professional development in 2013-14, 
which ranged from a low of $21 in Storey County to a high of $267 in Nye County. The largest district, 
Clark County, budgeted approximately $137 per pupil, which was below the Statewide average of $158. 
 
Figure 4. Professional Development Budget per Pupil by District: 2013-14 

 
Source: School district responses to public records requests  

 
To understand how the schools struggling the most in reading proficiency allocate funds for professional 
development and interventions to improve literacy, we reviewed the 2013-14 School Performance Plans 
for all schools in Clark and Washoe Counties that had reading proficiency rates of less than 50 percent in 
2012-13. Appendix B shows the funding sources and amounts for reading interventions and related 
professional development.  
 
For each Nevada school district and the State Public Charter School Authority, we also reviewed the 
2013-14 budgets for Title I, Part A, Title II, Part A, and Title III funds. The goal of this analysis was to 
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understand how much school districts currently use these funds for professional development and to 
identify opportunities to reprioritize existing funds towards professional development. Appendix C 
provides an overview of the amount of grant funds available to each school district in 2013-14. Appendix 
D provides detail on how each school district budgeted Title I funds in 2013-14 by object code. This 
appendix also includes detail on the Title I budget for each school in Clark and Washoe counties. 
Appendices E and F provide detail on how each school district budgeted Title II, Part A and Title III funds 
respectively.33 
 
Our findings on the use and availability of these funding sources for professional development are 
discussed below. 

A. Title I, Part A  
Title I, Part A is the largest federal funding source in Nevada at $120 million Statewide for 2013-14 (see 
Appendices C and D). These funds must be used to help students who are at risk of not meeting the 
State’s challenging achievement standards and must be allocated to schools with the highest levels of 
poverty. Funds can also be reserved and expended at the district level to assist these schools. 
 
Statewide, districts budgeted 63 percent of Title I funds for salaries and benefits in 2013-14 as shown in 
Appendix D. Primary uses included additional teachers to reduce class sizes, teachers to provide 
interventions for struggling students, instructional coaches, stipends to attend training, substitutes used 
during training, and teacher aides. Several districts provided detailed salary information, excluding the 
Clark County School District. Table 4 shows the percentage of Title I funds budgeted for salaries that 
these districts designated for regular teachers, other certificated staff, administration, classified staff, 
substitutes, and extra pay for teachers.  Districts with small grants of less than $200,000-- Lincoln, 
Lander, and Pershing-- budgeted 100 percent of salaries for classified staff. In contrast, there was 
substantial variation in how districts with larger grants budgeted these funds. Some districts budgeted a 
majority of funds for teachers while others budgeted a majority for classified staff. 
 
Table 4. Detail of Title I, Part A Funds Budgeted for Salaries: 2013-14   

 
Source: School district responses to public records requests  

 
Supplies are the next most common use of Title I funds. Statewide, 17 percent of Title I funds were 
budgeted for supplies in 2013-14 as shown in Appendix D. Supplies funded with Title I funds must be 
supplemental to the core curriculum. Across the State, the most common types of supplies purchased are 
general supplies, technology supplies, and software. Schools have had a historical tendency to use Title I 
funds for supplies late in the school year to try to spend down grant funds.34 This practice can lead to 
spending that was not included in the school’s original plan and may not reflect the best use of funds to 
improve student achievement.  

Category Carson Churchill Douglas Elko Lander Lincoln Lyon Nye Pershing Washoe State 

Charters

Regular Teachers 27% 75% 31% 46% 0% 0% 90% 57% 0% 24% 59%

Other Certificated 4% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0%

Administration 0% 0% 8% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 11% 24%

Classified 64% 25% 56% 36% 100% 100% 5% 26% 100% 33% 1%

Substitutes 1% 0% 4% 17% 0% 0% 0% 5% 0% 16% 2%

Extra Pay 3% 0% 1% 2% 0% 0% 5% 11% 0% 17% 14%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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1. Title I Set Asides for Professional Development 
School districts may set aside a portion of Title I funds for professional development at the district level 
prior to allocating funds to schools. Individual schools may also use Title I funds for professional 
development. These set-asides are optional. Prior to federal approval of the ESEA Waiver in 2012, 
Nevada schools that did not meet Adequate Yearly Progress for two consecutive years were designated 
as In Need of Improvement (INOI) and were required to set aside 10 percent of Title I funds for 
professional development. School districts identified as INOI were also required to set aside 10 percent 
for professional development at the district level.  
 
