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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores teachers’ professional learning and development (PLD). This term is used 
because it comprises the elemental processes of professional growth. In particular, the thesis 
considers notions of teacher agency for PLD from a self-determined perspective. As a school 
senior leader these issues are critical because the quality of learning is relative to teachers’ 
openness to growth and self-efficacy.  

Research was carried out through an exploratory case-study of teachers in the primary section 
of a school in Malta who were given the opportunity to plan their PLD process over a year: 14 
teachers took part. Through collective reflections, projected goals have been implemented, 
evaluated and adapted in their classrooms. Using a mixed methods approach, data were 
gathered through interviews, focus-groups, a learning-style inventory, field observations and 
documentary analysis. Gathered data provided evidence of teachers’ response to self-
determined PLD with a particular focus on agency and self-efficacy. The researcher occupied 
multiple roles within the research: leader, researcher and participant as observer. 

Seven findings emerged from the research where teachers: 1. value self-determined PLD with 
supporting structures for collective reflection and action: 2. prefer learning through practical, 
hands-on experiences based on mastery experience: 3. need more practice and support in 
reflection, self-observation and metacognition: 4. agentic ability depends on the depth of 
reflection: 5. school culture is critical for teacher self-efficacy and agentic growth: 6. 
collaborative cultures support collective and harmonic (individual/collective) agency and 7. 
personal learning factors (such as learning-styles and individual learning) are secondary to the 
purpose of learning (student learning) and collective needs. 

The thesis contributes to knowledge by confirming previous theories of PLD effectiveness while 
proposing a broader awareness of how teacher agency and efficacy can be understood, 
enacted and supported. It proposes a tier of teacher agency dependent on reflective capacity 
and some proactive initiatives that are conducive to personal and professional growth. 
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Impact Statement 

This research provided a different approach to teachers’ professional learning and 
development that afforded teachers agency in self-determining their learning through their 
working context. The mind-set towards professional learning and development portrayed 
teachers as responsible, creative and efficacious professionals (Gilbert, 2021) who have the 
ability to deal with complex classroom demands and challenges. This was proven during the 
pandemic which brought with it unimagined demands. Moreover, teachers who participated 
in this research exhibited compelling agency, efficacy and resilience while shifting their 
practices through different media and methods. Their improved collective agency and efficacy 
assisted teachers to devise an effective way forward to teach and support their students both 
through restrictive physical circumstances as well as through online methods. These instances 
further support the outcomes of this research that evidence that teachers can and are willing 
to assume responsibility for their professional learning under supportive conditions 
irrespective how complex the circumstances might present. 

The change in belief needs to be propagated in academia, with policy makers, school leaders 
and schools’ circles. It is through this mind-shift that possibilities can be generated. Findings 
from this research have already been shared during the ISNITE-2019 conference where 
fundamental factors that support teachers’ agency in their autonomous professional growth 
were advocated. In effect this study garnered some interest as a similar project conducted by 
a number of academics in Malta had yielded a different outcome and when compared did not 
yield such a positive impact. It was concluded that the difference in school cultures was a main 
contributor.  

In effect it resulted that school culture is a major underpinning and has a great impact on 
teachers’ learning and development. The approach devised in this study, already shared in an 
edited book (Farrugia, 2019), provides evidence of how a change in conception and structure 
has enacted varied agency from teachers. The findings and propositions from this study serve 
to give greater awareness on teachers’ agency for their professional growth. This newly gained 
insight was valuable for the school community in order to make school development co-
constructed and more effective. Today the school culture has gone a step further where a good 
fraction of teachers, mostly participants from this research, have more voice and a deeper 
awareness of their growth. The school leadership team, on the other hand, is also more 
proactive in creating spaces and time for teacher collective reflection which has supported 
teachers’ professional growth in this study.  

The intention is for these findings to be published in a peer reviewed journal subject to the 
outcomes of the defence of this thesis.  Moreover, it will also be presented in relevant fora and 
conferences of education. The exposure of this research hopes to stimulate broader research 
in the field of teacher professional agency. Application of the same research proposition 
nationally and internationally will strengthen or refute findings discussed in this study. It is also 
my intent to further develop concepts proposed in the concluding chapter, particularly 
exploring the relationship between teachers’ ‘will’ in relation to ‘agency’. 
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 INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Introduction 

This chapter explains the background of this research. It outlines the aims that directed 
the inquiry and the questions that guided the whole process. Subsequently, the sections 
that follow unfold by explaining the bases of this research and the contexts in which it 
was immersed. The understanding of the contexts is considered critical for case-studies 
like this. Finally, an analysis of who can benefit from this research is discussed and an 
outline of all the chapters is laid out.  

1.2 Aim of Study  

This thesis aims to study a process that extends the professional potential of teachers for 
their professional learning and development (PLD) journey from contrived to an 
autonomous approach. For this case study taking place in a Maltese primary school, PLD 
is understood as the process that contributes to the growth of the teacher on both a 
personal and the professional level. It was based on self-determined learning that 
combines experience as opportunities, motivations and capabilities through agency. 
Agency is here understood as the capacity to influence intentionally the way one acts 
through ‘appropriate courses of action and to motivate and regulate their execution’ 
(Bandura, 2006, p.163). 

Such an approach of distributed responsibilities also resonates with demands for 
students to be given more opportunities for self-regulated learning (Wiliam, 2014) and 
self-determined learning (Hase and Kenyon, 2007). Self-directed (regulated) is defined by 
Knowles (1975, p.19) as ‘the art and science of helping adults (or, even better, maturing  
human beings) learn’ while self-determined learning is defined as ‘learner-centred 
learning that sees the learner as the major agent in their own learning which occurs as a 
result of personal experiences’ (Hase and Kenyon, 2007, p. 112) (see section 3.4.3).Thus, 
if we want to see these characteristics in classrooms we need to mirror them in 
professional development and learning of teachers. As Day and Gu (2007) observe: 

The frequently espoused goal of lifelong learning for our students is 
hollow rhetoric unless the school is also a learning community in which 
teachers demonstrate engagement in meaningful learning 
activities…[s]tudents will model behaviour of teachers they respect -
teachers who have strong interests, who love to learn, and who are always 
reading something of interest (p.425). 

In cognizance that teachers’ beliefs, knowledge and skills are shaped by their experiences 
(Taylor et al., 2015), I was interested in understanding what processes are employed 
when teachers are given the freedom to lead their own PLD through ‘inquiry and 
knowledge building cycle[s]’ (Timperley et al., 2008, p. 28). The main aims of this research 



2 
 

were therefore three-fold: a) to promote a versatile/flexible experiential PLD process led 
by teachers; b) to record issues that arise in such a self-determined PLD approach; and, 
c) to critically evaluate if such approach is effective in improving teacher efficacy and 
agency.   

1.2.1 Research Questions  

I investigated an alternative PLD approach by exploring teacher agency through an 
experiential learning theory perspective (Kolb, 2014). By drawing on individual potential, 
aptitudes and a belief in the human capacity to lead and generate knowledge, I have 
proposed that teachers are provided with the opportunity to lead their own learning and 
development based on modern trends of knowledge creating within their own learning 
organisations (Porritt et al., 2017). Day and Gu (2007, p. 425) advise that ‘ideally, 
teachers' professional learning will be self-motivated and self-regulated, and involve both 
intellectual and emotional processes’. Yet, in this research I have raised the expectations 
and promoted self-determined learning which demands higher metacognitive skills. 

At the end of one school year (2017-18), teachers were asked to plan their learning 
journey for the next school year through a professional development plan (PDP) (see 
Appendix A). This plan was implemented during the following school year, 2018-19. 
Teachers gathered knowledge and data related to their chosen area of learning and 
development while they applied and enriched their learning in their daily practice. 
Alongside this, I was gathering feedback from participants and analysing the data to gain 
a better understanding of teacher agency, efficacy, learning and development.  

The following questions were intended to guide the research aims: 

1. What happens when teachers are given the opportunity to have more agency in 
their PLD experiences? 

2. What trends emerge in relation to teacher agency? 

3. What difference does it make to their self-efficacy towards determining their 
professional growth? 

These research questions and the proposition that ‘teacher driven PLD activities increase 
motivation and effectiveness’ guided the research by inviting the primary school 
teachers, with the support of the school leadership team (SLT), to create their preferred 
mode of professional learning and development. The intention was to reflect on their 
learning needs, propose ways to gather knowledge, plan its application, apply the 
knowledge, observe and gather feedback, amend where needed, and reflect on the 
whole process. The reflection ‘in’, ‘on’ and ‘about’ practice (Day, 2013; Hargreaves and 
Fullan, 2013; Schön, 1987) will ultimately provide new insights of what are the 
implications and pillars of such an approach based on what Timperley et al. (2008, p. 28) 
define as an ‘inquiry and knowledge building cycle’. 

1.3 Rationale 

Where there is life there are experiences and learning opportunities. It cannot be refuted 
that schools are full of life and are missioned to facilitate and accredit learning through 
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seasoned structures underpinned by policies and syllabi. It is also broadly advocated that 
schools should strive towards creating constructive learning spaces for ‘all’: students, 
parents, teachers and leaders alike. Years ago my six year-old daughter had a difficult year 
in her first compulsory schooling due to unorthodox practices from her classroom 
teacher.  During a summer conversation I had with her with the intent of reassuring her, 
she replied with a short phrase ‘it’s OK papa, we are all learning!’ This phrase surprised 
me because it was a reflected empathic phrase coming from a six year-old and because I 
was missing that perspective myself even though I was an experienced educator.   

This episode made me reflect how we are often so immersed in our tasks that minimal 
attention is left for reflection on the learning of the professionals who deliver it. I 
questioned if we are truly learning from our experiences. I realised that we are often 
missing much on the transformation of learning from experience through critical 
reflection, owing to our routinized processes and structures - not least the professional 
learning and development of teachers. It was thus this reflective process and the 
examination of my experiences as parent, educator and leader that led me into deeper 
scrutiny of what could be done to challenge unquestioned processes of teacher growth. 
My desire was to research a PLD approach with the engagement of teachers as actors 
and reflective practitioners upon their contextualised experiences. Through this 
perspective, experiences are seen as resources of learning where through reflection and 
action they serve as catalysts of learning, growth and improvement. Dewey (1997, p. 50) 
stated that ‘the educational process has no end beyond itself; it is its own end … [it] is 
one of continual reorganising, reconstructing, transforming’. This statement expresses 
the core axiom of my research. 

Against this background and the school context which has already embraced a degree of 
professional learning community (PLC) (Farrugia, 2016), this research attempted to 
address paradoxes related to PLD methodologies. These paradoxes can be identified on 
the national context and also on the school context. On both the national context that 
has long desired that schools engage a PLC culture (Mifsud, 2016) and on the school 
context which has evidenced an extent of PLC, the professional development sessions are 
still highly centralised. Centralised, in the sense that the area of development does not 
come from personal or contextual needs but influenced by policies and changes decided 
by those who lead (Bodman et al., 2012). Most policies and proposed changes in schools 
are underpinned by good intents and their ideals are often commended. However, often 
they fail to bring about the desired improvement due to lack of certainty about the 
conditions needed to get to the desired change (Robinson, 2017). Bryk et al. (2015) state 
that, ‘[w]e consistently fail to appreciate what it actually takes to make some promising 
idea work reliably in practice’ (p.6). Keeping in mind what Bryk et al. (2015) observed 
which may likewise have been a pitfall of this research, I have proposed to mediate 
through these paradoxes by enacting teachers’ agency, the challenge of their beliefs and 
contextualization of practices as the bases of effective professional growth.  

1.3.1 The Need for an Alternative Approach 

In demystifying the numerous calls for twenty-first century skills (Fadel et al., 2015; 
Saavedra and Opfer, 2012a), it is opportune that we understand that the said skills and 



4 
 

competences ‘are not new, just newly important’ (Silva, 2009, p. 631). They have gained 
more prominence in these last decades due to the pace of change of the economy and 
the corresponding required workforce. It seems that we have entered into the Industry 
4.0 revealed by the German government in 2011 (OECD, 2019a). This fourth industrial 
revolution is driving towards decentralisation and networking and based on the World 
Wide Web, thus defined under ‘Cyber-Physical Systems’, ‘Internet of Things’ and 
‘Networking’ (OECD, 2019a, p. 6). ‘The strategy called for creating a “smart industry” in 
which people, devices, objects and systems combine to form dynamic, self-organising 
networks of production’ (ibid., p. 6). 

Literature often stresses the purpose placed on PLD approaches (Biesta, 2009, 2015; 
Kennedy, 2015), which primarily revolves on optimising students’ learning and 
development.  They argue that PLD goals need to be projected towards developing 
pedagogies that help students’ thrive in complex futures made of uncertain and 
unexpected challenges, characterised by an intense pace of change as denominator (Luna 
Scott, 2015c). Moreover, today’s learners are already ‘no longer the individuals that 
educational systems were originally designed to teach’ (Luna Scott, 2015a, p. 3), let alone 
those of tomorrow. Pedagogy 2.0, for instance, is a reaction to this phenomenon and 
moves away from the didactic approach of information transmission since the reality is 
that information today is readily available; conversely, it encourages students’ agency 
and control of learning through participation, communication and the creation of 
knowledge. It is also characterised by ‘personalised modes of learning and individualised 
teacher support’ (ibid., p. 7). Pedagogy 2.0 is supported by the 4Cs (creativity, critical 
thinking, communication and collaboration) which are skills identified as fundamental for 
the twenty-first century workforce (Fadel et al., 2015). Saavedra and Opfer (2012b, p. 7) 
contend that learners do not gain these competencies and skills if they are not ‘explicitly 
taught’. However, it would be more in line with twenty-first century demands if these 
skills and competencies are learned through facilitated opportunities, rather than the 
dissonant ‘transmission’ method which is still predominant in the global educational 
scenario (Saavedra and Opfer, 2012b). The Industry 2.0 (assembly line, mass production, 
electrical energy) and Industry 3.0 (automation, computers and electronics) cultures are 
still the predominant influence in our school systems (OECD, 2019a; Schleicher, 2018). 
Luna Scott (2015c) states that: 

E-drafting, critique and exhibition are critical tasks that inspire high-quality 
work from learners and advance the very skills – commitment, problem 
solving and adaptability – that employers demand of twenty first century 
graduates. (p.6) 

The above does not occur without enquiry, networking and creativity, which makes 
content more relevant and understandable. Digital technology is empowering learners to 
become generators of content, making them active learners rather than passive 
consumers of knowledge (Frey, 2007; McLoughlin and Lee, 2010). This backdrop 
highlights the value of students’ awareness of metacognitive abilities, critical reflection, 
transference and renovation of learning as critical for the success of gaining new 
competencies (Luna Scott, 2015c). This century thus demands a redistribution of learning 
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roles and responsibilities. The emphasis now needs to be more on learning rather than 
on teaching, where the learner is more central, has more access, influence and control 
on the content and process. ‘The transformation from teacher-led learning to self-
directed learning to self-determined learning will provide learners with a range of 
competencies and skills needed to succeed in modern global societies’ (ibid., p. 15). 

OECD (2019a) in this regard affirms that ‘learners, rather than political preferences, 
needed to be placed firmly at the heart of curriculum change’ (p. 8). However, here is 
where ‘the going gets tough’ as goals, standards, and curricula of education have 
historical inertia and are slow to evolve (Fadel et al., 2015). 'Nemo dat quod non habet' 
is a legal rule meaning that ‘no one gives what one doesn't have’ which also applies in 
this context. If schools, curricula and teachers are not ready to adapt and reflect future 
demands, learners will be deprived of the learning opportunities that equip them for 
future challenges, and consequently puts them at risk of being an inadequate workforce. 
Curricula need to be weeded of unnecessary content which either has lost relevance or 
can be learned as a result of other content to make room for new pertinent skills and 
competencies to be mastered (ibid.). ‘Meta-layering (e.g. interdisciplinary themes, 
learning how to learn), and personalised learning approaches will then complete this 
transformation’ (Luna Scott, 2015c, p. 2). For this to be possible school systems need to: 

ensure that there is an adequate supply of well-trained and motivated 
teachers and school leadership; improve teachers’ training, conditions of 
service and deployment; and offer ample professional development 
opportunities (UNESCO and UNICEF, 2013, p. 5) 

Teachers therefore need to be trusted and given more ownership of professional practice 
(Bodman et al., 2012).  A reconceptualization of autonomy is needed to transform the 
working contexts of teachers where on a ‘profession-wide construct [it] shapes the ways 
in which teachers are governed, regulated, trusted and respected as a professional group’ 
(Kennedy, 2014, p. 694). Vangrieken et al. (2017) note that teacher experiences need to 
be conceived as crucial for their PLD endeavours and teachers seen as able to structure 
their own learning. The critical position of teachers is also indispensable in the recognition 
of the fast pace of change which is making policymakers inefficient due to the time 
required to communicate, explain and implement a reform. Schleicher (2018) contends 
that: 

The only way to shorten that timeframe is to professionalise teaching, 
ensuring that teachers have a deep understanding not only of the 
curriculum as a product, but of the process of designing a curriculum and 
the pedagogies that will best communicate the ideas behind the 
curriculum. (p.265) 

The centrality of the teachers’ role and their development is a recurrent theme in the 
literature of change and improvement (Robinson, 2017; Schleicher, 2012). There is a 
need for teachers of this century to reconceptualise their roles from being a passive and 
indispensable knowledge resource, to ‘coaches and facilitators for acquiring knowledge’ 
(Luna Scott, 2015b, p. 6). Schleicher (2018) states: 
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the kind of education needed today requires teachers to be high-level 
knowledge workers who constantly advance their own professional 
knowledge as well as that of their profession. Teachers need to be agents 
of innovation not least because innovation is critically important for 
generating new sources of growth through improved efficiency and 
productivity. (p.36) 

This role shifting might be challenging for some as they need to ‘resituate themselves 
professionally, not as a traditional teacher, but as a highly-skilled advanced learner’ 
(Saavedra and Opfer, 2012b, p. 6). Consequently, PLD approaches also have to model 
twenty-first century skills, competencies and approaches. Teachers themselves need 
experience in how they can be knowledge creators, self-determined and self-directed 
learners before implementing it in their classrooms. They must become confident with 
adapting new methods of planning, classroom management, and coordinating teams of 
independent learners, to explore and gain new understandings and skills to prepare 
learners for twenty-first century demands (Trilling and Fadel, 2009). Moreover, they must 
not only be driven to develop what they know, but also go more in-depth into how they 
know, to create a personal learning profile that is effective and fulfilling; thus modelling 
the importance of metacognition needed in today’s learners (Luna Scott, 2015c). 

Bull and Gilbert (2012, p. 6) state that ‘a key part of their role is to model the confidence, 
openness, persistence, commitment and pleasure in the face of uncertainty that students 
need to be good learners’. Teachers must likewise become comfortable and enthusiastic 
about sharing their practice within networks of learning.  The latter projects teachers 
understanding as adult learners, they are connected to a wider community of 
professional educators and that they are also central to the community’s development 
(Leadbeater, 2008). The goal is to move away from the ‘old school’ belief ‘that knowledge 
is static and complete, and [learners] become experts at consuming knowledge rather 
than producing it’ (Luna Scott, 2015c, p. 7), because the twenty-first century is eager for 
creativity and innovation in communities of practice. 

