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the best professional learning opportunities are intensive, sustained, and  
rooted in an understanding of adult development. 15 16 17 It is essential that adult learners  
have opportunities for practice and reflection that allow them to make meaning  
of their experiences and deepen self-awareness, build the courage and confidence  
to think independently and creatively, and develop the skills to work respectfully  
and collaboratively with others in a world in which conditions are in constant flux.  
The following descriptors aim to more fully describe what we define as high-quality  
adult learning and are rooted in Bank Street’s developmental-interaction approach. 

the core ideas in the developmental-interaction approach are rather straightforward.  
The seeds for what later became DIA were sown when educators, who were mostly  
women, began to combine their first-hand observations of children with their knowledge  
of child development to help teachers build their practice. Only later in the 20th Century 
was a theoretical approach constructed from these and other early elements of what 
became the Bank Street Approach.

WHAT IS THE  
DEVELOPMENTAL-INTERACTION APPROACH?
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1.	 Education is a vehicle to encourage democracy and social justice across many  

parts of society.  

For example, this includes creating an equitable and democratic community of  
learners; educators also advocate for just practices where they can have an impact.

2.	 Development is central, with a focus on how all children and adults understand  

and respond to the world and how they are continually changing as they have 

experiences in the world. Interaction refers to the learner’s engagement with  

their environment: materials, ideas, peers, adults, family, the community,  

and the larger world. 

3.	 Thinking and emotions are always working together for learners of any age.  

For example, a teacher considers how a child’s emotions affect their learning  
and vice versa. A coach recognizes that the ways in which teachers think  
about and approach their own learning is also connected to their emotional  
and personal growth.

4.	 Good teaching and coaching is based on deep knowledge of child and adult 

development, understanding of subject matter and the use of low-inference 

observations to guide practice. 

For example, knowledge of child development should go beyond “milestones”  
to be responsive to a broad range of interacting contexts.

5.	 All learning and development lives within the contexts of families, cultures,  

programs and communities.  

	 For example, learning about one’s own identity and understanding the emotions and identity 
of others is critical for both teachers and coaches to be effective in their work.

6.	 Inquiry-based learning helps both children and adults practice problem-solving  

and promotes more independent, creative thinking.  

For example, providing a “listen then wait” space allows a partner to think something through 
on their own and over time, develop confidence in doing so.

7.	 Continually developing a view of learning and the learner, knowledge and  

knowing—informs all practice.  

For example, coaches and teachers try to understand the “why” of their practices  
and, over time, work to integrate these learnings into a more coherent whole.
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