In 2013-14, the Clark County School District set aside 10 percent of Title I funds for professional 
development and the Washoe County School District set aside 6.4 percent. In the Clark County School 
District, these funds were primarily used for instructional coaches assigned to Title I schools and other 
employee training. The Washoe County School District used its professional development set-aside 
primarily for contracts, stipends, and substitutes for teachers to attend the district’s Professional Learning 
Initiative. This initiative included training on the Nevada Academic Content Standards, the 
Implementation Specialist Institute on early-release Wednesdays, Saturday conferences on the Multi-
Tiered Systems of Support, and School Performance Planning. 
 
At the school level, each school must include professional development in its School Performance Plan 
and Title I, Part A funds are the primary source of money used for this purpose. Schools in the Clark 
County School District used these funds for a variety of professional development activities such as 
consultants, learning strategists, stipends to buy-out teacher preparation time for staff development, and 
substitutes to cover teachers during professional development. In the Washoe County School District, 
funds at the school level were used for 11 site-based instructional coaches and other professional 
development activities. 

2. School Performance Support Set-Aside 
As part of the ESEA Waiver, the NDE requires each school district with low-performing schools to create a 
School Performance Support set-aside equal to 5 to 15 percent of the amount of Title I funds to meet the 
needs of these struggling schools. This requirement applies to districts with schools that the Nevada 
School Performance Framework has identified as Focus Schools, Priority Schools, or schools with 1 or 2 
stars. Professional development can be a component of this support but it is not required. 
 
The first year of this set-aside was 2013-14. The Clark County School District used these funds for 
enhanced technology infrastructure for the identified schools (see detail in Appendix D). It also used 
these funds to support high schools receiving the School Improvement Grant. In contrast, the Washoe 
County School District used this set aside for site-specific supports, which included additional staff, 
professional development, extended learning time, technology, and instructional supplies. 

3. Title I Carryover is Significant 
Federal law allows school districts to carry over 15 percent of Title I funds each year. Waivers of this 
requirement can be granted under certain conditions. We found that school districts annually carry over a 
significant amount of Title I funding to the next school year. As shown in Appendix C, the carryover from 
2012-13 to 2013-14 was $21.3 million Statewide, of which $15.1 million was in the Clark County School 
District. School districts indicate that the carryover from 2012-13 to 2013-14 was atypically high because 
districts were conservative in their spending due to the uncertainty associated with sequestration. The 
Clark County School District anticipates that carryover from 2013-14 to 2014-15 will be about $8 million, 
which is still a significant amount.  
 



Page 21 
 

This carryover funding represents unspent money that could be used for one-time intensive professional 
development at Title I schools. Each district has the flexibility to either use carryover as originally 
intended or to reallocate the funds for a new use. In addition, carryover can be either spent centrally by 
the district or allocated to the schools. In order to fully expend these carryover funds, districts would 
need to make decisions early in the school year, rather than waiting until the exact carryover amount is 
known when the federal fiscal year ends on September 30th.  

B. Title II, Part A Teacher Quality Funds 
Title II, Part A funds totaled $11.9 million Statewide in 2013-14 (see Appendices C and E). The primary 
use of this money is for professional development. Title II, Part A funds can be used districtwide. 
Consequently, the funds are spent centrally and are not distributed to schools. Examples of how Nevada’s 
school districts use these funds are discussed below. 
 
The Clark County School District budgeted 72 percent of Title II funds for curriculum and professional 
development support and training for new employees in 2013-14. These funds were primarily allocated to 
provide professional development on the Nevada Academic Content Standards in mathematics and 
English language arts and the Nevada State Content Standards in science, social studies, and health. For 
new teachers, the district allocated funds for a comprehensive mentorship program as well as a series of 
professional development seminars for beginning teachers to increase effectiveness and retention. 
 