 

1.4 Research Context  

1.4.1 National Context 

Like many countries, Malta, where the case study is located, has been influenced by a 
global narrative that links schooling to economic performance (Kennedy, 2014). It is 
recurrently investing to optimise educational practices in an effort to reduce poverty and 
increase social cohesion and competitiveness through employability (Camilleri and 
Camilleri, 2016). The augmentation of the country’s intellectual capital was always a 
priority to Maltese Governments (Bezzina and Cutajar, 2012). The capacity building of 
educators towards the above ambitions thus becomes critical. McNiff (2010) asserts that: 

There is a real awareness that if governments wish their citizens to 
become productive and adaptive workforces in the 21st Century, 
professional learning has to be given the highest priority, and supported 
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by democratic structures that value individual learning as the basis for 
collective practices. (p.29)  

School leaders and teachers in Malta, to date, have relied mainly on a central provision 
for learning and development which, as good as it might have been, was not always 
contextualised and situated where application of new knowledge and skills might not be 
relevant (Attard Tonna, 2012). Moreover, as Harteis and Goller (2014) note: 

a passive approach may lead to the instrumentalisation of learning 
processes. By relying only on learning opportunities that are readily 
available and/or somehow compulsory, individuals give up the control of 
their professional development. Consequently, learning programmes will 
not always meet individuals’ concrete needs. (p.45) 

The sessions are thus more in tune with the old, rather than a paradigm that recognises 
individuals as collaborators in knowledge creation (McNiff, 2010; Schleicher, 2012). 
Change and the globalisation process have transformed the concept of knowledge 
(Andreotti, 2009; Hargreaves and Fullan, 2013). Gilbert (2007) explains that it should be 
considered more as collaborative knowledge creation rather than knowledge retrieval. 
The reconceptualising of knowledge is consequently conditioning how learning and 
education are addressed (Fadel, 2015). 

Schools are entrusted with the complex mission of educating students for an 
unpredictable future made of inconceivable technologies, jobs and social intricacies 
(ibid.). Adaptability, flexibility, creativity, versatility, ingenuity, communication, critical 
thinking and collaboration are amongst the most acclaimed aspects that education 
should promote to address the challenges posed by the knowledge economy (Kivunja, 
2015; Saavedra and Opfer, 2012a).  The learning culture of a school in this scenario is thus 
critical (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). 

There is evidence from a history of educational law updates, reforms, counter-reforms 
and policies intensification in these last four decades (Education.gov.mt, 2017; Ministry 
of Education, 1999; Ministry of Education & Employment, 2011; Ministry of Education, 
2005) of efforts to decentralise and shift leadership responsibilities to schools or colleges. 
One of the main influential reforms in Maltese education, predisposed by a number of 
precursor documents before 2005 (Wain et al., 1995), was For All Children to Succeed 
(FACT) (Ministry of Education Youth and Employment, 2005). Coupled with the 
amendment of the Education Act of 2006, the FACT’s aims were to improve the 
governance of the educational sector from a centralised system to an autonomous one 
and promote more networking. This reform mainly affected governance of the state 
sectors. However, distinction between the private and the church sectors is still quite 
evident to date. The latter sectors then, are even more isolated as schools, where 
networking is greatly limited, thus objectives of this policy are still challenging and far 
from the projected ideal (Mifsud, 2016); considering also, that the latter sectors 
altogether cater for almost a half of the student population. However, the introduction 
and the creation of communities of practice were seen as a good move towards the 
optimisation of human and resource capital, thus valuing more the professionals through 
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a distribution of leadership (Bezzina and Cutajar, 2012). Nonetheless, FACT marked a 
significant landmark which promoted a number of other reforms of which some related 
to teacher training, induction and professional development. The latter was seen as 
pivotal for the attainment of every reform’s critical aim; i.e. a quality education for all.  

Consequently, the initial teacher training course was upgraded from a Bachelor’s degree 
to a Master’s level with the introduction of school placements supported by trained 
mentors. The mentoring course in parallel with this change would serve a dual purpose 
of supporting student teachers during their training placements and also following the 
induction of newly qualified teachers, thus, addressing a weakness in the previous system 
(Bezzina, 2002d) and increasing association between the main local University and the 
schools.  

Another pillar needing improvement was the training and education of the existent 
experienced teachers. For continuing professional development (CPD) teachers mainly 
relied on a system of three-day In-Service Education and Training courses (INSET) most 
often mandated through an obligation to attend one training session every two years in 
accordance with the agreement between the State and the Malta Union of Teachers, 
either organised at school, sectorial or departmental level subject to availability. 
Generally, these Professional Development (PD) sessions, were a clone of the expert 
addressing the lesser with a tinge of marketing ground-breaking pedagogies. 
Notwithstanding, in recent years there was an increase in teachers who advanced their 
education through masters or diploma courses due to an increase in sponsorship 
schemes from the government and the EU. In 2015 an Institute for Education was 
purposely established to develop professional learning and training that ‘inject[s] the 
21st-century skills and competencies into the educators at all levels of leadership and 
infuse[s] equity and social justice within all the learning programs’ 
(Instituteforeducation.gov.mt, 2017).  

While Bezzina and Cutajar (2012) are more understanding that such a paradigm shift 
takes time, Mifsud (2016) is sceptical how the FACT policy truly managed to decentralise.  
She argues that the system has ‘normalised’ school leaders and offers a ‘conditional 
autonomy’ in a ‘policy-mandated reform within an infrastructure of hegemonic neoliberal 
discourse’ (Mifsud, 2016, p. 444). The issue of ‘normalisation’ might be a reason why the 
cultural shift is modest, while sporadic examples are known of what Bezzina (2002c) had 
proposed years before (Bezzina, 1991b, 2002b) as schools becoming a learning 
organisation with school based staff development practices. 

However, from 2017 there was an advancement towards the vision of creating 
professional learning communities across the island. Through new sectorial agreements 
with the Malta Union of Teachers teaching grades are obliged to take part in what is called 
management-driven Community of Professional Educators (CoPE) training sessions. 
Moreover, there are incentives for self-sought PLD sessions. Forty hours of Management-
driven CoPE sessions are allocated in a calendar of every school year of which 12 hours 
specifically need to focus on the school development plan. Though the structure intended 
to distribute more autonomy for PLD modes, the old paradigm is still prevailing in the 
applied approaches and processes. 
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Consequently, school leaders and teachers still rely mainly on a central provision for 
learning and development such as engaged experts from centralised bodies, such as the 
Ministry for Education and Employment (MEDE), Institute for Education or the Secretariat 
for Catholic Education (church schools governing body). The training sessions offered, as 
good as they might be, are not always contextualised and situated where application of 
new knowledge might not be relevant, not supported enough and often miss the 
practicality ethic much sought by teachers (Doyle and Ponder, 1977). The structure may 
have changed but the conceptualisation of teachers’ PLD is still expertise dominated. The 
training sessions predominantly kept the ‘one stop shop’ approach, which are more in 
tune with the old, rather than the desired innovative paradigm. In such an approach the 
developee and learner is still distant and not given enough responsibility for learning. As 
Calvert (2016) notes: 

Teachers … are sometimes complicit in relinquishing control for their own 
learning. They may be reluctant to push back against structures that don’t 
work or are unaware of how to make constructive changes in what they 
are offered. (p.53) 

Thus, at the time of the research, the disconnection between the process of learning and 
experience was still prevalent.  

 

1.4.2 School Context 

For the past ten years, I have been engaged, as deputy-head, in establishing a 
professional learning community (PLC) at a newly-built Church run primary school. The 
school has six grade levels with three classes per grade. Children start their schooling at 
age five (grade one) and move up until they are in grade six (11 years). This primary school 
is the result of a response to the FACT policy which sought to remove the 11+ selective 
examinations for secondary schools (Ministry of Education Youth and Employment, 
2005). The primary school thus became an extension of an established secondary school 
with an already existent strong culture, where one of its aims was to serve as a feeder for 
the secondary school, thereby also guaranteeing quality education from the early years. 
Consequently, the wish was that the new extension would adopt and indeed strengthen 
this positive culture. This proved to be successful as embracing a culture of a PLC was 
seen as an enrichment of the existing culture. The results were quite encouraging even 
though the PLC phenomenon was always a work in progress (Farrugia, 2016).  

It is pertinent for the reader to understand the culture and atmosphere shared within 
this community. The Maltese Quality Assurance Department (2017) report on the school 
states that: 

Various members of staff are currently furthering their studies. During in-
house professional development sessions, they are given the opportunity 
to share their expertise. Teachers also have the opportunity to share good 
classroom practice across year groups during these same sessions. This is 
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an asset to the professional learning community of the school and 
enhances professional growth. (p.3) 

Mutual respect, responsibility and collaboration are not only highlighted 
in the various school policies and documents but are evidenced in the way 
various stakeholders interact together and participate in the life of the 
school… Parents praised the strong Catholic ethos and family like 
atmosphere in the school. This is creating a healthy environment that 
sustains the well-being of the school community. (p.8) 

Influenced by this experience and the felt benefits of distributed leadership, the 
aspiration to study an approach apt for teachers in such a community by giving them the 
lead in their PLD modality was enticing. The aim was to create a versatile, organic system 
that adopts Bezzina and Cutajar’s (2012, p. 22) idea of ‘inside out’ and ‘outside in’, thus 
reacting to the desire for school autonomy, teacher professionalism, distributed 
leadership, personalised learning, authenticity and contextualization of learning, 
supported by theory and distributed over a period of time with increased collaboration.  

Through this research I aimed to study probable processes that teachers choose for this 
learning imperative whilst addressing the call by Cordingley et al. (2015) that: 

There is a need to identify in more detail the processes that are key to 
ensuring that conscripts as well as volunteers develop ownership of CPDL 
and are successful in using new practices to enhance pupil achievement. 
(p.13) 

Nonetheless, such an approach presented some challenges along the whole 
implementation process that are worth noting and which might provide insight into how 
such a PLD process can be supported in the future. I also wished to understand if such an 
approach to PLD makes any impact on teacher practices and their self-efficacy. 

 

1.5 Research Motivations 

As noted above, my personal experiences as a teacher, leader and administrator often 
induce critical reflections on the training sessions that I have attended. Though all 
learning is valuable, not all learning leads to a change in practice, as most often it is not 
timely in addressing immediate needs and fails to challenge subtly predominant values 
and beliefs. Moreover, where knowledge was relevant, the reality evinces that once the 
scholastic year starts it is at times very hard, without relevant structured support and 
focus, to put the learned theory into practice. The reasons are frequently due to 
contrasting contexts where variables and prioritised needs are quite diverse.  

Another common perception conveyed in a number of courses was that professionalism 
was sometimes insufficiently recognised: teachers’ experience, reflexivity and criticality 
were underestimated, resulting in demotivating sessions (Taylor et al., 2015). This might 
be a consequence of the impersonal environments of these courses, together with mixed 
backgrounds, beliefs, values and experiences of the casual blend of attendees, as well as 
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the time limit of the courses. In these environments, compliance is perhaps one of the 
shared motivators. Attard Tonna and Shanks (2017) acknowledge the importance of the 
professional learning environment and outline a number of factors that may be conducive 
to teacher learning such as collaboration and support. 

In impersonal contrived scenarios, waste of resources and time, and a lack of motivation 
towards learning are common. King (2014, p. 90) has noted that measuring professional 
development impact frequently ‘ignored impact on teacher learning, use of new 
practices, pupils’ outcomes and/or value for money’ because most often the measuring 
tools were missing and learning was not in context. Although there were a number of 
past recommendations from local researchers in the field of PLD approaches (Bezzina, 
1991a, 2002a, c), there seems to have been little evidence that there were any national 
initiatives to offer innovative formats. 

In my attempt to understand what happens when teachers are given the opportunity to 
take decisions and self-determine their learning several phenomena have been observed. 
Some confirm previous research and others may need further study. Change is part of life 
but its pace is relative to the times and contexts. As a matter of fact, the myriad of reforms 
that global education sectors promote is an emergence and consequence of change. 
Historical inertia and inefficient evolution of concepts are often two reasons why well 
intended reforms fade before completion (Fadel et al., 2015). It is perhaps because we 
struggle to understand fully that schools are complex adaptive systems, as we seem to 
keep trying to simplify through linear structures that disregard diversity and thus ‘are not 
sufficient to equip [teachers] for decision-making’(Bodman et al., 2012, p.19). These 
efforts might have taught us that they are methodologically efficient but not effective 
enough to respond to the demand of the times.   

Einstein’s expression that ‘the problems that exist in the world today cannot be solved by 
the level of thinking that created them’ (Prensky, 2009, p. 1) stimulates reflection on 
reforms and innovations that are intended to bring about improvements. Change needs 
an active understanding and a creative thinking to couple the appropriate response. This 
research was based on the belief that if we need to engage effectively with learning and 
learners’ complexity, conditioned by idiosyncratic contexts, we need a rethink of the way 
we vision the teacher as a professional (Day, 2013). Empowering teachers for their 
professional growth was seen as key to the immediate response required in a complex 
fast changing world and school environments.  The development of teachers’ complex 
capacities and their creative genius was believed to be one of the lines of action to 
correspond to complexity and change. Zull (2006, p. 8) states that ‘[s]kilfully designed 
experiences whose purpose is to generate new ideas and theories in the learner are very 
powerful’ especially when learners are entrusted the responsibility of their learning and 
address situated conflicts. Thus, this research endeavoured to test this hypothesis and 
observe the outcome. 

1.6 Contributions to the Field  

This research is intended for all those who are interested in broadening their 
understanding of adult learning and development from an agentic perspective, teachers 



12 
 

in particular. There are numerous calls from researchers for the understanding of the 
learning process of teacher PLD (Evans, 2014; McCormick, 2010; Opfer and Pedder, 
2011). Although a case study of one school, the conclusions of this research might be an 
inspiration to policy makers, leaders and teachers on how agency for teachers’ PLD can 
be supported in specific contexts and also predict probable outcomes.  This research 
contributed also towards the appreciation of school collaborative cultures and teachers’ 
PLD. The school collaborative culture has determined the PLD approach, which has also 
contributed to collective-efficacy and collective agency. Moreover, the findings 
suggested that there are levels of teacher agency. This observation may also act as a base 
for further in-depth research that studies these levels and their ontology. Teacher pre-
service training providers can also benefit from the outcomes of this research. A number 
of suggestions have been linked to the need to consider some elements such as meta-
cognition, reflection and self-determined learning to be initiated at pre-service level. In 
addition, this research can be a motivator for teachers that they are able to self-
determine their learning and reap much from their experiences. It is likewise a proof that 
when teachers are trusted and supported under proper conditions they perform and 
achieve greater capacity.  

 

1.7 Organisation of Thesis  

The thesis consists of eight chapters. This first chapter is intended to introduce the reader 
to a number of concepts that determined the conceptualisation of the whole project. It 
identifies the research questions and the contexts in which their understanding is framed 
and tries to explain why this research came to be and why such an approach was 
considered worthy of study.  

Chapter 2 and 3 review relevant literature. Chapter 2 focuses on the conceptualisation of 
teachers’ PLD. It deconstructs the phenomenon to clarify as much as possible the 
attributed meanings and literature contributions towards its understanding as a social 
medium of learning. The effective characteristics of PLD approach are studied which led 
to a classification of different PLD processes as related to purpose and approach. Other 
socio-cultural phenomena are also taken into consideration such as collaboration and 
leadership and how these impinge on teacher PLD processes. Chapter 3 is a continuation 
and build-up of the review of literature but with a narrower scope that analyses schools 
as complex adaptive systems. Teachers are central to these systems where their 
adaptation through learning and development brings along reorganisation. Thus, teacher 
learning and its link to agency and self-efficacy is scrutinised in the light of self-
determined contextualised approaches to PLD.  

Chapter 4 presents the rationale of the methodology employed to answer the research 
questions designed to lead this research. This chapter explains how and why the research 
tools were chosen and designed to meet the research aims. It also explains ethical issues 
presented in this context and how they were addressed.  

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 present the main research findings. These chapters share the findings 
in an organised manner where Chapter 5 mainly deals with data on the PLD approach as 
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an autonomous opportunity given to the teachers in this study. The discussion focuses 
on how the teachers have reacted to self-determined PLD. Chapter 6 then follows by 
studying the motivations that have driven teachers’ agency, while Chapter 7 deals with 
knowledge and skills that have been observed to have developed during the research 
and/or others that where seen lacking. 

Chapter 8, which is the final chapter, summarises the main points from the findings 
chapters, to gather the salient concepts while it puts forward a number of propositions 
inspired by the research. I proposed how teacher agency can be promoted and supported 
in schools while also suggesting necessary parameters that can be considered at personal, 
interpersonal and organisational levels. Moreover, I present a tier of agency that varies 
in relation to reflectivity of the individual. 

1.8 Conclusion 

The compendium of chapters gathered in this thesis have one main aim: to join the 
educational research community in the pursuit of enlightenment on how learning and 
development for teachers can be better understood from an agentic perspective. 
Enacting teacher capacity into their contexts and empowering them on their daily 
experiences to refine practices was believed to be a strong tool for learning and 
development. This approach is believed to motivate teachers further for their personal 
growth while strengthening their self-efficacy when properly supported. Ultimately, it is 
believed to benefit the whole learning community.  
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 LITERATURE REVIEW  
 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents a conceptual analysis of professional learning and development. 
The analysis stretches from the understanding of the term itself to how teachers’ PLD and 
its impact can be evaluated. The discussion starts by examining the relationship between 
professionalism, learning and development in an attempt to set the conceptual grounds 
on which this research is based. This research examines teachers’ professional agency as 
a medium for learning and development, and what happens when teachers are given the 
capacity to self-determine their learning processes. Prior to addressing ‘teacher agency’ 
as the core interest of this research (discussed in Chapter 3), it was deemed relevant to 
consider the elements that influence and shape professional learning and development 
such as definition and teachers’ perception of the phenomenon. The arguments raised in 
this chapter are aimed at underpinning the research with theories on teachers’ 
professional learning and development. The discussion is believed to help in a more 
informed critical address to the research questions. 

Consequently, the chapter explores the various types of PLD approaches while 
endeavouring to chart a classification that helps to understand the processes that 
respectively align with PLD purposes. The classification will also help to locate 
professional agency and teacher-led PLD with regard to their critical elements. It will also 
help in understanding the value of agency in a professional growth process. The most 
effective characteristics outlined by research are examined next while taking a more in-
depth look into collaborative cultures and leadership both pillars for collective agency. 
These characteristics will serve as a review benchmark for the proposed and tested PLD 
approach. An understanding of culture and leadership is essential due to their influence 
on schools and their effectiveness. The last section addresses how PLD process can be 
evaluated, as the method of evaluation is seen as one of the most critical for this 
phenomenon to develop and retain its relevance and impact.  

 

2.1.1 Influential Literature and Search Methods  

This research started with a number of unstructured journal searches in the area of PD, 
which originated from a personal motivation and interest in the local educational sector. 
Furthermore, the enquiry looked for what alternative formats of PD are found, and if any 
researched frameworks of PD similar to that being proposed for this study already 
existed. Key literature sources that influenced the start of this research were: 

i. Bubb (2013) and Bubb and Earley (2007) which give a critical analysis of PD 
opportunities based on communities of learning, and most importantly expose 
the teacher as a person and the experiences as protagonist in the learning models.  

ii. Timperley et al. (2008) is highly critical of the traditional approaches of PD and 
discusses alternatives that have proven to improve students’ learning. 
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iii. Stoll et al. (2012) and Cordingley et al. (2015) provide literature reviews that 
outline the characteristics of effective professional development and learning. 

iv. Kennedy (2005, 2014) gives a synthesis and analysis of different types of PD. 
v. Opfer and Pedder (2011) present a review of literature on professional learning 

adopting complexity theory to expose the interaction of three subsystems: the 
teacher, the school and the learning activity for teacher learning. 

vi. Kolb (2015) proposes the ‘experiential learning theory’ where new knowledge is 
gained and created through the construction and deconstruction of experience. 

The above sources on the unfolding literature of PD have set a clearer direction in an 
attempt towards a research proposition. I started to follow relevant literature and 
authors cited in these articles and books while creating a research plan with specific 
Boolean sets of key words. Table 2.1 is a list of a starting set of key words which were 
used in various combinations at the start of the searches. The search was conducted 
through various search engines where Google Scholar and Taylor & Francis were 
predominant in this pursuit with search alerts for new literature not older than ten years. 
An exception to this control was when a seminal work on a topic needed to be consulted 
and referred to. The referenced literature was predominantly from journals and in English 
language. In addition, ‘controlled vocabulary’ was also sometimes found helpful to 
explore possible pathways as the literature was unfolding.  

Table 2.1 List of Boolean Key Words 

Professional 

Teacher / Agency / Self-efficacy 

Leadership 

Teacher Learning / Education 

Authentic Professional Development 

Knowledge Society 

Professional Learning Communities 

Learning and Development 

Change 

Complexity theory 

Learning Organisations 

Learning Ecosystems 

21st Century Education 

Collective Intelligence 

 

2.2 Perspectives on Professional Learning and Development  

2.2.1 Professional Learning and Development  

Research literature about professional learning and development uses a mix of 
terminology to describe essentially the same phenomenon. These range from 
professional development (PD) (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017), continuing professional 
development (CPD) (Cordingley, 2015), continuing professional development and 
learning (CPDL) (Cordingley et al., 2015), professional learning and development (PLD) 
(Timperley et al., 2008), joint practice development (JPD) (Fielding et al., 2005) or 
authentic professional learning (APL) (Webster-Wright, 2010). The list is definitely not 
exhaustive. Though every term is referring to a social phenomenon of learning and 
development, each variant is implying a particular format or process. In the context of 
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this study, professional learning and development (PLD) was chosen as the preferred 
term as it was considered to be the elemental description of what occurs in this 
phenomenon.  This choice of term was seen as fit for purpose since the research was 
dependent on the teachers’ choices which are in turn conditioned by their agency. This 
meant that teachers were free to choose a learning and development approach of their 
preference. ‘Continuing’ was considered to be unnecessary due to the belief that learning 
and development is inevitable and akin to professionalism (Clarke and Hollingsworth, 
2002; Sachs, 2005). The next section will thus expand more on the understanding and 
meanings of the words that make up the term, professional learning and development. 

 

2.2.2 Defining Professional Learning and Development  

Coffield (2000, p. 3) has warned that the discourse around professional development is 
epitomised by ‘conceptual vagueness’. While I agree with Coffield (2000) about the 
‘vagueness’, I differ that this is undesirable.  My position is rooted in the post-structural 
theory that understands that structure must be about change rather than representation 
(Deleuze, 2001). Deleuze (2001) conceives structure not as a repetition of a phenomenon 
but as an essential catalyst for the development of that phenomenon. Taking professional 
development as the structure, unpredicted processes or outcomes do not preclude it 
from being classified as PLD process. Despite this, it might also miss a preconceived mode 
or definition of a PLD model. If a PLD process has accidentally resulted in an unplanned 
outcome where participants have positively changed their beliefs and practices, could it 
not similarly be considered as learning and development?  

Williams (2014, p. 61) explains that ‘thought is not about essences or truths, but about 
evolutions, changes and differences’. The concept of ‘thought’ here is important as 
definitions are rooted in the espoused beliefs about the concept (see section 2.3). The 
concerns raised by Coffield (2000) and others, like Friedman and Phillips (2004, p. 370) 
who claim that PLD is an ‘ambiguous and contested concept’, make sense in a culture of 
linear reasoning of cause and effect as opposed to open, evolutionary and innovative 
approaches. For instance, considering reflective practice as one of the processes of 
learning and development, Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002, p. 956) note that social 
behaviour is open to interpretation where ‘it is the interpreted change, rather than any 
observable change [by the teacher] that is crucial to subsequent change in teacher 
knowledge and beliefs’. What might end up being a learning experience for someone 
might not be to someone else. What might be an effective PLD process in one context 
might not be as effective in another. 

Fraser et al. (2007, p. 157) argue that a PLD process may be better comprehended as a 
form of ‘change strategies’. A PLD process may be underpinned by an ‘empirical–rational’ 
strategy which is aimed at ‘conventional knowledge transfer process’ which purports that 
through factual evidence, reason may be the motivator to bring about change. 
Alternatively, it could be underpinned by a ‘normative–re-educative’ strategy which leans 
more towards being ‘naturalistic and integrated into the authentic, ongoing, professional 
activities of teachers, effected by enabling teachers to exercise more autonomy and 
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agency and through cultivating their professional growth’ (ibid., p. 157). The latter is 
underpinned by the belief that change will only occur once a change occurs in the values, 
attitudes, skills and relationships. Therefore, what do we understand by professional, by 
learning and by development in a teacher’s growth journey? 

 

2.2.3 Teacher Professionalism 

In the broad and classical view, professions are distinctive areas of work developed to 
improve human lives. These are defined by expert knowledge and skills which are often 
self-regulated by accountability, strong service ethics and trust (Biesta, 2015; OECD, 
2016). In the educational context, Wang et al. (2014, p. 431) synthesise three dimensions 
of professionalism namely: ‘professional knowledge’ validated through qualifications and 
memberships, ‘teacher autonomy’ evidenced in decision-making and distributed 
leadership, and ‘responsibility’ referring to the obligation towards students’ development 
and their own professional work. These three dimensions are very similar to Hargreaves 
and Fullan‘s (2012) interpretation of teacher professional capital where they equate the 
professional strength to the human capital (level of knowledge base), social capital 
(degree of support and collaboration), and decisional capital (professional agency of 
teachers).  

Hargreaves (2000, p. 175) argues that at the turn of this century, teachers were ‘on the 
edge of an age of postmodern professionalism’. Postmodern professionalism is 
characterised by complex demands on the profession, together with a social shift towards 
relativism. He was not sure about the probable outcome of such an era but he advocates 
the creation of ‘superb professional learning and working conditions’ for educators (ibid., 
p. 175). Hargreaves and Goodson (2002) propose ‘complex professionalism’ as one of the 
discourses that fit this age of fast-paced changes. They list seven guiding principles that 
they feel would augment the meaning of teacher professionalism. These principles are 
the expansion of the three dimensions mentioned above with the exception of the 
seventh, which asks for the creation and recognition of the complexity of teaching. Thus, 
contemporary teacher professionalism challenges teachers to gain confidence and 
dedicate themselves to developing and seeking advanced practices in their pedagogical 
endeavours. Evans (2014) identifies three main constituent components of 
professionalism: behavioural, attitudinal and intellectual.  

The behavioural component of professionalism relates to what 
practitioners physically do at work.  

Sub-components:  

Processual - processes that people apply to their work 

Procedural - procedures that they apply to their work 

Productive - output, productivity and achievement (how much 
people ‘do’ and what they achieve) 

Competential - and their skills and competences  
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The attitudinal component of professionalism relates to attitudes held.  

Sub-components:  

Perceptual - perceptions, beliefs and views held (including those 
relating to oneself, hence, self-perception and identity) 

Evaluative - people’s values 

Motivational - and people’s motivation, job satisfaction and 
morale 

The intellectual component of professionalism relates to practitioners’ 
knowledge and understanding and their knowledge structures.  

Sub-components:  

Epistemological - the bases of people’s knowledge  

Rationalistic - the nature and degree of reasoning that they apply 
to their practice 

Comprehensive - what they know and understand  

Analytical - the nature and degree of their analyticism 

(pp.189-190) 

Evans’ (2014) deconstruction of professionalism is useful in understanding the 
multidimensionality of potential growth of the professional. It also helps leaders in 
identifying supportive structures and conditions that are known to promote 
professionalism and development, such as distributed leadership and collaborative 
cultures.  

 

2.2.4 Learning and Development 

Development is often defined as the process by which someone grows, changes and 
improves, while learning is explained as knowledge acquired by systematic study, 
extensive literary acquisition and experiences (Knowles et al., 2012). In professional 
terms, learning sometimes needs to precede development but at other times, 
development is obligatory. Merriam (2004) explains that: 

although transformative learning appears to lead to a more mature, more 
autonomous, more “developed” level of thinking, it might also be argued 
that to be able to engage in the process in the first place requires a certain 
level of development and in particular, cognitive development. (p.61) 

Kolb (2015) has encapsulated this dialectic relationship between learning and 
development through Vygotsky’s theory of ‘zone of proximal development’, where he 
views learning as occurring through ‘experiences of imitation and communication with 
others and interact with the physical environment, [where] internal developmental 
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potentialities are enacted’ (ibid., p. 198). The last word ‘enacted’ is critical here as it is 
the process of initiation towards change. Enactment is also related to agency. When 
enactment occurs, interest is triggered which in turn leads to motivation and agency. 
Motivation is considered a pillar in behaviour change (Mitchie et al., 2011). Though 
change does not always result in improvement, here it is assumed to be progressive. 
Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002) advocate the concept of enactment in the teacher’s 
learning process where they view its coupling with reflection as beneficial to change, and 
uniquely so when it connects to practice and cognition. 

Easton (2008) concurs with purposeful action and views a shift from development to 
learning. She views teachers becoming active learners and ‘self-developing’ individuals as 
beneficial, where they are transforming themselves into autonomous and self-driven 
professionals. The OECD (2009, p. 49) report on how to create effective teaching and 
learning environments specifically defines CPD ‘as activities that develop an individual’s 
skills, knowledge, expertise and other characteristics as a teacher’. This definition is 
rather generic, where the distinction between learning and development is not so clear. 
Consequently, Fraser et al. (2007) argue that there is much confusion in the field, in both 
the use and understanding of ‘learning’ and ‘development’. Evans (2014) argues that 
professional development is defined by behavioural development alone though not 
necessarily indicating professional learning which is characterised by intellectual or 
attitudinal development. Thus, alluding that professionals may develop without any 
cognitive effort. In an attempt to provide clarification, Middlewood et al. (2005) propose 
that: 

teachers’ professional learning can be taken to represent the processes 
that, whether intuitive or deliberate, individual or social, result in specific 
changes in the professional knowledge, skills, attitudes, beliefs or actions 
of teachers. Teachers’ professional development, on the other hand, is 
taken to refer to the broader changes that may take place over a longer 
period of time resulting in qualitative shifts in aspects of teachers’ 
professionalism. (p.157) 

The above statement explains why effective PLD process takes time as changes brought 
from learning take time to develop through experience. Moreover, a PLD process is 
complex as although it can be planned and predicted, likewise it cannot; it can be 
sequential but it can also be indirect; it can be self-driven or with or by others; it can 
happen in an instant but it can take time. It is thus multidimensional and sometimes 
difficult to predict its process (Evans, 2014). However, its effectiveness is evidenced by 
change and improvement by those who are disposed to grow and by those in their sphere 
who are affected by this growth. 

Yet, a critical factor which should not be overlooked is that this learning and development 
results in the learning of the students, which is not the sole but an explicit essential aim 
of teachers’ PLD (Evans, 2014; Porritt et al., 2017). Better still, Biesta (2015, p. 76) 
specifies that ‘the point of education is that students learn something, that they learn it 
for a reason, and that they learn it from someone’. An emphasis is put on ‘someone’ as 
research shows that students are greatly affected by who teaches them (Schleicher, 
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2018). Valuing teacher identity challenges the technocratic view of a professional and 
complying more to personal engagement with the ‘client’ approach (Friedman and 
Phillips, 2004). The latter makes it pertinent to PLD process since it is not only bound to 
activities aimed for knowledge and skills acquisition, but it is somewhat more of a natural, 
personal or collective progression of learning. However, the emphasis on the individual 
perspective may contrast when teachers need training for specific roles or skills. Balance, 
compromise and alignment with the school vision and needs, in such situations, is highly 
crucial. These instances expound how collaborative cultures mediate between demands 
and needs. 

Bubb and Earley (2007) define professional development more broadly, yet more 
accurately, as: 

an ongoing process encompassing all formal and informal learning 
experiences that enable all staff in schools, individually and with others, 
to think about what they are doing, enhance their knowledge and skills 
and improve ways of working so that pupil learning and wellbeing are 
enhanced as a result... creating opportunities for adult learning, ultimately 
for the purpose of enhancing the quality of education in the classroom. 
(p.4) 

These authors understand and appreciate that a more comprehensive process is taking 
place in an ordinary school day. Their concept is not limited to focused, planned and 
organised training or learning sessions. Webster-Wright (2009, p. 701) talks of continuing 
professional learning by avoiding the distinction between the ‘formal PD courses and 
everyday professional growth’.  

Similar to Bubb and Earley (2007), Webster-Wright (2009) exposes the significance of the 
‘warranted practice’ teachers gain in their daily efforts (Ruthven, 2005). Webster-Wright 
(2009) identified two limitations of the literature, namely that teachers are considered as 
receptacles to be topped up, and that their learning is detachable from the ‘socio-
cultural’ context to be applied in. She consequently recommends a re-conceptualisation 
of PLD model by ‘moving from a focus on “development” to “learning”, and from an 
“atomistic” perspective to a “holistic” approach’ (ibid., p. 713). Distancing oneself from 
the idea of traditional training, education or development concepts implies that learning 
is more active than passive, while acknowledging that ‘learning at the workplace’ is 
valuable and has the potential of being more ‘authentic’ than most PLD workshops (ibid.).  

Further to the two limitations of traditional views of professional development, others 
have pointed to the same assumption of the ‘expert’ addressing the ‘amateur’, 
reinforcing the ‘deficit-mastery model’ (Scheerens, 2010). The paradox is that teachers 
are considered professionals able to construct and facilitate the learning of others. 
However, they are not always regarded as capable or as possessing the potential as active 
organisers of their own learning (Ginsburg, 2012; Schleicher, 2018). Moreover, 
underlying this assumption, it seems that teachers are often considered to be human 
capital and automated envoys of knowledge without the ability to interpret and apply the 
knowledge in context (Timperley et al., 2008) or as Bodman et al. (2012, p.19) describe 
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‘conduits for policy decisions’. This also implies that knowledge is static and in possession 
of the few. Through this perspective, knowledge needs timely topping-up during 
mandated PLD sessions to suit changes and reforms that do not always result in the 
desired improvements (Bodman et al., 2012; Hargreaves and Fullan, 2013). Failure may 
be due to promoting the change through an established antithetical paradigm and/or 
because of the lack of consideration of the socio-cultural contexts of the individual or 
application. The lack of acknowledgement of expertise gained in the workplace is 
demotivating for professionals, and consequently, an attitude of disengagement may 
permeate (Webster-Wright, 2010).  

When educators are motivated and supported to change in their area of competence, 
and within their context, growth is more sustainable (Fullan, 2016). This is also supported 
by Darling-Hammond and Richardson (2009, p. 47) who identify ‘active teaching, 
assessment, observation, and reflection rather than abstract discussions’ as the most 
useful components of professional development. Eraut (2002) contends that it is the 
context through which professional development takes place and is subsequently used, 
that enlightens the nature of that knowledge.  

 

2.2.5 The Problem with Professional Learning and Development Definition 

Defining professional learning and development, advocating the best format, or clarifying 
its purpose, seems complex (Friedman and Phillips, 2004). It is not surprising that there 
are numerous contestations surrounding this phenomenon since all elements that 
contrive this social construct are complex agents in their own right. What may be a 
learning and development opportunity for one might not be for someone else - and vice 
versa. Consequently, in my view, problematising for a standard definition of PLD 
experience will never be resolved. Though there might be several core principles that 
best direct practices in PLD approaches, every participant and context will condition every 
stage, giving each stage and each process a unique character. It does not mean that 
professional development should be left vague and unstructured but it would be more 
realistic if PLD experience is responsive and adaptable to the circumstances and needs, 
even if it deviates from the initial planned process (Fletcher and Zuber-Skerritt, 2008). 
What is critical is that it keeps the purpose of improving teachers’ and students’ learning 
central. Perhaps this reasoning classifies under what Evans (2014) terms a processual 
model of PLD. 

Extreme viewpoints, which do not take into consideration all variables at play, hinder 
certain standpoints from being realistically relevant. Guskey (1995) states that a 
‘combination of complexity and diversity makes it difficult, if not impossible, for 
researchers to come up with universal truths’. For this reason, Friedman and Phillips 
(2004) argue that associations need to keep an open dialogue with vested parties for a 
clear purpose of professional development. The importance of purpose is further 
discussed in section 2.4. A critical factor in a PLD process is that there needs to be a 
change for stakeholders marked with improvement (Robinson, 2017), which 
improvement is preferably brought about more through an attitude of professional 
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service which exceeds ‘ambitions for status and power’ (Friedman and Phillips, 2004). 
This professional service is defined by the facilitation of learning for learners, and any PLD 
format should be driven by this ideal.  

2.2.6 Professional Growth 

Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002, p. 947) contend that ‘growth’ (implying both learning 
and development) is ‘an inevitable and continuing process of learning’ irrespective of the 
process, space, time and intensity. Day (2017, p. 53) remarks that there is a distinction 
between the top-down approach to PLD or the ‘linear ‘career’ oriented rather than 
‘professional development’ oriented concept of growth’. Moreover, ‘learning 
opportunities’ (Johnson and Scull, 1999, p. 36) in schools are many, and enacting a 
process of harvesting any moment through reflection, leading to the evolution of beliefs 
in a contextual environment, is considered to be an optimisation of professional growth 
(Postholm, 2012). However, in Evans’ (2014) view learning and development is not 
necessarily dependent on reflection, giving also credit to spontaneity and unconscious 
growth. Therefore, PLD for a teacher is any process of professional growth through any 
opportunity or process that resolves into the improvement of the professional/personal 
identity, learning and self-efficacy for the benefit of self and others. 

Yet, the skills needed for a professional to learn and self-develop are not greatly dealt 
with in the literature, though their need is acknowledged. For instance, the importance 
of metacognition, critical thinking, reflection and challenging of beliefs are robust within 
professional development literature, but they are not treated as imperative 
fundamentals that should precede any professional learning and development process 
(Calderhead, 1987; Kramarski and Michalsky, 2009; Kuiper and Pesut, 2004). Jiang et al. 
(2016, p. 404) claim that ‘teachers should develop a meta-perspective on their 
instructional activities as a prerequisite’. This overpass might arise from the assumption 
that professionals already have the competence and capability in this skill set. 

Recent decades have seen a move towards embedding professional development in 
everyday experiences as ‘practice-based learning’ (Clarke and Hollingsworth, 2002; Goller 
and Billett, 2014; Harteis et al., 2014). Some researchers note that for both learning and 
development to happen in a practical, meaningful and sustained manner which promote 
revisiting beliefs and a degree of enactment, there need to be specific favourable 
conditions (Cordingley et al., 2015; Darling-Hammond and Richardson, 2009; Stoll et al., 
2012). These conditions are pillars for teacher agency and are considered in the sections 
that follow.  

 

2.3 Teachers’ Understanding about Professional Learning and 
Development 

The awareness of teachers’ understanding and beliefs about what constitutes PLD is 
critical to comprehend teacher professional agency and what motivates them to learn 
(Guskey, 2002).  Understanding is deeply conditioned by beliefs which are formed 
through social constructs and experiences (Senge et al., 2012). These beliefs will in turn 
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further influence future choices and behaviours. Questioning ‘why’ or ‘why not’ do 
teachers engage in learning and development processes can help in locating a common 
starting point from where to set a growth vision.   Considering the importance given to 
teachers’ PLD and the amount of research in the field, little is dedicated to understanding 
its meaning. However, a number of studies can be found with the aim of reviewing 
policies to improve PLD effectiveness (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014; 
Cordingley et al., 2015; Hustler et al., 2003; OECD, 2019b; Worth and Van den Brande, 
2020) and which evaluate teachers’ views. The difficulty to gain consensus on a universal 
PLD definition was noted earlier and the same variance seems to be present amongst 
teachers as regards beliefs and views of what constitutes PLD.  

The awareness of teachers’ beliefs helps in deconstructing past meanings that may help 
or hinder their professional learning experiences (Opfer, 2016). Borg (2001) defines belief 
as: 

a proposition which may be consciously or unconsciously held, is 
evaluative in that it is accepted as true by the individual, and is therefore 
imbued with emotive commitment; further, it serves as a guide to thought 
and behaviour (p.186). 

Teachers construct beliefs about learning and teaching propositions, which in their view 
are true, through their experiences as students, student teachers and teachers (de Vries 
et al., 2014; Girardet, 2018; Senge et al., 2012). According to Brookfield (1995) these 
experiences are conditioned more by environments, ethnicity, personality, systems and 
cultures than chronological age. Bodman et al. (2012, p.15) agree and identify shaping 
contexts such as ‘government policies; accountability processes; national and local 
priorities’ which might be dissonant with teachers’ experiences and knowledge. Day and 
Gu (2007) in their research on variations in teachers' work, lives and effectiveness (VITAE) 
report that teachers’ ‘commitments were influenced by their professional life phases and 
their identities, and that these were mediated by the contexts or ‘scenarios’ in which they 
lived and worked’ (p.423). It thus follows that it may also influence their agency. Their 
analysis further explains how teachers’ attitudes towards PLD approach and its 
effectiveness are dependent on their sense of commitment which is mediated by two 
important factors: 

1) their sense of positive professional identity - something that is neither 
intrinsically stable nor unstable but can be affected, positively or 
negatively, by a range of personal, professional and situated factors 
embedded in their work and lives; and  

2) their professional life phases.   