The Washoe County School District budgeted 55 percent of Title II funds on professional development in 
2013-14. Major expenditures in Washoe included extra duty pay for training on the Nevada Academic 
Content Standards, extra duty pay and consultant costs for leadership training, and regular teacher 
salaries for training on ELL strategies. Title II funds were also budgeted to augment professional 
development initiatives funded with Title I, such as the Saturday conferences and the Implementation 
Specialist Institute. 

C. Title III Limited English Proficient 
Title III funds totaled $10.4 million Statewide in 2013-14 (see Appendices C and F). This money must be 
used to supplement instruction for ELLs and can be used for related professional development activities. 
 
As shown in Appendix C, the Title III grant amounts for each district are substantially less than Title I or 
Title II, which limits flexibility for use of the funds. Statewide, 76 percent of Title III funds were budgeted 
for salaries and benefits in 2013-14 as shown in Appendix F. Several districts provided detailed salary 
information, excluding the Clark County School District. Table 5 shows the percentage of Title III funds 
budgeted for salaries that these districts designated for regular teachers, other certificated staff, 
administration, classified staff, substitutes, and extra pay for teachers. There is considerable variation in 
how districts spent salary funds. No district budgeted Title III funds for regular teachers. The most 
common uses were for substitutes and extra pay for teachers to enable them to attend professional 
development activities. Two districts budgeted the majority of their salary funds for classified staff. 
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Table 5. Detail of Title III Limited English Proficient Funds Budgeted for Salaries: 2013-14 

 
Source: School district responses to public records requests  

 
Looking at total Title III expenditures from the programmatic side, the Clark County School District 
budgeted 81 percent of 2013-14 Title III funds for professional development activities. The district 
utilized these funds to provide job-embedded professional development on ELL teaching strategies using 
instructional coaches and other best practices. The district also used this money for consultants, travel for 
conferences, and reimbursement to teachers for TESL endorsement costs.   
 
In contrast, the Washoe County School District allocated the majority of its Title III funds for program 
costs. The district used 70 percent of its Title III funds for 23 teacher aides and assistants. The district 
designated approximately $132,000 in Title III funds for professional development on Sheltered 
Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) and for tuition and books necessary for TESL endorsements. 

D. Special Education Funds 
The federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) allows 15 percent of funds to be set aside 
for early intervening services for students in grades K-12 who have not been identified as needing special 
education or related services but who need additional academic and behavioral support to succeed in a 
general education environment.35 The IDEA specifically calls out that these funds may be used for 
professional development on scientifically based literacy instruction, as well as literacy interventions.36 
 
The Washoe County School District indicates that it uses a portion of the early intervening services set-
aside for professional development for literacy. In contrast, the Clark County School District uses its early 
intervening services set-aside for a program called Proficiency Academy for Student Success (PASS). A 
review of School Performance Plans shows that these funds are primarily used for tutoring services.  

E. Other Federal Grants 
School districts use a portion of Title I Section 1003(a) Focus Schools and Title I School Improvement 
Grants for professional development activities (see Appendix C). The original ESEA Waiver approved in 
2012 emphasized that funds allocated to Focus Schools be used for professional development. However, 
the waiver recently approved by the federal government for 2014-15 does not explicitly require 
professional development for Focus Schools. 
 
Clark, Washoe, Douglas, and Lyon counties have received the Striving Readers Grant from the Federal 
Government. A key goal of this grant is to provide job-embedded professional development on literacy. 
As discussed earlier, Washoe County also received the TIF competitive grant, which is primarily used for 
the salaries of master and lead teachers who provide professional development to other teachers in the 
school.  