(ibid., p. 430)  

There is a connection that leads from the self (identity) to the espoused beliefs built 
through experiences and contexts that in turn influence attitudes and commitment. The 
temporal factors that effect the profession are key. Years in the profession, experience 
and expertise are distinct since their relationship is not always correlated and linear. 
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Repeating the same methods and approaches year in year out without being critical 
might resolve in a repeated but not an accumulation of diverse experiences. Moreover, 
though experience might strengthen proficiency it does not necessarily result in expertise 
(Day and Gu, 2007; Dewey, 2007). Yet again, expertise does not mark the end of 
professional growth but is perhaps marked by the ‘ability to be self-conscious about …. 
teaching and are constantly aware of and responsive to the learning possibilities inherent 
in each teaching episode and individual interaction’ (Day, 2013, p. 63). Nonetheless, the 
needs in the journey of an expert teacher, or less expert, at different phases are distinct. 
Hence, the motivations to learn, what to learn, how to learn and develop vary 
accordingly. This also resonates with professional agency (Girardet, 2018; Huberman, 
1995).  Day and Gu (2007) identified six professional life phases in a teacher’s career: 

Professional life phase 0-3 Years – Commitment: Support and Challenge  

Professional life phase 4-7 Years– Identity and Efficacy in Classroom  

Professional life phase 8-15 Years– Managing Changes in Role and Identity: Growing 
Tensions and Transitions  

Professional life phase 16-23 Years – Work-life Tensions: Challenges to Motivation and 
Commitment  

Professional life phase 24-30 Years – Challenges to Sustaining Motivation  

Professional life phase 31+ Years – Sustaining/Declining Motivation, Ability to Cope with 
Change, Looking to Retire        (pp.434-438) 

These phases are congruent with what Mezirow (1981) defines as perspective 
transformation. 

Perspective transformation is the emancipatory process of becoming 
critically aware of how and why the structure of psycho-cultural 
assumptions has come to constrain the way we see ourselves and our 
relationships, reconstituting this structure to permit a more inclusive and 
discriminating integration of experience and acting upon these new 
understandings. (p.6) 

He further explains that in various instants of ‘perspective transformation’ new 
commitments are viewed critically by a renewed sense of ‘agency and personal 
responsibility’ (ibid., p. 9). The movement between these phases is not linear. Changes 
during teachers’ working lives, personal factors, morale and social intricacies coupled 
with the contextual challenges will inevitably condition the level of commitment. 
Turbulence may also effect the pace, flow and intensity of a PLD process. Thus, a teacher 
can fluctuate from one phase to another depending on the interference (Day, 2013). The 
reasons why a teacher develops personal beliefs and engages in PLD experiences are also 
conditioned by these phases and scenarios. Day and Gu (2007) assert that the awareness 
and the ability to manage these phases and identity scenarios, for both teachers and 
school leaders, will help to make the best choices of PLD processes, activities and 
supporting structures.  



25 
 

Other research has also looked into teachers’ beliefs orientations towards teaching and 
learning as it is believed that these beliefs are conditional (Schommer, 2013). Meirink and 
colleagues (2009b) noted that teachers have two types of belief orientations towards 
teaching and learning. They can either be more oriented as: 

(1) teacher or subject matter-oriented beliefs, or  

(2) learner-oriented beliefs, i.e., beliefs focussed on supporting student 
learning (ibid., p. 90). 

de Vries et al. (2014) explain that subject-matter oriented beliefs refer to a didactic 
approach where the interest is mainly the reproduction of knowledge in students. It is 
also referred in other terms such as content vs student, learning vs transmission of 
knowledge, traditional vs process-oriented or traditional vs constructivist (ibid.). The 
responsibility of regulating the learning process, in this case considered as an individual 
process, lies mainly on the teacher. Conversely, student-oriented beliefs look deeper into 
the meta-cognitive processes and shares more responsibility with the learner who is 
more participant in the construction of knowledge. The learning process is in this view 
more emancipative and collective. 

Schommer (2013) contends that personal beliefs about knowledge and learning 
condition the way we learn and work. This applies for teachers too. From their research, 
de Vries et al. (2014) considered that ‘teachers exhibit a generally equal endorsement of 
student- and subject-matter-oriented beliefs’ (p.224). This finding shows that teachers 
generally fulfil both roles as experts in content and pedagogy where students are 
activated as learners. The latter tallies with the OECD (2019b) findings that the two most 
attended PLD activities ‘are those consisting of “knowledge and understanding of [a] 
subject field(s)” and “pedagogical competencies in teaching [a] subject field(s)”, with 
participation rates of more than 70% in most countries’ (p.168). What is even more 
significant from de Vries et al.’s (2014) research is that they reported a positive 
correlation between teachers with student-oriented beliefs and attendance of particular 
models of PLD. They remark that student-oriented teachers update, reflect and 
collaborate more. 

However, though the choices seem to stem from personal will, it is unclear if these 
choices are fully deliberate and satisfactory (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014; 
OECD, 2019b; Worth and Van den Brande, 2020). Hustler et al. (2003) report that 
teachers expressed that PLD activities are more likely to address school needs than 
individual needs. Yet, the same research participants reported that the PLD process was 
beneficial for their skills improvement. In Hustler et al.’s (2003) view this may be due to 
lack of clarity on what constitutes as PLD process on the part of the teachers. The analysis 
by Hustler et al. (2003) is likewise a reason to involve the teachers more in setting the 
PLD goals and its organisation. The latter approach will provide teachers with 
opportunities to develop a broader understanding of PLD processes, greater capacity in 
metacognition while giving greater autonomy to teachers (Worth and Van den Brande, 
2020). Day and Gu (2007) affirm that ‘ideally, teachers' professional learning will be self-
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motivated and self-regulated, and involve both intellectual and emotional processes’ 
(p.425).  

In a study by Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (2014) to help identify needs and 
opportunities for improvement in PLD approaches, both leaders and teachers agreed on 
the perspectives about the ideal professional learning experience. Some commonly 
acclaimed characteristics viewed as effective (see section 2.5) were relevance, 
interactivity, delivered by someone who understands the context, sustained over time 
and treats teachers as professionals (ibid.). Teachers in this study also believed that the 
learning opportunities are to be modelled and practiced. They also expressed the wish 
that the chosen processes relied less on presentations and lectures. 

It seems that there are a number of obstacles hindering the attainment of the ideal 
professional learning experience. Time, financial resources, relevance to the professional 
needs, support and continuity are amongst the most commonly noted (Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation, 2014; OECD, 2019b). These are perennial challenges that consume 
much school operational energy. However, a critical view of what is already being offered 
and more understanding of teachers’ beliefs and needs, would avoid disparities where 
‘what systems consider professional development, teachers perceive as wasted time’(Bill 
and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014, p. 11). PLD experiences should support more 
‘learning activities that directly support teacher practice, such as planning and reflecting 
on instruction, [which] are valued much more positively by teachers, as they tap into their 
motivation to help students learn’ (ibid., p. 11). 

This section has shown the complexity of teachers’ varied beliefs and how they can 
impact perceptions of PLD. Though amongst all the mentioned disparities, contradictions 
and barriers that affect the ‘why’ of a PLD process, there is a universal link that emerges 
from the good will of all stakeholders i.e. the collective vision of improving self and 
students’ learning. There seems to be no contestation to the latter but the contention is 
about the ‘how’. The next section will subsequently explore different PLD processes that 
try to achieve this goal and map a classification based on specific factors that condition 
the outcomes of PLD methodology.  

 

2.4 Professional Learning and Development Classification 

Existing research about PLD approaches recognises that the ‘purpose’ is critical. Purpose 
seems to be central and influential (Biesta, 2009, 2015; Kennedy, 2015). Young (1998) 
attributes the centrality of purpose to the contestation of the learning society. The 
idiosyncrasy of these societies gives each varied meanings to their learning processes. 
This difference reveals not only differing interests, but also suggest diverse visions of the 
future and alternative ways to get there. Though the defining words express that this 
activity is deliberately done for learning and development, the purpose of learning and/or 
development often has a defined end, which varies with the intents of those who set 
them. The plans, visions and beliefs of those who lead or regulate, condition all the 
parameters that govern the process.  
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Kennedy (2015) states that: 

Teacher professional learning, just as with student learning, is therefore 
constructed and shaped in such a way as to further particular political 
ideologies, be they global, national, local, or a combination of levels of 
influence. (p.186) 

The latter exposes how tacit influences are sometimes given to the phenomena that 
often pass unquestioned and that shape a PLD approach (Bodman et al., 2012). However, 
not just intents influence a PLD approach but many other factors such as cultures, 
resources, expertise, time and dispositions. Consequently, a variety of models and 
formats emerge. 

Kennedy (2015) identified three primary purposes that determine PLD models. Firstly, 
the ‘socialisation’ perspective evidences the need to be part of a professional culture and 
its practices. This social membership aims to sustain and preserve what Biesta (2009, p. 
40) terms as ‘political orders’, or in Edwards’ (2002, p.184) term, develop an ‘educated 
society’. The main aims of this purpose are to equip learners with skills and abilities to be 
capable to react to challenges as developing citizens.  

The second purpose that determines a PLD model is more political as it deals with the 
global competition where individuals are regarded as human capital that can influence 
international performance levels. The competition is based on the assumption that ‘the 
more and better education that individuals possess, the better their returns in financial 
rewards and the better the national economy flourishes’(Gillies, 2011, p. 225). This view 
is similar to what Edwards (2002, p. 184) termed as the ‘learning market’.  

The third identified purpose for PLD approach is more egalitarian and constructed on 
‘learning networks’ (Edwards, 2002, p. 184). Kennedy (2015), however, adopts Biesta’s 
(2009, p.40) term of ‘subjectification’ which conceives the learner as a capable, 
autonomous individual engaged in contributing creatively to society. In contrast to the 
socialisation purpose, ‘subjectification’ values the learner more as an enrichment to 
society with idiosyncratic attributes, than as the need to comply with social order. 
Kennedy (2015) cautions that these purposes should not be seen as mutually exclusive 
as all three may operate concomitantly.  

Friedman and Phillips (2001) devised a spectrum of intents from their research 
participants concerning CPD1. They range from personal to institutional interests. The 
participants in this research, composed of a mix of professionals, reported the following 
drives for CPD: 

 A means of keeping up-to-date with developments in their field 

 A means of ensuring career progression 

 CPD is just an extension of initial professional development 

 Personal satisfaction, an end in itself 

                                                        
1 The term used is that of the authors as in the original usage. 
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 The formalisation of the learning process 

 To enhance the status of the profession/professional association 

 Compulsion (p.9) 

Friedman and Phillips (2001) explore the contention that exists to balance the personal 
desires with the professional needs often demanded by policymakers or institutions. It 
seems that ‘no one scheme can fulfil all the aspirations of professionals and professional 
associations, or take account of all preferences in terms of structure or learning style’ 
(ibid., p. 9). Given that purposes are driven by beliefs which in turn condition perceptions, 
there is a collective sub-section of literature on PLD processes that suggest that this 
phenomenon ‘can be understood both as a pedagogical construct and as a policy 
construct’ (Kennedy, 2014, p. 690). Fraser et al. (2007) proposed a three-lens perspective 
of perceiving PLD process. Underpinned by other research literature (Bell and Gilbert, 
2005; Kennedy, 2005) they firstly aim to consider PLD approach from the lens of the 
‘domain of influence of professional learning’ (Fraser et al., 2007, p. 162). This is based 
on Bell and Gilbert’s (2005) view of the inter-relation between personal, social and 
occupational aspects. The authors emphasise the individual level where teachers’ 
attitudes, values and beliefs hold significant weight in how a PLD activity takes place. 
Teachers’ interests and motivations are likewise influential variables that condition their 
learning agency. The second lens that Fraser et al. (2007) put forward is the ‘capacity for 
professional autonomy and transformative practice supported by the professional 
learning’ (ibid., p. 162). This dimension is more comprehensive as it considers the impact 
on both the individual as well as the wider community. The third consideration looks into 
where and how the PLD activity takes place, hence termed ‘the sphere of action’ (ibid., 
p. 160). It derives from Reid’s quadrant of teacher learning (ibid., p. 160) which is 
structured on two dimensions: formal to informal and planned to incidental (ibid., p. 160). 
The measure between these four dimensions will characterise the PLD approach. The 
author’s proposition of viewing PLD experiences through these lenses is supported by the 
belief that PLD event is not a vacuumed phenomenon, but one that is conditioned by the 
environment and all the components that constitute the whole complex process. All 
three lenses have an influence on teacher agency since they present a spectrum of 
decisional capacity where teachers can be involved. 

Kennedy (2014) locates two other pertinent perspectives that help us understand PLD 
experiences, and how ideologies and politics influence policy in PLD methodologies. She 
distinguishes between the managerial and the democratic perspective (see Table 2.2). 
The purposes, perceptions and approaches of PLD, in blended or straightforward form, 
are catalysts for the generation of models and formats. For example, OECD (2019b, p. 
154) lists various types of PD activities that teachers have attended:  

 courses/seminars attended in 
person 

 online courses/seminars 

 education conferences  formal qualification programmes 
 observation visits to other schools  observation visits to business 

premises 



29 
 

 public organisations  non-governmental organisations 
 peer and/or self-observation and 

coaching 
 participation in a network of 

teachers 
 reading professional literature  

 

Young (1998) distinguishes between four different models that aim to develop the 
learning society. He identified the schooling model, characterised by full-time post-
compulsory courses; the credentialist model based on a lifelong continuous process of 
gaining accredited knowledge; the access model based more on individual responsibility 
and choices of where, when and what to learn. Fourthly, Young identifies the connective 
model which re-conceptualises all divides where learning is not fragmented but viewed 
as a web of connections. Such distinctions help in the understanding of forms of 
professional development, but at the same time they restrict and become outdated when 
new forms or models emerge. Characterising through underlying learning and 
development principles, and setting it on a degree or continuum, would give a more 
useful and adaptable way of locating and understanding the process. 

 

Table 2.2 Analysis of Aspects of CPD Policies against Perspectives on Professionalism 
(Kennedy, 2014, P.695) 

 CPD policy aspect (a) Managerial perspective on 
professionalism (b) 

Democratic perspective on 
professionalism (c) 

Overall purpose Deficit (to remedy weaknesses) Developmental (enhancing specific 
strengths and interests) 

Unit of focus Individual Collective 

Teacher engagement with 
policy 

Compliance with policy directives Contribution to policy development 
and considered enactment of policy 
directives 

Dominant underpinning 
perspective on teacher 
learning 

Behaviourist (instrumental learning) Social constructivist 

Focus of learning Development of technical, role-focused 
knowledge and skills 

Acknowledgement and articulation of 
values and beliefs that inform, support 
or inhibit acquisition and application of 
knowledge and skills. Internally driven 

Motivation Externally imposed Teacher as a change agent and 
proactive advocate of social justice 

Accountability Measured against externally prescribed 
standards 

Measured against context-specific and 
negotiated desirable outcomes 

 

Notes: (a) Features of policy that can be analysed against perspectives on professionalism. (b) Teacher as a 
compliant, efficient worker. (c) Teacher as a change agent and proactive advocate of social justice. 
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Kennedy (2014) endeavours to classify CPD2 models through a continuum. She links a 
number of formats, which range from a continuum of externally controlled CPD that are 
generally top-down in approach, to agentic collaborative professional enquiry models 
that are more self-directed. Though the continuum depicts the range of commonly 
known PLD models, in my view, transmissive, malleable and transformative give an insight 
into the methodologies rather than the purposes. For instance, transmissive approaches 
may have the aim of training and implementing a particular new pedagogy with the intent 
of having a homogeneous application of reform. Table 2.3 illustrates an outline of this 
spectrum.  

Yet instead, initiation or consolidation, depending on the stage of the learner, would 
stand better to describe the purpose for this endeavour. From this stage it can then 
progress to certification and empowerment when developing to the transformative 
model. Table 2.4 is, thus, my evolution of Kennedy’s (2014) illustration of the CPD 
spectrum. This table synthesises the research literature referred to in this section (Biesta, 
2009; Kennedy, 2014, 2015; Young, 1998) while attempting to visualise how a PLD 
approach is conditioned and shaped by a number of variables. The purposes and 
objectives not only shape and frame a PLD model but will also characterise and determine 
the range of influence, ways of action, level of autonomy and approach (see Table 2.4 
and Table 2.5). Indeed, there are other depending factors related to the learners that 
determine the most suitable model for PLD such as knowledge base, readiness, level of 
critical thinking, research ability and metacognition. 

 

Table 2.3 A Spectrum of CPD models (adapted from Kennedy 2014, p.693) 

 

                                                        
2 The term used is that of the author as in the original usage. 
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Table 2.4 Professional Learning and Development Classification Chart 

 

 

Table 2.5 PLD Models and Relative Influencing Variables 

 

Consequently, this classification with the connected fields not only helps in classifying 
PLD models but it also helps to map reflectively towards the desired outcomes. This will 
eventually aid in PLD process understanding and to match the appropriate PLD model. 
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For instance, it would be a challenge to have a collaborative professional enquiry model 
in a school when the school does not support a collaborative culture or teachers lack 
enquiry skills. Thus, as a result, all the other related characteristics, such as autonomy 
and agency, will ultimately be lacking.  

Therefore, in such conditions, a more transmissive model would be better suited for the 
purpose even though, cognitively speaking, it might fare on a lower capacity order. 
Moreover, a PLD approach can have a blend of processes that may shift from one 
purpose, objective or approach to another etc., and may also provide varying levels of 
control or autonomy. It always depends on the aims and goals of the PLD model and the 
proximal development of participants. Earley and Porritt (2014) stress the need for 
establishing a ‘baseline’ which will consequently inform what type of PLD process is most 
appropriate. They state that: 

It is crucial to evaluating impact to take the time to be clear about current 
practice and pupil learning (baseline) and the impact on practice and 
learning that the school wants to achieve within a desired timescale 
before engaging in sustained PD activity. The most significant benefit to 
such clarity is to enable an effective match between the need for 
improvement and the type of PD activity that will best effect such change. 
(p.123) 

The aim of this section was to consider classifications of PLD models. Table 2.4 and Table 
2.5 accredit all models by outlining their potential. Every model can provide a potential 
PLD experience, irrelevant of the level of cognitive or practical skills it targets. Diverse 
approaches to learning will serve the diverse needs of the learners and contexts. What is 
most important is that the PLD experiences have a high degree of impact. The following 
section explores the effectiveness of particular approaches in an attempt to further 
underpin and construct the classification framework. 

 

2.5 What are Effective Approaches to Professional Learning and 
Development?  

Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) define effective PD as ‘structured professional learning 
that results in changes in teacher practices and improvements in student learning 
outcomes’ (p.v). Yet, Evans (2014) cautions on defining professional development by 
linking it to student achievement since it is rather intricate to measure. Instead she 
perceives it as ‘relating solely to the practitioner’ (ibid., p. 188) with cascading impacts as 
secondary. In his PD impact model Guskey (2002) refers to the change in teachers’ beliefs 
as critical. The general assumption is that every organised programme sets out to achieve 
a desired impact and change, regardless of its setting, that is, traditional, innovative, 
individual, collaborative, embedded or otherwise. Unfortunately, the reality has 
evidenced that the outcome has not always been as high as the expectations (Webster-
Wright, 2010).  
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Therefore, in this ever-changing world, the continuous study of such an essential learning 
activity is critical to maintaining its relevance in content and delivery, as eventually it will 
have an impact on the significance of the profession itself. The measure of the impact of 
a PLD programme is in how much difference it makes ‘to pupil outcomes by improving 
pedagogy and teachers’ learning’ (Stoll et al., 2012, p. 2), which would hopefully result in 
improved learning experiences, motivation and self-efficacy. Nonetheless, negative 
outcomes of PLD programmes are also valid to research (Evans, 2014). Failures contest 
any beliefs and hypothesis put upon any PLD processes. For instance, from their literature 
review, Cordingley et al. (2015, p. 8) concluded that ‘professional development which 
does not have a strong focus on aspirations for students’ and does not assess 'the impact 
of changed teacher practices on pupil learning' is a failed PD process. 

To date, several studies have evidenced what is most effective in any PLD process. Table 
2.6 is a review of six publications, where four are reviews of literature (Cordingley et al., 
2015; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Opfer and Pedder, 2011; Stoll et al., 2012), one is a 
research paper on a project (Fletcher and Zuber-Skerritt, 2008), and the fifth a research 
paper discussing PD concepts (Easton, 2008). The table is a typology of effective PLD 
characteristics suggested by these researchers whilst displaying the many factors that 
influence this learning process.  

It is evident from my synthesis that the type of activity is critical for the effectiveness of 
a PLD approach, where amongst these researchers, data-driven aims, reflection and 
collaboration are characteristics which are unanimously agreed upon. Nonetheless, the 
others in the list also exert their influence and ground their relevance within a PLD 
experience. The impact of these characteristics is not standard but may vary and is 
dependent on the distinctiveness of the individual and context. Table 2.6 categorises 
characteristics according to which system they affect, as synthesised by Opfer and Pedder 
(2011). 

At a glance, the synthesis indicates how this complex phenomenon is highly dependent 
on the activity and its design. However, the activity is, in turn, dependent on the school 
and the individual. The idiosyncrasy of the individual and the school will, in turn, also 
influence the activity, which will give it a personalised approach.  If the school culture 
does not have structures that support collaboration, the chosen activity may not be 
underpinned by such a method. Likewise, if a teacher likes to work in isolation s/he will 
not contemplate teaming up for a PLD session, and if there is no alternative, the 
involvement might be somewhat inhibited. One can discuss all listed characteristics and 
conclude that none stand in isolation and all of them are interrelated and dependent on 
many other conditions. It further exposes the complex nature of a PLD process (see 
section 3.1) where all the elements involved are interlinked and create mutual 
conditioning. 
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Table 2.6 Typology of Effective PLD Characteristics 

Sy
st

em
 

(O
pf

er
 &

 P
ed

de
r, 

20
11

) Characteristics of 
Effective Professional 
Learning and 
Development  

Easton 
(2008) 

Fletcher 
and 

Zuber-
Skerritt 
(2008) 

Earley 
and 

Porritt 
(2009) 

Stoll, Harris 
and 

Handscomb 
(2012) 

Cordingley 
et al. (2015) 

Darling-
Hammond 

et al. 
(2017) 

A Data and needs-driven       

A Enquiry and action 
research-based       

A In Praxis and action 
learning       

A Varied, rich and 
sustainable       

A Involve external experts       

A 
Is content rich and use 
content-specific 
formative assessment 

      

A Has a learning process       

A 

Has an impact and a 
learning outcome 
indicator- responsive 
evaluation 

      

A 
Is ongoing and 
evolutionary (flexibility  & 
adaptive planning) 

      

A Stretch over a period of 
time       

A Is driven by aims and 
goals       

IA Planned with 
participants       

IA 
Considers participants’ 
expertise, knowledge, 
skills and experience 

      

IA 
Involves reflection and 
critical thinking for 
change 

      

S Supported by school 
leadership       

S Supported  by structure       

SA Contextualised       

SA Collaborative and Joint 
practice       

SA Fosters professional and 
networking communities       

SA Use of Models and 
Modelling       

Legend: I-Individual; S-School; A-Activity or any combination of the three (Opfer and Pedder, 2011) 
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Among a list of recommendations for professional associations, Friedman et al. (2000) 
also emphasise the consideration of the needs of the stakeholders and the context when 
planning a process of PLD. Over two decades ago, these authors were already echoing 
the pillars that support good practice in a PLD approach. Their suggestions for effective 
PLD highlighted practices which are most acclaimed by the analysed literature as outlined 
in Table 2.6. They argued that the process should have a clear purpose, be consistent, 
suitable for participants and context, have a degree of self-reflection, and be supported 
by external perspectives.  

There is a constant thread of characteristics that can make a PLD approach more fruitful 
for all, one which can connect the school, teachers and students in a learning community. 
Fraser et al. (2007) concur with the above whilst also including occupational needs to the 
list of desirable characteristics. Fraser et al. (2007) outline the conditions needed under 
three aspects as follows: 

Personal  

  Teachers’beliefs, values and attitudes are important considerations 

  Interest and motivation need to be addressed 
Social 

 Relationships between individuals and groups need nurturing 
 Contexts need to be supportive to allow enactment and risk-taking 

Occupational  
 Links between theory and practice need to be strong 
 Intellectual stimulation and professional relevance are required (p.159) 
 

Several lines of evidence in the reviewed literature suggest that specific PLD 
characteristics are pillars for a desirable impact and effectiveness. Considering all of this 
evidence, it seems that a PLD process based on the outlined characteristics would look 
like a critically discussed theme emerging from data or needs. The ideal process considers 
the collective and individual capabilities in expertise, knowledge, skills and experience of 
stakeholders. The intent of accomplishing an improvement. The PLD activity needs to be 
driven by precise, realistic purposes, together with aims and goals that are regulated by 
responsive evaluation. Responsive evaluation is critical to align or adjust the activity to its 
goals, learning intents and policies, thus rooting it in enquiry and action research. This 
approach gives it an organic aspect, which makes it flexible, adaptive and evolutionary 
(Easton, 2008). The improvement is best projected through situated action/s supported 
by continuous reflective practices, school structures and external experts (Fletcher and 
Zuber-Skerritt, 2008). When considering the organic process taking place supported by 
co-intelligence (see section 2.6), the planned course of action and learning would 
inevitably be varied, rich in content, and that consumes time. The need of time will, in 
turn, demand a structure that gives space and time for discussion and planning. The time 
factor, which is dependent on the set goals, seems to be critical here, as it is much needed 
to pace the implementation with professional diligence while giving every participant 
punctuated opportunities for reflection along the whole process (Darling-Hammond et 
al., 2017). 
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Fraser et al. (2007) discuss the correlation between the level of formality and 
transformational learning where the latter is seen a desirable process as it is underpinned 
by high order skills. Transformational learning is enacted through a mix of formal and 
informal learning, which seems to attend to the personal, social and occupational aspects 
of learning and development, thus, having a broader influence than transmissive or 
formal planned approaches.  Fraser et al. (2007) further observe that: 

Opportunities that allow greater ownership and control of the process are 
likely to attend to more facets of the personal and social aspects of 
learning and are therefore more likely to result in transformational 
professional learning for teachers. (p.165) 

As noted by Opfer (2016) in the analysis of the TALIS 2013 data (OECD, 2014), PLD 
knowledge is more impactful when there is a balanced level of co-operation, as too much 
co-operation may minimise individual self-efficacy and increase dependency. A 
collaborative activity, however, adds to the complexity of the action as more coordination 
and social elements come into play.  

Advocates of professional learning communities (PLCs) share similar views of what is best 
practice for teachers’ PLD. Most characteristics outlined above concur with PLC 
principles. Drawing on a range of literature, Stoll et al. (2006) note eight principles of 
PLCs: 

1) shared values and vision, (2) collective responsibility, (3) reflective 
professional enquiry, (4) collaboration, (5) group as well as individual, 
learning (6) mutual trust, respect and support (7) inclusive school-wide 
membership, (8) networks and partnerships beyond the school. (p.4) 

From this list, one can deduce that there is an obvious convergence with what PLD 
literature reports as good practice and PLC’s principles. The difference is that the latter 
ingrains these principles in their culture and makes teachers’ PLD a foundational pillar, 
rather than treating professional growth in isolation. However, it is hard to separate a 
school’s culture from how activities like a PLD sessions are carried out (Opfer, 2016).  As 
discussed in section 2.2, Bubb and Earley (2007) view teachers’ PLD as a daily endeavour 
for educators, perhaps striking an intelligent median between both concepts with their 
bilateral definition. This joint definition can be achieved since both phenomena share the 
shared mission of improving the learning experience of the school community, especially 
for the benefit of students. Consequently, it seems that there are many irrefutable 
insights into what works best for professional advancement in education.  

Thus, considering that there is a seasoned degree of clarity on what works best to 
improve and develop school communities and their staff, then why is it that the majority 
of PLD sessions still lack these optimisation guidelines (OECD, 2014, 2019b; Opfer, 2016)?  

The implementation of learnt knowledge from PLD experience seems to be most 
dependent on teachers’ beliefs and the school environment (Opfer, 2016). An analysis of 
the TALIS 2013 survey showed that ‘teacher beliefs, such as feelings of preparedness, 
self-efficacy, constructivist pedagogical beliefs, and satisfaction with performance’ 
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influence the impact dimension of a PLD process (ibid., p. 29). However, there seems to 
be a complex relationship between beliefs and the impact of a PLD approach. The study 
shows that too little or too much belief result in a lower implementation of new 
knowledge and skills learnt in a PLD experience. Another agent, which adds to this 
complexity, and which also conditions the teachers' levels of beliefs and PLD impact, are 
the presence of specific school conditions. Opfer (2016) argues that teacher co-operation 
and instructionally oriented leadership are school conditions that generate four particular 
school profiles. She identifies:  

1. teacher-led schools with high levels of co-operation and low levels of 
instructional leadership  

2. leader-led schools with low levels of co-operation and moderate levels 
of instructional leadership 

3. balanced, collaborative schools that are characterised by high levels of 
both co-operation and instructional leadership 

4. leader-dominant schools with very high levels of instructional 
leadership, but low levels of cooperation among teachers. (p.29) 

The less leader dominant schools and the higher degree of balanced, collaborative 
schools report higher levels of the beliefs identified earlier. The type of school also 
influences the kind of PLD and level of impact. In teacher-led schools as well as in leader-
led schools, teachers expressed both low levels of participation in school embedded PLD 
and impact from the activities. Conversely, teachers in leader dominant schools show 
higher levels of participation in school embedded PLD, resulting in a higher impact than 
either teacher- or leader-led schools. However, it is balanced, collaborative schools which 
produce the optimal conditions where there is the highest participation in school 
embedded professional development and where the highest levels of impact can be 
evidenced (ibid.). Thus, it seems that the optimal characteristics for higher PLD impact 
discussed earlier are less valued in unbalanced school cultures. The relationship between 
school cultures and a PLD process is discussed in section 2.6. 

This synthesis is fundamental for this research, which sought to study a self-determined 
approach to PLD, and the findings shared from these researchers are valuable in the 
progression of this professional endeavour. The challenge for leaders, PLD facilitators and 
coordinators is how to harmonise all these characteristics in a programme that is holistic 
and that provides the needed impact and outcome. Even though a consensus is found on 
the positive characteristics of PLD, it seems that the prediction of teacher learning 
remains insecure. The difficulty of the attempt arises from the complexity of the variables 
in the systems involved, that is, the individual, the school, and the activity (Opfer and 
Pedder, 2011). In the following section, the relationship between the school culture, in 
particular a collaborative one, and co-intelligence in a PLD process is discussed. 

 



38 
 

2.6 Collaborative Cultures and Professional Learning and Development 

This section considers the relationship between learning, development and collaboration 
in schools. Vangrieken et al. (2015, p. 23) define collaboration as ‘joint interaction in the 
group in all activities that are needed to perform a shared task’. A considerable amount 
of literature has been published on the impact of collaboration on teachers’ learning in 
schools (Butler et al., 2015; Hargreaves and O'Connor, 2017; Meirink et al., 2007); and 
just as much on the influence on students’ achievement (Donohoo et al., 2018). These 
studies support the claim that the collective is stronger than the sum of individuals. 
Developments in a profession’s demands often evolve faster than the ability for that 
profession to react and fathom. In such instances, the collective holds knowledge, 
capacities and experience that can be integrated to solve a problem. Sergiovanni (2004) 
asserts that isolated practice dilutes the individual’s capability and ignores the potential 
collective intelligence of a school. 

Nevertheless, there are also those who challenge the positive claims projected through 
collaboration (Hargreaves and O'Connor, 2017). Croft (2015) denounces the claimed 
impact brought about as a result of collaboration on several counts, where he mainly 
challenges the research on the basis of validity and reliability. Hargreaves and O'Connor 
(2017), however, counter Croft’s (2015) criticism by questioning which research would 
stand based on the queries he raised. They unreservedly conclude that ’in terms of school 
improvement, professional collaboration is neither a panacea nor a pariah. But it is one 
of the most proven and practical ways forward that we have’ (p.83). In their literature 
analysis, Vangrieken et al. (2015) identify the beneficiaries of collaboration on three 
levels, namely, the student, the teacher and the school level. They observed that teachers 
benefit most from collaboration while the other levels symbiotically profit too. As a result 
of collaborative cultures, students have improved understanding and performance, while 
schools reported: 

a positive influence on the perception that the school climate is supportive 
of innovation, better adaptation and more innovation, a cultural shift to 
more equity, a school-wide attention for needs of students, a flattened 
power structure, fostering of a professional culture of intellectual enquiry. 
(ibid., p. 27) 

 

2.6.1 Criticism of the Collaborative Ideal 

Creating and sustaining such communities is not easy. Though benefits may be 
encouraging (Hargreaves, 2019), some challenging factors arise. Criticism of the 
collaborative ideal is often rooted in the challenges it creates on various levels 
(Hargreaves and O'Connor, 2017; Vangrieken et al., 2015). Viewed from an individual 
perspective, giving up personal beliefs is straining. It demands a shift from personal 
comfort zones where sometimes one is compelled to participate and contribute in spite 
of a lack of conviction of the collective proposals (Johnson, 2003). Thus, autonomy in such 
a social setting needs sacrificing and redefining. The redefining process brings with it 
many conflicts, both internal, on a personal level, and external, with collaborators 
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(Somech, 2008). These moments often create anxieties that do not develop a natural 
motivation or easiness to contribute. Participation, however, demands a level of 
professional and personal maturity driven by a strong will and trust in colleagues. 

Moreover, self-efficacy also plays a role in coming together. Bandura (1998, p. 66) claims 
that ‘chronic self-doubters are not easily formed into a collective efficacious force’.  Thus, 
personal maturity, professionalism and trust, all need time, open mind-sets, experiences 
and support to develop. There is even the chance of suppressing dissonant voices, 
consequently creating negative feelings that may limit willingness to contribute and 
hence bring about disassociation (Johnson, 2003). Understanding dissonance is another 
matter as its trigger can vary from lack of self-efficacy to other influential social 
intricacies. 

It is also imperative that all stakeholders truly believe in the set collective visions and 
goals. When this belief is in place, the time required to meet with colleagues and engage 
in discussions is viewed as worthwhile, as in such settings, time consumption is one of 
the drawbacks often levelled against collaborative activities. Time to meet and its value 
in supporting collaboration is a challenge for both leaders and teachers. Leaders struggle 
to mediate between curricular demands whilst also creating a structure that allows time 
and space for collaboration. 

On the other hand, teachers equally struggle with the curricular needs and related 
activities, like planning and assessment. Consequently, collaborative time is often viewed 
in competition with routine professional tasks, and this makes its value questionable if 
the long term and more profound benefits are not understood and recognised (Bandura, 
1998). If the benefits are not evident through any form of improvements, collaboration 
can be perceived as an added workload (Bovbjerg, 2006). 

Moreover, other challenges brought about through collaboration may root intricacies not 
only on the individual level but also on a group level. The cultivation of ‘groupthink, social 
loafing, increased incompatibilities, and a mere practical focus’ are some of the reported 
negative consequences in the literature (Vangrieken et al., 2015, p. 29). Moreover, 
Bovbjerg (2006, p. 249) purports that collaborative groups may also give rise to what he 
terms as ‘balkanisation’, a form of isolation that comes from an exclusive, closed social 
system. 

 

2.6.2 Nature, Types and Benefits of Collaboration 

Notwithstanding, research shows that ’when a team of individuals share the belief that 
through their unified efforts they can overcome challenges and produce intended results, 
groups are more effective’ (Donohoo et al., 2018).   Collaboration with the aim of 
knowledge exchange and creation can exist in various formats, from pairs to small or 
whole school groups. ‘Joint practice development’ (Fielding et al., 2005, p. 32) embraces 
an array of collaborative, reciprocal school-based forms of PLD approaches such ‘as peer-
to-peer observation and coaching; within school and cross-school PL communities; 
research-informed approaches such as collaborative enquiry and lesson study’(Porritt et 
al., 2017, p. 123). 
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As can be evidenced, the terms used in literature and the forms of collaboration are many 
and varied. Collaboration can be located in the form of groups, teams, learning 
communities, organisations, etc. (Vangrieken et al., 2015). However, no matter the 
format, the collaborative concept is mainly underpinned by social constructivist theory. 
Reusser and Pauli (2015) note that:  

Common to most theoretical contexts of co-constructivism is the 
implication of some kind of social interaction, collaborative activity and, 
through joint patterns of awareness, of seeking some sort of convergence, 
synthesis, inter-subjectivity, or shared understanding, with language as 
the central tool and mediator for the negotiation of meaning. (p.913) 

This observation is central to the concepts of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), 
learning organisations (Senge, 1990) and professional learning communities (Stoll et al., 
2006), where these communities or organisations are tied together by  a collective 
mission that is sustained through shared values, visions and goals (Hipp et al., 2010). 
Generally, the mission revolves on the improvement of the learning experience and 
achievement of the students. The relation between the students’ and the teachers’ 
learning in these communities is binding. Louis (2007) argues that trust is an imperative 
organisational functioning that is not always valued enough. Indeed in collaborative 
learning cultures, trust is expressed through shared practice and distributed leadership 
(Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012). Trust is critical as it correlates with and predicts the level 
of collaboration in schools (Tschannen-Moran, 2001). 

Moreover, trust results from a psychological safety that makes collaborators at ease with 
each other without the fear of being judged. Trust is also a predictor of learning within 
teacher groups (Dochy et al., 2014). Pór (2014, p. 6) raises expectations when he claims 
that ‘collective leadership’ exists ‘when people are attuned to each other so well that, 
even when separated, they naturally act in harmony with each other and the goals of the 
common enterprise’. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) gather the above characteristics 
under the concept of social capital which, in their analysis, is the most influential in 
achieving a productive professional capital. According to their analysis, social capital can 
compensate for the weaknesses in human capital and decisional capital.  

Collaborative efforts are also viewed as a social learning system. When describing 
communities of practice, Wenger (2010) notes that such communities exhibit systems 
characteristics (see section 3.2). Systems characteristics imply interactions that create a 
catalyst for emergence, meaning the creation of something new. Feedback will sustain or 
refute that novel, prompting the collective to reorganise. Thus, participating in a social 
setting involves a reciprocal meaning-making process. In trying to simplify such a complex 
phenomenon, two main processes in this social system are noted. One process exchanges 
the abstract (tacit knowledge), such as thought and identity through interactions that 
may take the form of conversations, reflections, or any way of expressing connection. The 
other makes that abstract concrete or visible (explicit knowledge) in a sort of artefact, 
what Wenger (2010, p. 1) terms as ‘reification’. However, many other agents are at play 
in influencing the collective or collaborative endeavour. These agents perhaps are firstly, 
conditioned by the context that brings the individuals together, and secondly, by the 
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common moral purpose which provides a more profound link that shapes agency. The 
contextualised social dimension demands and generates ‘collective and distributed 
agency’ (Engeström and Sannino, 2010, p. 7), and indeed Voogt et al. (2015) assert that 
concerted, collaborative efforts by teachers are transformative and enact the initiation 
of educational change. Voogt et al. (2015) maintain that: 

By engaging teachers over an extended period in the collaborative design 
of curriculum materials, chances are increased that they will assume 
individual and collective responsibility, leading to intentional and 
transformative action and learning from the process. (p.262) 

My attention is drawn to the last phrase - ‘learning from the process’ - where 
transformation is not only related to knowledge, curricular concepts or pedagogy, but 
also to the process of engaging with a collective process of learning. Though the 
challenges for collaboration were discussed earlier, one can say that the exposed 
obstacles to collaboration are also in themselves a learning opportunity where the system 
reorganises itself accordingly. This collaboration might be called ‘collective intelligence’ 
as it is the capacity of a group to use its cognitive abilities to evolve (Pór, 2014) through 
challenges. Though cognitive capacity is brought to the fore, other types of intelligences 
such as emotional, social and spiritual, also play a part. Atlee (2014) views ‘co-
intelligence’ as more comprehensive than ‘collective intelligence’, which he defines as 
‘the ability to generate and evoke creative responses and initiatives that integrate the 
diverse gifts of all for the benefit of all’ (p.3). He further cautions that to endorse the 
journey to co-intelligence seriously through wholeness, interconnectedness and co-
creativity, the following challenges need attention: 

1. Intelligence must involve more than logical reason, since 
rationality constitutes only a tiny piece of our full capacity to learn 
from and relate to life. 