Category Carson Churchill Douglas Elko Lander Nye Washoe State Charters

Regular Teachers 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Other Certificated 0% 0% 94% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Administration 62% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Classified 15% 100% 0% 0% 0% 0% 84% 0%

Substitutes 13% 0% 6% 51% 0% 43% 0% 100%

Extra Pay 10% 0% 0% 49% 0% 57% 16% 0%

TOTAL 100% 100% 100% 100% 0% 100% 100% 100%
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F. General Funds 
Federal funds can only be used for activities that are supplemental to the core instructional program, so 
school districts use their general funds for a variety of professional development activities throughout the 
year, including district-wide staff development days. The amount of general funds used by each district 
varies substantially, but it is much less than the amount of federal grants used for professional 
development.  

G. Reprioritize Resources for Professional Development 
Given that State and federal funds for professional development are limited and have been decreasing 
over the past several years, we examined how existing funds can be reprioritized to maximize use for 
professional development.  
 
At the State level, we recommend the following: 
1. Adopt legislation requiring the Nevada State Board of Education to establish specific percentages of 

the following funding sources that must be set aside for professional development: 
a. ESEA Title I, Part A funds; 
b. ESEA Title I Section 1003(a) funds for Focus Schools;  
c. The set-aside equal to 5 to 15 percent of Title I, Part A funds for low performing schools required 

by the ESEA waiver; and 
d. The IDEA early intervening services set-aside.  

  
At the school district level, we recommend the following: 
1. Utilize Title I carryover funds for evidence-based, one-time professional development activities at 

Title I schools. Districts can use these funds to provide sustained training to building capacity for 
teachers to provide training to other teachers in future years. 

2. Critically analyze existing return on investment of spending of federal funds and eliminate 
expenditures shown to be ineffective based on national research and/or local results to free up 
funding for professional development. 

3. Develop strategies to coordinate funding to implement the coherent professional development 
program designed by the district. 

 
These recommendations will help Nevada build a sustainable professional development system. Federal 
carryover funds are one-time funds that have not been spent and can be allocated for start-up costs and 
intensive training to implement research-based professional development practices and establish 
evaluation systems. Existing annual federal grant funds can be reprioritized to create sustainable 
professional development models that are evaluated and retooled annually as part of a model of 
continuous improvement. Reprioritizing existing federal grant funds for professional development will 
involve critically evaluating the effectiveness of current uses of funds. Ineffective programs should be 
discontinued in order to implement high quality professional development. 
 

Conclusion 
Improving teacher professional development is one part of a comprehensive set of reforms needed to 
improve literacy outcomes in Nevada. Other policy changes recommended in Literacy Challenges in 
Nevada Schools include requiring universal assessments to identify students needing assistance, involving 
parents in development of strategies, providing intervention programs, and evaluating the effectiveness 
of the efforts. Professional development also lies within the broader goal of creating a personnel system 
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that improves teaching. The personnel system is a continuum that begins with teacher certification 
programs, and includes hiring, pay, ongoing training, and teacher evaluation.  
 
Our review of current professional development efforts suggests that it is not sufficient to simply invest in 
research-based practices. Rather, it is just as important to put an infrastructure into place that generates 
buy-in from all levels of the educational system, creates incentives for teachers to improve instruction, 
and ensures that practices are implemented with fidelity.  Systems also need to be in place to promote 
innovation while demanding accountability. Providing high quality professional development to every 
teacher will require a substantial investment of time and resources. We identify existing funds that are 
not being fully expended, as well as other funds that could be reprioritized for professional development. 
Using professional development to improve literacy outcomes will help ensure that Nevada’s students are 
ready for the next generation of jobs that demand a highly literate and skilled workforce. 
 
Appendices 
A. 2013-14 Professional Development Plans at Schools with Reading Proficiency Rates of Less than 50 

Percent in 2012-13 
B. 2013-14 Intervention Funds for Literacy in School Performance Plans at Schools with Reading 

Proficiency Rates of Less than 50 Percent in 2012-13 
C. 2013-14 Federal Allocations by School District 
D. 2013-14 Title I, Part A Budget by School District and Title I Funding by School (Clark and Washoe) 
E. 2013-14 Title II, Part A Budget by School District 
F. 2013-14 Title III Limited English Proficient Budget by School District 
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