2. Intelligence must involve more than learning how to control and 
predict things, since that does not engage the powerful co-
creativity of life. 

3. Intelligence must be far more than personal, since even ants can 
together generate an intelligence that is greater than they have 
individually. 

4. Intelligence needs to reach far beyond the obvious, since whatever 
is obvious is connected to things that are not so obvious, and 
intelligence should engage with the wholeness and relatedness of 
things, as much as possible. 

5. Intelligence should be able to arise among us and through us, as a 
result of our kinship in the interconnected family of life. 
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6. It would seem likely that some form of intelligence would exist 
beyond us - in and beyond the living world - built into the very 
wholeness of life. (p.4) 

Moreover, the ability to change and interact together is highly dependent on the 
collective self-efficacy or the belief in the capability to overcome obstacles or achieve a 
goal. Bandura (1998, p. 66) affirms that ‘group achievements and social change are 
rooted in self-efficacy’, and concludes that ‘people who have high collective efficacy will 
mobilise their efforts and resources to surmount the obstacles to the changes they seek’ 
(p.69). Research indicates that learning ‘through independent and collective research on 
a topic of professional interest showed the highest relevance to teacher self-efficacy’ 
(Yang, 2019, p. 12). The correlation is not only evident on the teachers’ professional level, 
but some researchers also attribute secure connections to the students’ learning (Eells, 
2011). Donohoo et al. (2018) state that: 

based on a synthesis of more than 1,500 meta-analyses, collective teacher 
efficacy is greater than three times more powerful and predictive of 
student achievement than socioeconomic status. It is more than double 
the effect of prior achievement and more than triple the effect of home 
environment and parental involvement. It is also greater than three times 
more predictive of student achievement than student motivation and 
concentration, persistence, and engagement (p.40) 

This assertion is strong and somewhat contestable. It is much in contrast with other 
research which shows much lower correlation (12%-20%) to the impact that school may 
have on a child’s achievement in general (Bryson et al., 2018; Leckie et al., 2010). To 
delineate a clear connection with student achievement is rather complex and, daring as 
it is, highly dependent on other dominant variables such as nature, nurture and 
environment. Optimising the school experience and resources will of course always give 
better results, and having self-effective teachers and collective efficacy in a school is 
undoubtedly better than otherwise. However, the shared common ground is that 
education is a complex phenomenon. 

Consequently, isolated individual intelligence is insufficient to address complex social 
contexts like schools and their purpose. Although collective/collaborative initiatives can 
start in isolation, leaders are found to be key and often in the most influential and 
strategically positioned to support and create this dimension (King, 2011; Pór, 2014). The 
following section will thus, explore how leaders and their approach impact on or affect 
school cultures and the learning within them. 

 

2.7 Leadership and Professional Learning and Development 

Leaders occupy a pivotal role in determining the culture of a school, which in turn is highly 
dependent on the adopted style of leadership. Transactional or transformational 
leadership induce different behaviours and results. The former is sustained through 
extrinsic rewards while the latter aims at renewing values, beliefs and attitudes that can 



43 
 

change practices or vice versa where changed practices challenge the beliefs (Guskey, 
2002). School leaders also have a strategic capacity to inspire what happens in schools 
through a series of connective strategies (Walker, 2010). Leaders draw on supportive 
structures to connect the community through implicit and/or explicit rules, funding, 
assigned roles, timetables, etc., purposely to enact a vision. Leaders’ beliefs, values and 
norms influence these connectors, which in turn create complementary cultural 
connectors. 

Moreover, if a more communitarian culture is embraced, through collaborative cultures, 
the values and beliefs that shape visions and goals are more representative of the 
elements in the school. Nonetheless, how, what and why PLD process takes place is 
similarly dependent on these ideologies which in turn are highly influenced by those who 
lead. Cordingley et al. (2015, p. 8) conclude that ‘successful CPDL occurred where school 
leaders created conditions which allowed it to flourish’. Support for learning is thus, one 
of the primary responsibilities of school leadership. In the literature on PLCs, there is a 
distinction between two necessary infrastructures needed for support, likewise reliant on 
leaders. Firstly, support for the collegial relationships that contribute to the professional 
capital which is the product of the human, social and decisional capital (Hargreaves and 
Fullan, 2013); and, secondly, structural support on an organisational level such as 
funding, time to meet, proximity of teachers, communication procedures and provision 
of experts (Timperley, 2011).  

However, leaders are not merely responsible for engineering organisational structures, 
but have the potential to be highly effective when they model and actively involve 
themselves in learning (Hallinger et al., 2019). Leaders’ beliefs on learning are critical, but 
their involvement can vary from the understanding of changes needed to the practice 
process, to the facilitation of the conditions required to enact the PLD process (Cordingley 
et al., 2015). Leaders are not exempt from the need to grow too as they need to learn 
and develop as much as teachers even from the supporting process of PLD (Voogt et al., 
2015). Leadership has a cascading effect on an organisation like a school, and Bubb and 
Earley (2007) emphasise the cascading impact concerning teachers’ PLD. Cascading 
leadership is defined as ‘the co-occurrence of leaders’ values, attitudes and behaviours, 
at different hierarchal levels within an organization’ (Jeuken, 2016, p. 110). When a leader 
understands and values the importance of learning and creates a strategy that generates 
opportunities for learning through sharing of decisions, the leadership capacity in a 
school increases (Earley and Porritt, 2009). King (2011, p. 3) states that effective 
leadership is defined as ‘talking with teachers and promoting teachers’ professional 
growth and reflection through providing time and resources’. King’s (2011) statement 
discloses the highest value of learning-centred leadership (Hallinger et al., 2019) that can 
initiate a cascade down to lower hierarchical levels of generated leadership. The belief of 
a leader that personnel PLD journey is significant for school improvement will 
consequently evolve to create budgets, time and resources (Porritt et al., 2017). The 
support that comes from a high formal hierarchical position will permeate down to others 
in leadership positions who are, in turn, influenced and motivated to enact the collective 
vision. The official hierarchical position of a head of school takes a symbolic meaning in 
that the leader holds a socio-structural power to drive the collective vision. The latter 
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generates a  personal sense of power, that is ‘the perception of one’s ability to influence 
another person or other people’ (Anderson et al., 2012, p. 316). Vangrieken et al. (2015, 
p. 54) state that: 

teachers reporting a supportive school culture attributed this in large part 
to the personality, values, and actions of the principal. These principals 
described themselves as people-centred; they were interested in the 
wellbeing, development, and overall job satisfaction of the teachers and 
modelled their commitment to the school. 

Leadership involvement would appear more like what Eaker and Gonzalez (2006) 
describe as leader of leaders. A shared vision is likewise important where leaders are 
instrumental in encouraging an ‘alternative reality’ (Cordingley et al., 2015) or ‘better 
way’(Evans, 2014).  Earley and Porritt (2009) point out that impact of PLD is maximised 
when leadership understands the significance of a PLD process and how it makes a 
difference; leaders are strategic with PLD approaches, and also when leaders augment 
PLD opportunities for all. Moreover, Timperley (2011, p. 129) suggests that a focus on 
students, ensuring worthwhile content, engaging in meaningful processes, and having 
skills and opportunities to check impact should be the central vision and underlying 
principles of a PLD approach. Hallinger et al. (2019, p. 344) thus propose learning-centred 
leadership underpinned by four dimensions that are perhaps a synthesis of what is 
discussed above. They state that learning-centred leadership:  (1) builds a learning vision, 
(2) provides learning support, (3) manages the learning programme, and (4) offers role 
models. Yet, while the first two are for the broad leadership responsibilities, the last two 
may not always be the responsibility of the head or principal. 

The ‘personal power’ discussed above may also be exhibited in a school through ‘expert 
power’, where educators at a lower organisational level, or even external to it, may have 
more knowledge and experience to achieve a specific goal than higher-level leaders in 
the organisation. The latter may, however, retain ‘referral power’ (Jeuken, 2016). It is 
here where the ‘collective leadership’ to achieve a goal is imperative (Pór, 2014) as the 
diversity of the community is reorganised to maximise effectiveness for a common 
purpose. Expertise in curriculum, content and pedagogy is recognised and given expert 
power and leadership to facilitate peer learning and development, as success in learning 
generally dictates the common goal in schools. The expert power can be internal to the 
school or even external when the learning and development demand higher expertise 
than that possessed within the community, where these experts often act as facilitators 
in the learning process.  

 

2.7.1 The Facilitator’s Role  

Within the literature, leadership roles within learning teams are often referred to as 
‘facilitators’ (Becuwe et al., 2016; Vangrieken et al., 2017). The descriptor fits well with 
what has been discussed above as the leader’s agency, or indeed their trust and belief 
that the community has the capacity to improve and develop, enacts a catalytic effect 
that transmits encouragement and support. It is through this belief and the cultures it 
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creates, that authoritarian ideology or deficit models of PLD become problematic. In a 
culture of what Atlee (2014) describes as co-intelligence, ‘facilitators … embrace 
transformational leadership, which leads to a shared vision and trust within the team’ 
(Becuwe et al., 2016, p. 143). The facilitator’s role is resonant with supportive leadership 
types, where the leading identified roles are seen to be ‘… providing logistic support, … 
scaffolding the design process and … monitoring the design process’ (ibid., p. 141). Within 
the facilitator’s tasks, Erickson et al. (2005) include the mediation for generating 
consensual goals, the connection of practice to a formal theory within the process of 
learning, and a clear understanding of who is going to lead the agenda. Facilitators need 
to elicit constructively prior knowledge, generate cognitive dissonance, apply the 
knowledge with adequate feedback, and reserve time for reflection on learning (Baviskar 
et al., 2009). Meanwhile, they also have the complex task of harmonising the learners’ 
expectations and the learning styles with the learning experience, which makes the role 
intense and one which requires a lot of thought and preparation. 

The facilitator’s tasks are challenging for varied reasons (see also section 2.6 related to 
social complexities).  However, it is imperative that those in this role are aware of risks 
for learners and can mitigate them, as their effect may be counterproductive (Ince, 2017). 
The facilitators’ experience, personality and emotional intelligence, thus, appears to be 
related positively  to the synergy that can be created in learning teams as they often need 
to deal with contrasting opinions and complex human intricacies (Ince, 2017; Vangrieken 
et al., 2017). The probability of contrasting opinions is perhaps why Truijen et al. (2013) 
suggest that a facilitator is mostly needed when a visible leader is missing in a group, or 
when groups are weak in initiative (Becuwe et al., 2016). Ince (2017, p. 203) also identifies 
the five skills a facilitator needs to be influential in the role:  ‘the ability to critically reflect; 
experience in the role; acuity of observation; personal motivation or commitment; and 
knowledge and understanding of cognitive dissonance in learning’.   

It is also noted that situations often determine the nature of facilitation (Becuwe et al., 
2016). Considering the complexity of both the PLD activity and the contexts, sharing 
appropriate responsibility with learners eases the accomplishment, while making it more 
democratic, sensible, organic and profitable. Facilitators or coordinators who take a 
leading role are more effective when the distribution of leadership is practised. 
Cordingley et al. (2015, p. 6) noted that when learners were treated as ‘peers and co-
learners’ there was greater sharing, notwithstanding a degree of challenge. Distributed 
leadership is also seen to be beneficial when individuals are encouraged to drive 
pedagogical or curricular matters (Eaker and Gonzalez, 2006). Distributed leadership and 
a shared vision will instil trust, increase motivation, and ease the challenge of resistance 
(Timperley, 2011). By distributing leadership the danger of passivity is diminished, while 
with the adequate support, self-efficacy is nurtured (Ince, 2017). However, although a 
facilitator is a typical role in many PLD activities, there is limited research on how best to 
facilitate teachers’ learning (Patton et al., 2012).  
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2.8 Professional Learning and Development Evaluation  

‘The belief that all genuine education comes about through experience does not mean 
that all experiences are genuinely or equally educative’. This statement, first articulated 
by Dewey (2007, p. 25), cautions against taking specific experiences implicitly without 
critically evaluating their outcome or impact. Indeed, this also applies for PLD activities 
(Earley and Porritt, 2014) where the amount of investment often placed on a PLD process 
demands accountability on cost-effectiveness (Bubb, 2013). Time, money and effort 
placed on these PLD activities are investments that expect a return in the form of 
effective practices and improved student outcomes. For example, when a PLD approach 
was simply a linear matter where an expert speaker addressed an audience within a short 
time bracket, an exit follow-up questionnaire, which often looked into surface effects 
such as participant satisfaction, sufficed. However, now that teachers’ PLD is a 
complicated process which can take on different formats and stretch over a period of 
time and demand more accountability, the evaluative process has become 
correspondingly more complex (Ingvarson et al., 2005).  

The enquiry behind PLD evaluation is not just limited to understanding the abstract 
cognition gained by teachers, but is more interested in the concrete causality as a 
consequence of the learning and development (Bubb and Earley, 2010). Ingvarson et al. 
(2005, p. 15) report that there is a strong correlation with the identified characteristics 
of effective a PLD process (see section 2.5) and its eventual impact. This link may seem 
rather obvious, but it seems that the impact sought is generally aimed at adults’ needs 
and ‘it is still relatively uncommon that improvements to the learning of pupils are 
articulated at the outset as the true purpose of any development activity’ (Earley and 
Porritt, 2014, p. 127). As per the law of conservation of energy, energy cannot be created 
or destroyed and in such cases, there is always a kind of impact, desired or otherwise. 
The energy spent in a PLD process in the form of time, money or disruption is managed 
between other areas, and the new form of energy is positively seen as benefiting 
students’ improved learning. Stoll et al. (2006, p. 228) assert that ‘impact cannot be 
considered separately from purpose’ elaborating that in a PLC the purpose is always the 
success of the students’ learning. 

King (2014) has synthesised and developed a framework of PLD evaluation (see Figure 
2.1) based upon Hall and Hord (1987) levels of use, and Guskey (2002), and Bubb and 
Earley (2010) levels of PLD processes. The PLD evaluation framework sought to evaluate 
impact at various levels, and studies essential links such as ‘systemic factors’ (support; 
initiative design and impact; teacher agency) and ‘diffusion’ (how the learning has 
effected the nuclear or extended community) amongst others. Nonetheless, outcomes 
are given their due weight too, both on the staff (on the personal, professional and 
cultural level), as well as the students’ holistic development. King (2014) contends that 
the use of this framework aims to promote individual and collective responsibility for 
pupils’ success, where she emphasises that:  

professional responsibility may be a richer form of accountability and one 
that is more ‘fit for purpose’ …… than the current emphasis in many 
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countries on over-using standardized test results as the principal means 
of judging school improvement. (p.108) 

A critical insight presented by Bubb (2013) which such a framework may also deceivably 
induce, is that hierarchical levels are unsuitable for such a phenomenon as every level 
has a strong influence within the process of learning. Moving away from the historical 
linear idea of PLD approach where the process was conceived on a more straightforward 
construct of cause and effect, the complex nature of the phenomenon brought about by 
the multitude of distinctive contexts and needs, demands a multifaceted perspective with 
the hope of a better and more beneficial impact.  

Bubb (2013), inspired by Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002), thus, proposes domains as a 
more suitable framework. Bubb (2013) synthesised three domains that make up a model 
of nine stages: 

 Domain of preparation … includes four stages: identify needs, baseline picture, 
set a goal and plan how to achieve it 

 Domain of learning … includes two stages: the development activity and the new 
learning (skills, knowledge and attitudes) that result 

 Domain of improvement … includes three stages: putting learning into practice, 
with impact on pupil learning and improved staff self-efficacy. (p.3) 

 

 

Bubb (2013) asserts that these domains can act as a resource for PLD evaluation, where 
stakeholders can focus on the desired stage and domain. In her suggested model, she 
proposed circular and interactional connections between the learning and improvement 

Figure 2.1 The Revised PD Impact Evaluation Framework by King (2014, p. 101) 
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domain stages. This model also embraces Guskey’s (2002) observations that sometimes 
change in teachers’ attitudes and beliefs develop as a consequence of improvements in 
student learning.  

While this model is an improvement on its predecessors, in that it is more conceptualised 
on the complexity of a PLD process, it is not clear why the preparation domain is omitted 
from the ‘staff development change sequence model’ where learning is hypothetically 
expected to take place. The preparation can likewise condition the dynamic processes 
that take place in a reactive PLD approach and vice versa. In this regard, Darling-
Hammond et al. (2017, p. 22) caution that ‘common obstacles to PD should be anticipated 
and planned for during both the design and implementation phases of PD’, indicating that 
the design process is proactive and reactive. Any development in any of the nine 
proposed stages will unavoidably bring new perspectives that might change a PLD process 
and plans as every stage lends its contribution to growth and learning.  

Since in all stages, there is action and reflection, this makes the stages interdependent 
and an active process. Consequently, to sustain the complex conceptualisation that this 
model intends to promote, conceiving the nine stages as processes, instead, would 
explain better how learning might take place. The use of a ‘stage’, though it includes a 
process, may imply an isolated, static and delimited understanding of a concept. A 
‘process’, on the other hand, is dynamic, active and reactive in conception. In so doing, 
construction of moving forward, development and growth are perceived while the pitfall 
of achievement is avoided. Achievement becomes a danger when it influences a culture 
that stops evolving once a goal has been attained in contrast with a culture of continuous 
enquiry or improvement. Moreover, visualising the three domains in an interrelated and 
reactive process would give an intelligent and professional dimension to the PLD model. 

PLD process can thus be evaluated by gauging the presence, depth and robustness of the 
processes taking place in all three domains. The variety of the agents involved, such as 
the school, the individual teacher, and the students will create a spectrum of quality of 
practice and outcome. The process of learning how to learn, which is often assumed and 
foreseen, is fundamental for teacher learning and development. However, it is rarely 
evaluated and acknowledged in PLD literature (Jiang et al., 2016). 

The process of learning would fit perfectly under the learning domain, where one can 
presume that the strength of self-efficacy present in this domain, can also be a 
fundamental predictor of impact (ibid.). This skill is needed in any PLD process and can 
improve with every opportunity of PLD experience. The ability to increase personal 
capacity is the core of learning and development for any learner irrespective of age and 
experience. Cognition of personal capability to engage in learning and development 
should be appraised in parallel with the experience and the outcomes (Bubb, 2013). In so 
doing teachers increase the potential of self-efficacy and agency (King, 2014). Educators 
in this learning process are critical, where educators become students (Hattie, 2012), 
researchers (Kemmis, 2009) and agents of their own learning (Hase and Kenyon, 2007).  

Another essential resonant skill stressed throughout literature, is the ability to reflect and 
be critical of personal and/or collective practices. Without such a skill and the knowledge 
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that sustains it, no domain or process can be developed, evaluated or improved. Fenwick 
(2003, p. 126) states that ’reflection itself is experienced, and experience as event cannot 
be separated from our imaginative interpretation and re-interpretation of the event’. The 
combination of experience with reflection allows the individual or group to observe and 
gather evidence that creates a ’baseline’ from where to start or continue a growth or 
change process. Earley and Porritt (2014, p. 113) assert ‘that schools lack experience, 
skills and tools to evaluate the impact of PD’, also stressing that often schools are at a 
loss when it comes to data interpretation. Consequently, an effective PLD process is 
dependent on the readiness of the participants in metacognition and critical reflection 
amongst others. In effect Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) outline ‘lack of adequate 
foundational knowledge on the part of teachers’ as a probable weakness in a well-
designed PLD programme. 

There is a consensus throughout most of the research literature that there is more value 
in evaluating and improving the processes that are known to engender learning and 
development and make an impact rather than measuring them (Bubb, 2013; Bubb and 
Earley, 2010; Earley and Porritt, 2014; Guskey, 2002; King, 2014). Hence, a PLD process 
can be better qualified than quantified. The quality of students’ learning through the 
improvement of teacher practices is viewed more valuable than anything 
‘impressionistic, anecdotal and focused on simple measures’ (Earley and Porritt, 2014, p. 
112). The universally agreed outcome of refined practice that gives better students’ 
learning should precede, lead and indicate all that happens in any PLD activity. The 
improvement of learning demands continuing scrutiny of what type of PLD model is fit 
for contemporary needs. As stated by Darling-Hammond et al. (2017, p. 22): 

In the end, well-designed and implemented PD should be considered an 
essential component of a comprehensive system of teaching and learning 
that supports students to develop the knowledge, skills, and 
competencies they need to thrive in the 21st century. 

 

2.9 Conclusion 

This chapter has critically explored some theories of knowledge. The arguments raised 
tried to understand meanings, beliefs, purposes and practices that, according to present 
understanding, best delivers learning and development for teachers. Student learning 
was the benchmark throughout this discussion since it is seen as the main aim of teacher 
professional practice. 

The chapter started by looking into a working definition of a PLD process. There is much 
debate around having a universal definition of a PLD process, notwithstanding that the 
general understanding of the purpose of the phenomenon is widespread, i.e., the growth 
of the professional teacher for the improvement of students’ learning. Yet, teachers’ self-
growth need not be marginalised. Teacher ‘beliefs, identities and scenarios has been 
argued as a determining factor for setting the best PLD approach; thus, their 
understanding is essential to set relevant goals and processes that would leave an impact 
on teachers. In view of this study, which intends to observe what happens when 
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professional agency is supported for PLD purposes, the diverse beliefs, understandings 
and definitions are not predicted to resolve. However, it is hypothesised to reconcile 
relevance, flexibility and meta-cognitive skills needed by professional teachers. 

The purpose of PLD is therefore imperative in shaping the methodology of reaching the 
set goals. Subsequently, based on previous studies, I charted a classification that aims to 
connect purposes with approaches to teachers’ PLD (see Table 2.4), appreciating that 
every path has the potential to lead to a type of development and learning. This synthesis 
is helpful for this research since teachers’ agencies may lead to various chosen 
approaches to reach their goals. Complementing the classification, I have also tabled a 
typology of effective PLD characteristics from research (see Table 2.6). The most 
mentioned, amongst a comprehensive list, are data-driven aims, reflection and 
collaboration. These acclaimed characteristics reveal how vital is it for teachers to be 
critical of their practices and to share their practices while working in partnership. These 
skills are in themselves a catalyst for growth. These characteristics will be used as 
checklists to analyse paths chosen by teachers through their agency and to investigate 
how they corroborate with research. This investigation will hopefully reveal how teacher 
agencies are in line with PLD effectiveness. 

Subsequently, I explored the influence of collaborative cultures and leadership on the 
impact of a PLD process. It transpired that both phenomena have an interlinked 
relationship with PLD processes, where their presence or support is essential for PLD 
impact. In the context of this research, which is a case study in a school which has already 
embarked on establishing a PLC, collaboration and leadership support have been 
considered as influential factors and also seen as catalytic to agency. This hypothesis 
needs to be tested from the data gathered and the analysis. An objective evaluation will 
be needed to analyse impact. Evaluation is also central to PLD approaches as 
identification or assessment of goals is established through critical evaluation. 

This chapter has scrutinised knowledge and systems of PLD as a process and all that 
sustain its impact. In the next chapter, the school and the teacher as individual will be 
considered in an effort to better understand which processes within the school or 
individual are best suited to support agency as or for learning and development. 
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 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

3.1 Introduction 

Following the previous chapter’s review of PLD process as a phenomenon together with 
a number of pertinent variables, this chapter focuses on ‘teacher agency’, which is central 
to my research. The rationale begins with an understanding of teachers as learners and 
the environments in which learning is contextualised. I believe that complexity theory can 
best describe the realities that teachers face in their professional lives. Thus, this chapter 
describes the underpinnings of complexity theory and how its principles resonate with 
schools and teachers as adaptive learning systems. The discussion places teachers and 
their beliefs as the linchpin of learning and change in their complex classrooms and 
schools. How teachers learn best, and how the professional capacity gained is often 
employed as professional agency, is discussed. Finally, how self-efficacy is linked to 
teacher agency and a PLD process is considered. 

 

3.2 Complexity Theory and Schools  

This research aimed to study a PLD process from an alternative perspective that gives 
teachers ownership of their learning through their agency and self-direction. Kohli et al. 
(2015) argue that an arbitrary number of PLD opportunities are still conceived on the 
‘banking’ metaphor (Freire and Ramos, 2014) exposing the conception that teachers (like 
students) are sometimes considered as recipients of knowledge to be topped up (Taylor 
et al., 2015). This critique is an echo of the ‘deficit-mastery model’ (Scheerens, 2010). 
These perspectives are criticised as they often overlook teacher contextual knowledge 
and experiences which may lead to teacher disengagement and ineffective PLD sessions 
(Webster-Wright, 2010;Bodman et al., 2012 ). Day (2017) argues that:  

Most CPD does not appear to be based upon a recognition of the 
complexity of teaching, nor demonstrate a commitment to supporting 
teachers’ ‘moral’ purposes … as an essential part of their professionalism 
or recognize the ‘emotional labour’ … and emotional intelligence ….which 
are fundamental parts of the teaching process. (p.51) 

Considering these critiques, I was motivated to explore a bottom-up system of PLD, which 
examines the complexity of elements experienced at classroom level (Day, 2017). This 
perspective relies on the belief that teachers have the knowledge and the capacity to 
learn while reacting to daily challenges. The conviction about teachers’ capacity to learn 
and teach is ultimately the premise on which they are recruited in schools.  

Experience in the classroom makes one aware of the diverse agents found in the applied 
context. In a classroom an agent can be any element such as the classroom setting, an 
event, an experience, an individual or a group of individuals. Thus, an agent can be 
defined as anything that can be involved in and affect interactions. These agents create 
a spectrum of phenomena that challenge and condition teacher practices, and they are 
perhaps one of the reasons why reforms often struggle to establish themselves in 
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schools. Though reforms originate from commendable concepts and with good intents, 
their application is not always straightforward. This argument is also raised by Bryk et al. 
(2015) when stating that ‘[we] consistently fail to appreciate what it actually takes to 
make some promising idea work reliably in practice’ (p.6). The myriad of variables present 
in a classroom context, such as the students with their natural dispositions and 
backgrounds, the teachers’ capacities and their identities, resources, the school culture 
and leadership style, and other direct or indirect factors, create complexities in a 
classroom which deserve their individual considerations. Thus, an understanding that 
schools are not simple, absolute, linear systems make us aware that applying theory in 
context is complex (Cochran-Smith et al., 2014; Hawkins and James, 2017). Applying a 
constructivist or behaviourist theory for classroom management, for instance, will not 
give the same outcome with every student and even with the same student at different 
moments. Complexity theory recognises the nature of such systems and tries to analyse 
the underlying influences. The following section tries to address some critical questions 
that arise from a complexity theory perspective where schools are seen as complex 
adaptive systems.  

 

3.2.1 Schools as Complex Adaptive Systems 

Complexity theory origins and evolution can be traced back to the 1950s accrediting a 
scientist, Ilya Prigogine, as one of the precursors (Boulton et al., 2015). It has since 
permeated into different fields such as sciences, technology and organisations. The 
application of complexity theory in the social sciences and educational research is, 
however, only a couple of decades old (Morrison, 2008). It is helpful to distinguish 
between complicated and complex systems. A system is classified as complicated if it can 
be wholly explained by describing its stable constituents and their connections. Anything 
complex, on the other hand, is more problematic as the constituents are changing 
through the interactions mediated through their respective connections. Whilst most 
complicated systems can be disconnected and reconnected to give a predictable 
outcome, complex systems cannot (Newell, 2008).  

Defining complexity theory seems problematic in principle as it would be defying its key 
tenets since the theory is based on the interaction of diverse elements or agents whose 
emergent outcome depends on their nature, frequency and feedback. Consequently, 
when complexity theory is coupled with other theories, for instance Doolittle (2014) 
(theory of complex constructivism, see section 4.2), and applied to particular contexts, it 
would interact accordingly in creating an emergent approach (Cochran-Smith et al., 
2014). This versatile characteristic is the theory’s strength but equally one of its 
challenges. Complexity theory is intrigued by system’s activity and change throughout 
their evolutional, adaptational or developmental dimension (Cochran-Smith et al., 2014; 
Morrison, 2008). However, it goes beyond the simplistic cause and effect paradigms. Its 
versatile and organic disposition keeps it free from linear predictability and reductionism 
when interpreting phenomena. For instance, it does not explore learning in sequential 
patterns but rather what ‘constitutes a web of learning’ (Morrison, 2008, p. 20) though it 
keeps a systematic rationale without being conservative (Byrne, 1998).  
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For the purpose of this study, I am going to discuss human complex systems, which deal 
with the construction of knowledge in a social context. Hawkins and James (2017, p. 731) 
distinguished two themes of complexity theory: ‘the dimensions of complexity and the 
consequences of complexity’. While consequences are the potential product of the 
dimensions, both themes are dependent from each other and vary in type and 
magnitude. The dimensions may vary through the number of agents or interactors, the 
diversity of these agents, the nature of interactions, and their intensity. The variability of 
elements and unpredictability of their emergence in complex adaptive systems is central 
and recurring. Hence, predicting a measurable outcome is conceptually difficult for this 
paradigm. However, interactions in complex human systems are fundamental as it is 
through these that emergence occurs. Here, emergence is identified as the unpredictable 
novel product of a complex system which has different characteristics from its 
procreators (Mason, 2008), also viewed as self-organisation.  

For instance, a lesson plan designed with particular aims and objectives will never be 
delivered the same way by the same teacher, more so by different teachers. The plan can 
be considered to be the procreator, and the outcomes of its repetition, its emergence. 
The dynamics of a lesson are always different and dependent on all the factors (agents, 
interactors) that come into play at every instant during a lesson. The lesson outcomes, 
irrespective of the planned goals, will always be different. Teacher performance and 
students’ cognition, dependent on the identities, dispositions and abilities will naturally 
vary (Martin and Dismuke, 2018). Moreover, a relatively insignificant incident, such as a 
visit by a school leader during the lesson or an interesting question asked by a student, 
may derail or converge the outcome, thus rendering the incident significant. Davis and 
Sumara (2014, p. 18) contend that ‘strict predictability and reliability of results are 
unreasonable criteria when dealing with systems that learn’. Unpredictability is also a 
characteristic of this theory emerging from chaos theory as a small event may have big 
consequences (Hawkins and James, 2017). Newell (2008, p. 9) states that: ‘[e]mergence 
is an interplay of both negative and positive feedback; it is not the absence of tension, 
but a dynamic balancing of opposites’. 

Wenger (2010) contends that a key aspect of complexity theory is the perception of 
diversity and instability in human adaptive systems. Disequilibrium brought about 
through uncontrolled and unpredictable interactions, is seen as beneficial in complex 
systems as it offers growth opportunities stimulating creativity, ingenuity and adaptability 
(Cochran-Smith et al., 2014; Morrison, 2008). Indeed, ‘heterogeneity of interactions’ is 
considered essential for system evolution (Hawkins and James, 2017, p. 732). That 
schools are environments that have a high amount of interactions is indisputable (Mason, 
2008). The argument here is further understood if we also recognise how many agents 
and structures make up a school: one would simply mention, for understanding of the 
dimension, the human capital such as students, teachers, support staff, parents, 
administrators, educational officers, head of departments and others (Martin and 
Dismuke, 2018). It is imperative when discerning from a complex perspective, to 
comprehend that each individual is different and unique; not less unpredictable to a 
certain degree (Spivey, 2013). Furthermore, interactions in a school are not only limited 
to the human systems but also to the structures, cultures and artefacts such as language, 
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timetable, curriculum, textbooks, resources, pedagogical approaches and environment 
(Martin and Dismuke, 2018). Interactions can be of multiple kinds such as ‘formal and 
informal, rational and emotional’ (Goldspink, 2007, p. 40). The increase in the number of 
elements and agents increases the potential of a system since it is relative to connections 
and possible outcomes (Mason, 2008).  

When agents in a system interact in a given time under particular conditions, they react 
and develop something novel. The latter brings forth the ‘historical dimension’ of 
interactions (Hawkins and James, 2017, p. 732). Through these interactions, the agents 
are changing while the system of which they form part is changing too (Boulton et al., 
2015). A consequence of interaction is pattern formation (Semetsky, 2008). While for a 
change the pattern’s development can be predicted, the nature of the interactions 
cannot as they are likewise mutable (Davis, 2008). These patterns sometimes exhibit 
‘lock-in’ phenomena that evidence self-organisation. The latter is a result of 
reinforcement. Reinforcement from feedback, though beneficial, may in turn limit 
interactions (Mason, 2008) as systems find equilibrium and stop to search for further 
improvement. ‘Lock in’ is similar to the economics of increasing returns observed in the 
free market. Inferior competitors are discarded for products that are more efficient 
despite not necessarily being more effective. This may be described as competitive 
pressure and survival of the fittest emergent property. The last is also a natural 
phenomenon (Hawkins and James, 2017). At schools, pedagogies employed in the 
classrooms which are more efficient and achieve immediate outcomes in terms of grades 
and product may be less effective in stimulating long term higher order learning and are 
‘locked in’ (Biesta et al., 2015). Consequently, innovative pedagogies are often short-
lived. 

Hawkins and James (2017) contend that interactions need motivation and intentionality. 
However, I view this as problematic as some interactions, such as students who are legally 
bound to attend school, might not be motivated, for various reasons. Spivey (2013, p. 2) 
state that intentionality ‘emerges from autocatalytic circular causal loops …. that are 
embedded in the causal chains of neural events, behavioural events, social events, 
cultural events, and evolutionary events’. To resolve Hawkins and James’ (2017) 
observation that for complex adaptive systems to keep their evolutionary activity, 
motivation and intentionality are requisites, the issue of ‘free will’ or ‘intentionality’ might 
stand on a historical continuum where an individual assimilates characteristics of coupled 
agents following a causal act, such as a legal obligation. The ontology of intentionality is 
debated as the ‘wink and blink’ argument by Aristotle who claims that nothing can act by 
itself (Juarrero, 1999). Thus, in complex systems interactions may have a causal start but 
sustained or limited intentionally depending on feedback. 

Feedback is also key in sustaining or inhibiting interactions in complex human systems. 
Feedback might be either negative or positive thus influencing prospective emergence. 
Resonating unpredictability in complex systems, feedback effect might not be equal and 
proportional to the input. The feedback on interaction might shape and create 
interrelationships. Thereupon, no agent which makes part of a system is isolated from 
other systems. Consequently, they affect other systems to which they are connected and 
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‘co-evolve’ (Hawkins and James, 2017). Systems, though being self-sustaining, may also 
nest other systems or are nested within other systems (Cilliers, 2002). A classroom is a 
system that nests varied agents and interactions that make a system or a number of 
systems (Martin and Dismuke, 2018). Yet, a classroom makes part of a number of classes 
within a particular school system, which in turn makes part of a bigger district, and 
national education system. Thus, interactions which create links and interdependence 
are not limited to the system’s core but may act beyond the system boundary amid a 
wider system (Hawkins and James, 2017).  

An essential aspect that characterises complex adaptive systems is that the system is 
bigger than the sum of its components. In practical terms, although influential, one 
cannot quantify the capacity of a school by calculating the individual capacity of its staff, 
as when the staff interacts in a collective activity the collective outcome is bigger than 
the summative outcome of each individual. Semetsky (2008, p. 94) attributes this to ‘the 
system’s non-linearity’ that ‘precludes its dynamics being described by a simple addition 
of its individual components’. The awareness of how organisations such as schools are 
regulated by complex interactions and adaptations accentuate how agency and efficacy 
are core attributes for individuals and groups in order to learn and develop forward. The 
following section attempts to consider where teachers stand amidst these components 
and expose some complex elements in the space where they interact and apply their 
professional agency - the classroom.  

 

3.2.2 Teacher’s Role in a Complex Adaptive System 

Conceptualising the classroom through a complexity theory perspective, a number of 
interesting aspects emerge. The classroom is an ‘agent type’ in a school; meaning it 
makes part of a group of similar agents (Doolittle, 2014). A school is composed of a 
number of these agent types. A classroom can be considered as a nest situated in a lower 
hierarchical level (Hawkins and James, 2017) of the school system or ‘meta-agent’ 
(Doolittle, 2014). The level here does not refer to its value per se, such as importance or 
complexity, but a localisation to ‘represent differing levels and order of construction—
that form a new agent at a higher level in the hierarchy’ (Doolittle, 2014, p. 492). A 
classroom also contains a number of meta-agents.  

Burns and Knox (2011) in their study of the relations between different classroom 
elements have identified a number of influential factors, which may be considered as 
meta-agents that play a function within the classroom system and beyond. They focus 
mainly on interaction, emergence, non-linearity, and nestedness in order to observe the 
classroom as a complex adaptive system. They observed these factors through a case-
study of a language classroom and in a particular setting. One question that needs to be 
asked, however, is why these researchers have omitted feedback, which is an important 
element that conditions interactions in complex systems. The extracted list of factors is 
extensive, and perhaps not exhaustive either, due to non-linearity and emergence (see 
Table 3.1). However, the typology overlooks other important and influential factors 
acclaimed in educational research such as school culture and leadership type (Hargreaves 
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and Fullan, 2013). Nonetheless, as the authors also argue, one cannot consider these 
factors in isolation or predict their outcome, but rather it is more useful to understand 
their interrelations.  

Table 3.1 Typology of Factors Influencing Classroom Practices (Burns and Knox, 2011, 
p. 4) 

 

 

Davis and Sumara (2014) view the agents under attention as ‘collectives’. Though diverse 
and with not much in common they ‘join … to have clear purposes’ (ibid., p. 81). They 
argue that a classroom, or teachers’ collective, is stronger than the sum of each individual 
potential. The emergence through the collective interactions which result in adaptations 
and self-organisation is considered a learning system (Davis and Simmt, 2003; Wenger, 
2010). Davis and Sumara (2014) identify specialization, trans-level learning, and enabling 
constraints as conditions for systems to learn, evolve and survive. All three, which are 
representations of dyads, aim to express how emergence occurs in disequilibrium.  

Specialization characterises the conflicting need for diversity and redundancy. It can be 
evidenced in how a classroom of students, together with their teachers, creates a 
diversity of agents which gives it strength as collective intelligence. However, when a 
student or a teacher is missing and replaced, learning is continued. Trans-level learning 
couples close interactions with decentralised control, thus creating, a ‘balance between 
flexibility and robustness that a viable learning system must maintain’ (Newell, 2008, p. 
9). This process is explained in how a classroom organises itself. A classroom may shift 
from a teacher as a central reference of learning during an explanation, to decentralized 
group work or distributed network during a brainstorming activity or project creation. 
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Enabling constraints, then, accentuate the essential for both ‘creative randomness and 
identity-preserving coherence’ (ibid., p. 9). The latter is seen in classroom routines on one 
end and some leniency during buzz breaks on the other. This is described by Davis and 
Simmt (2003) as ‘proscription’, referring to the set boundaries and what is acceptable. All 
significant agents and meta-agents in a classroom, with their individual and collective 
complex systems, create a complexity of their own that in turn produce an unrepeatable 
emergence. 

In front of such a classroom perspective, how does the teacher’s role posit itself? The 
teacher is likewise a complex agent within this agent type. Teachers are also diverse and 
may react differently to various situations. Keay et al. (2019) argue that: 

Teachers, like all humans, are complex systems because they function in a 
self-organising and emergent manner. Not only do the different physical, 
cognitive, social and emotional elements within the human system 
interact holistically to create emergent behaviours, they also interact with 
their immediate and more distant environmental factors, for example, 
directly with children, facilities and equipment in the classroom and with 
the more removed school community setting and national policy context. 
As complex systems, therefore, teachers can be predictable and stable 
whilst also having the potential to be unpredictable and creative in their 
behaviours. (p.129) 

Davis (2005) views teachers as ‘the consciousness of the collective’. He argues that 
teachers have the responsibility of understanding and addressing the arising needs of the 
collective. A study by Osborn et al. (2000) on educational change revealed that teachers 
may employ different types of ‘creative mediation’, four in total, to resolve pressures in 
the light of the classroom demands and embraced educational values. These may vary 
from: 

Protective mediation calls for strategies to defend existing practices, 
which are greatly valued (such as the desire to maintain an element of 
spontaneity in teaching in the face of assessment pressure). 

Innovative mediation is concerned with teachers finding strategies to 
work within the spaces and boundaries provided by new requirements – 
finding opportunities to be creative. 

Collaborative mediation refers to teachers working closely together to 
provide mutual support in satisfying and adapting new requirements. 

Conspirational mediation involves schools adopting more subversive 
strategies where teachers resist implementing those aspects of external 
requirements that they believe to be particularly inappropriate. (Pollard 
et al., 2014, p. 96) 

These findings and arguments support complexity theory that what happens in schools is 
not linear and further exposes the teacher as a complex adaptive system dealing with 
complex agents and situations. How, then, are teachers best prepared for such intricate 
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endeavours? By using the complex potential of teachers to resolve complex contextual 
situations, would it not be more effective and productive? How does teachers’ agency 
mediate in these complex contexts? The following sections attempt to answer these 
questions in the light of what research in teacher professional learning and development 
has revealed until now. 

 

3.2.3 Teachers as Critical Change Factors 

The arguments about change and globalisation often discussed in the literature (Fadel et 
al., 2015; Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012) display the complexity of teaching and how the 
pedagogy needs to be reactive and cognizant of modern demands (see section 1.3.1). 
One important factor that emerges is the need of teacher empowerment and support as 
the protagonists of change. This is further asserted by Barber and Mourshed (2007, p. 16) 
who affirm that ‘the quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of its 
teachers’ or better still, teaching quality. In their research they found that high-
performing school systems get the right individuals in the profession, ‘develop these 
people into effective [educators]’ and have adequate systems and support for all learners 
(Barber and Mourshed, 2007, p. 13). For many established systems with a set workforce, 
the second recommendation is paramount as a short to medium term intervention to 
improve the quality of teaching.  

There is a broad agreement that investing in an effective PLD process for teachers will 
support the cause for improved learning for future generations. That said, it is not a 
straightforward task either. The endeavour to satisfy the knowledge society is complex 
and places teachers in a challenging position as creative mediators (Pollard et al., 2014). 
Hargreaves (2003, p. 10) states that teachers in this scenario are ‘caught in a triangle of 
competing interests and imperatives’ i.e. to be ‘catalysts’ and create a new 
professionalism that looks for innovative and effective pedagogies in trustful 
collaborations; ‘counterpoints’, that sustain  identity fulfilment; and ‘casualties’ by 
relinquishing to their professional creativity while perpetuating linear ideologies under 
negative pressures . 

The assumption for many systems is that teachers can react and act without the required 
support. Though some strong, self-determined teachers can achieve a degree of 
improvement,  structures need to be evaluated to alleviate teachers from restraining 
standards, overwhelming curricula and bureaucratic form-filling practices that absorb the 
time and space for creativity and innovation (Dede, 2010; Rotherham and Willingham, 
2010). Moreover, where PLD activities are intended to implement a reform, the paradox 
is that frequently the approach used is the same as the one it needs to counteract. Elmore 
(2004, p. 11) suggests that ‘the process of cultural change depends fundamentally on 
modelling the new values and behaviour that you expect to displace the existing ones’. 
Teachers are often expected to make changes in their pedagogy, but in turn they are 
taught using antithetical methods; treating professionals as passive consumers with an 
expectation to comply, absorb information and apply it, even though it is unsuitable for 
the context at times (Butler et al., 2015; Fullan, 2006; Lieberman and Wood, 2002). 
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Indeed, there is a respectable amount of research literature that voices concern that the 
approaches of teacher PLD do not sustain the complexity of the process/es they seek to 
promote (Clarke and Hollingsworth, 2002; Cordingley et al., 2015). 

Pivotal to the above debate and for this research is what Fullan (2006, p. 4) asserts, that 
’if teachers are going to help students to develop the skills and competencies of 
knowledge-creation, teachers need experience themselves in building professional 
knowledge’.  

Conversely, the design of many PLD sessions appear to still consider teachers as ‘deficient 
and in need of developing and directing rather than … a professional engaged in self-
directed learning’ (Webster-Wright, 2009, p. 712). Butler et al. (2015, p. 3) assert that 
this happens partly because the ‘teachers’ pivotal role in adapting pedagogical principles 
for the complexity of classrooms’ is overlooked. The latter is levelled as a critique about 
the division created between the professional and the context, as even though they are 
strongly related, the teacher’s role is often addressed in detached analysis in research 
(Butler et al., 2015; Webster-Wright, 2009). The quotidian experience of learning from 
practice is sparsely scrutinised in the light of the interrelated aspect of the learner, the 
context and the learning (Schnellert and Butler, 2016). Consequently, Webster-Wright 
(2009, p. 712) calls for more research ‘beyond the “development of professionals” that 
investigates the ‘experience of professional learning’ as constructed and embedded 
within ‘authentic professional practice’. 

Current research presents us with evidence ‘that change, improvement, and innovation 
all depend on teachers taking up new practices at the classroom level’ (Butler et al., 2015, 
p. 2). It is important to understand that change and innovation have to be coupled with 
improvement in students’ learning. Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002), referring to their 
earlier analysis of how ‘teacher change’ was perceived in association with professional 
development (Clarke and Hollingsworth, 1994), list six perspectives where ‘teacher 
change’ can be understood as: 

 Change as training—change is something that is done to teachers; 
that is, teachers are ‘‘changed’’. 

 Change as adaptation—teachers ‘‘change’’ in response to 
something; they adapt their practices to changed conditions. 

 Change as personal development—teachers ‘‘seek to change’’ in 
an attempt to improve their performance or develop additional 
skills or strategies. 

 Change as local reform—teachers ‘‘change something’’ for 
reasons of personal growth. 

 Change as systemic restructuring—teachers enact the ‘‘change 
policies’’ of the system. 
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 Change as growth or learning—teachers ‘‘change inevitably 
through professional activity’’; teachers are themselves learners 
who work in a learning community. (p.948) 

They recommend that the focus of a PLD process should be on the last point which views 
change as growth or learning.  

Moreover, teachers have a stronger impact on change when they work in collaboration. 
During interaction in a professional community teachers share knowledge and exchange 
critical feedback while they reflect on their practices (Voogt et al., 2015). With the 
support of others, less confident teachers feel more secure and tend to risk more (Butler 
et al., 2015; Dochy et al., 2014). Furthermore, new experiences act as catalysts for 
learning through collaborative designs that connect closely to everyday realities while 
enacting teachers’ abilities to resolve daily cognitive conflicts. As argued in section 2.6, 
teachers will find it hard to engage in these change teams if individually they do not have 
a degree of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1998)(see also section 3.5). The latter is also reiterated 
by Day (2017, p. 68) who underscores the value that teachers need to be ‘healthy, … 
motivated, energetic, enthusiastic, have a sense of personal efficacy and are committed 
to care as well as achievement’. In the absence of these attitudes, even though teachers 
may be well versed in subject and pedagogical knowledge, change will not materialise 
(ibid.). Sachs (2005) advocates activist professionalism as a proactive approach for 
teachers to change and react to today’s demands. She underpins this form of 
professionalism with five core values, namely the value of: 

 learning with both colleagues and students as an individual or collective goal  
 participation where teachers become active professional agents in their own 

mission 
 collaboration through internal and/or external exchange processes, where  

individuals or groups bring about change 
 co-operation which augments the collective professional expertise through a 

shared understanding and reflection on practice and its outcomes 
 activism with the intent to be testimony and promote the ‘moral’ purpose of 

teaching through valour and strong attitudes for education, individually and 
collectively. 

Yet, efforts to support teachers as change agents may well depend on more than their 
self-beliefs of efficacy, but also on the perception that their voice is valued in setting goals 
and how the goals may be achieved (Taylor et al., 2015). Goal-directed inquiry seems to 
be promising in that it promotes critical reflection where ‘teachers have opportunities to 
choose and pursue valued goals over time, experiment with new teaching strategies …, 
and situate practices meaningfully in their contexts’ (Butler et al., 2015, p. 3). Thus, their 
self-perception of agency is determining too. Though the learning benefits of teacher 
collaborative inquiry is acknowledged, it seems that teacher commitment is stronger 
when the focus is more on the student outcomes than directly on themselves (ibid.). The 
next section will therefore explore further how a focus on both students’ and teachers’ 
learning, might benefit teacher PLD. 
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3.2.4 A Focus on Learning 

In recent years, there has been a move to shift the attention from teachers to teaching, 
challenging the assumption that student learning only improves by improving teacher 
quality (Hiebert and Morris, 2012; Leithwood et al., 2020). Evidence suggests that 
approaches such as ‘lesson study’ improves the teaching, the teachers and the student 
learning through ‘high quality instructional resources, structures for learning within 
practice, and collegial learning’ (Lewis et al., 2012, p. 369). This approach is seen as 
beneficial as teachers and researchers are equally engaged in the improvement of 
learning through joint practice development (Fielding et al., 2005). 

Another counteraction to the top down culture of PD that evolved in the past two 
decades was a movement to create schools as learning hubs for all, giving birth to 
learning-centred communities (Bubb and Earley, 2007; Stoll et al., 2006). Underpinned 
by social constructivist theories, professional learning communities and learning 
organisations were proposed, studied and refined (Louis, 2007; Roberts and Pruitt, 2008). 
These propositions considered the individuals working within a school as contributors 
that make part of a collective social construction of meaning, reflecting a number of 
characteristics aimed at maximising learning through a collaborative culture and shared 
responsibility (Kools and Stoll, 2016). 

The main aim of learning communities is the improvement of the learning experience and 
students’ development. The underlying belief is that everyone can learn and that this 
cannot result without the improvement of those who collaboratively promote it (Barber 
and Mourshed, 2007). Sachs (2005) states that: 

When teachers recast themselves as learners, the social relations of 
schools and the relations between teachers and teachers, teachers and 
students and teachers and their communities will be fundamentally 
reshaped. Learning rather than teaching becomes the core activity of 
teacher and student life in schools. (p.88) 

I also add relationships between school leaders, parents and teachers to Sachs’ (2005) 
statement. If a school is seen as the meeting point to create learning for all, that school 
will have a greater potential. A culture of collaboration and shared responsibility for 
reciprocal learning between students, teachers and stakeholders, is seen as the linchpin 
in learning organisations (Leithwood et al., 2020). The pooling of collective knowledge 
through reflective practices and critical data analysis makes change of practice or its 
understanding, as an embedded process within these school cultures (McLaughlin and 
Talbert, 2006). Kools and Stoll (2016, p. 1) characterise this as schools that have ‘the 
capacity to change and adapt routinely to new environments and circumstances as its 
members, individually and together, learn their way to realising their vision’. When 
teachers engage in communities of inquiry, they reflect on students’ learning needs, 
question the possibilities, set evaluative criteria, devise resources to support their own 
learning, and apply situated effective designs (Butler et al., 2015). Thus, reflecting this 
culture into a PLD approach that provides teachers with the capacity to lead their own 
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learning and development on modern trends of knowledge, creating learning 
organisations is critical.  

Consequently, this takes us back to the earlier arguments in respect to the demand of 
the knowledge society to prepare students to be adaptable, versatile, collaborative, 
creative, etc. (see section 1.3.1). Avoiding the pitfall of fashioned PD programmes, 
creating a school culture which operates on learning organisation principles would be 
more conducive for students, teachers and leaders to gain and practice the much 
acclaimed 21st century competencies (Darling-Hammond and Richardson, 2009); or 
better still, to be equipped with reactive skills that can make sense of life complexities 
(Doolittle, 2014). The core skill discussed here is the way to gain learning and develop. 
The understanding of metacognition and the ability to regulate or direct learning is 
determining to personal growth (Hase and Kenyon, 2007). As discussed above, teachers 
are central in the learning field. Thus, understanding how a teacher learns is critical to 
develop an effective process of PLD.  

 

3.3 How Teachers Learn 

Opfer and Pedder (2011, p. 389) state that ‘teachers have an orientation to a learning 
system that consists of the interactions among their experiences, beliefs, knowledge, and 
practices’. Guskey (2002) points specifically to the pragmatic drive of teachers when it 
comes to PLD approach and the relationship beliefs they have with practices. He explains 
that teachers look for ‘specific, concrete, and practical ideas’ that improves their daily 
work (Guskey, 2002, p. 382) concurring with Doyle and Ponder (1977) concept of ‘ethic 
of practicality’. Guskey (2002) further cautions that any PLD process that lacks these 
approaches diminishes the probability of an impact. Some research has purposely aimed 
to understand what ‘learning system’ and what ‘interactions’ take place in teacher 
learning, which I intend to explore further. Taylor et al., 2015 argue that: 

Effective contexts for conceptual approaches to teacher professional 
learning create interactive spaces where teachers can collaboratively 
draw on theory and practice and develop reflective dispositions 
driven by observation of their students. (p.11) 

Sharing and having opportunities for collaboration is one of the simplest and cheapest 
mode of learning. This method can act as catalysts where through exchange of 
experiences or ‘story-telling’ teachers can review their opinions and beliefs (King, 2014). 
Meirink et al. (2009a, p. 219) confirm previous research that ‘‘storytelling’ with colleagues 
is an effective means for teacher professional development’. Collective reflective 
discourses seem to help teachers gain insights to improve their practices through critical 
conversations to address difficulties in everyday life (Butler et al., 2004). However, these 
circles may risk insulation and recycling of the group’s own inadequacies. Earl and 
Timperley (2009b) state that these kinds of conversations needs specific qualities such as 
‘having an “inquiry habit of mind”, considering a broad range of “relevant evidence” and 
engaging in “learning conversations”’ (p.3). 
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Not all discussions are the same. There is a distinction between levels of conversation 
which are characterised by the level of criticality. Pennell (2018) distinguishes between 
‘exploratory’, ‘cumulative’ and ‘disputational’ talk. Exploratory talk is characterised by the 
challenging of ideas where it engenders cognitive dissonance to stimulate ideas and 
critical reasoning. Cumulative talk is less critical where sharing is more congenial while it 
offers a medium of knowledge construction. Disputational talk, on the other hand, does 
not aim at emancipation but is based on proving one’s superior point of view. Teachers 
learning through professional conversations is, thus, dependent on the skill, attitude and 
the level of criticality and reflexivity (Earl and Timperley, 2009a). Yet, Meirink et al. 
(2009a, p. 219) note that teachers do not only gain awareness through problem sharing 
and the emerging feedback, but they ‘frequently reported learning from just listening to 
the ideas and experiences of colleagues and subsequent experimentation with 
alternative ideas or methods in their own teaching practice’. This brings to the fore a non-
interactive learning type for teachers, similar to reading an educational journal which may 
inspire new practices. 

Learning opportunities for teachers to practice and experiment are not wanting as 
schools offer a social space of a multitude of interactions (Doolittle, 2014; Johnson and 
Scull, 1999), which context is described by Desimone (2009, p. 185) as ‘mediator and 
moderator’.  In this milieu, teachers have the opportunity to learn not only through peer 
to peer professional interactions and discussions, but also through interactions with their 
students. These interactions are more numerous and challenge directly the capacity 
needed to create an effective learning environment. The awareness needed to react to 
the need of the classroom is essential to create a positive learning environment 
(Männikkö and Husu, 2019). Good teachers need to develop the awareness of ‘important 
details in students’ responses, and interpret this information accurately and 
comprehensively to adapt instruction in the moment’ (Gibson and Ross, 2016, p. 181). 
Teachers can create symbiotic student-teacher relationships and environments where 
both are situated as learners and both challenge personal capacities to learn and develop 
(Pennell, 2018). In such a perspective, teaching becomes what Sun and Van Es (2015, p. 
4) view as ‘interactional activity that is largely informed by student thinking’. This is also 
based on adaptive teaching where teachers promote a reciprocal collaborative learning 
culture between student and teacher (Vaughn and Parsons, 2013). A noteworthy 
observation by Butler et al. (2015, p. 5) is that teacher commitment to learn ‘seemed 
strongest when they focused, not directly on themselves as learners, but on achieving 
improved outcomes for students’. This was discussed in section 2.3 where teachers’ 
belief orientations towards students, rather than content orientations, were correlated 
with teacher PLD commitment. Timperley et al. (2008) contend that: 

Teachers who are engaged in cycles of effective professional learning take 
greater responsibility for the learning of all students; they do not dismiss 
learning difficulties as an inevitable consequence of the home or 
community environment. (p.9) 

The ‘cycle’ element is also supported by Meirink et al. (2009a) who have also observed 
that ‘sequences of learning activities’ rather than standalone ones are more effective.   
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Teachers seem to be predisposed to learning from interactions with students, higher 
order discussing and listening to colleagues’ stories and experiences, as well as through 
modelling where experiences ‘that model effective practice’ and inspire ‘teachers to try 
them out tend to be more successful than programs that devote resources primarily to 
changing attitudes first’ (Ingvarson et al., 2005, p. 16). Therefore observation of real life 
practice also has an effect on teachers’ learning. However, Tschannen-Moran and 
McMaster (2009) have observed that this method is less effective in engendering self-
efficacy if it is not supported through longitudinal feedback. 

What teachers observe, or better still, have the capacity to observe, is dependent on the 
personal knowledge and level of critical observation (Gibson and Ross, 2016), thus, 
requiring prior skills and knowledge. As Männikkö and Husu (2019, p. 131) note, these 
reactions are not impulsive but ‘are processed through situational cues by combining pre-
existing knowledge items with interactive observations’. However, Gibson and Ross 
(2016) reiterate that the ability to notice significant pedagogical instances is not 
necessarily related to years of experience but need to be nurtured and can be learnt.  

Much of the above is rooted in social-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1989b) or social-
constructivist perspectives (Vygotsky, 1980) of learning. The cited research accentuates 
a high degree of teacher learning that results from social interactions and contexts. The 
above arguments expose how teachers’ ‘expectations, beliefs, emotional bents and 
cognitive competencies are developed and modified by social influences that convey 
information and activate emotional reactions through modelling, instruction and social 
persuasion’ (Bandura, 1998, p. 3). However, how does learning happen inside teachers’ 
minds? 

 

3.3.1 Teachers Internalisation of Learning  

Evans (2014, p. 183) argues that research needs to gain a better understanding of the 
‘micro-level cognitive process of professional development’, that is, what happens inside 
teachers’ heads that brings about learning. Zull (2012, p. xiii) states that ‘educators have 
been left to interpret neuroscience on their own’.  Understanding the processes that we 
go through when we learn or not is critical in understanding what helps, motivates or 
hinders learning. Shifting from the psychological properties to practices that can be learnt 
for ‘learning autonomy’, James and McCormick (2009) concur that it is more about the 
‘learning how’ than the ‘learning to’ learn. As pointed out in previous sections (see 
sections 2.3, 2.4) the literature also emphasises the importance of having an 
understanding of metacognition, as this is considered to be an essential aspect of 
development for both teachers and leaders who promote PLD processes (Calderhead, 
1987; Kramarski and Michalsky, 2009; Kuiper and Pesut, 2004). 

One of the main conclusions of James and McCormick (2009, p. 982) is that ‘beliefs and 
practices are inter-related and need to be developed together’. Challenging of teacher 
beliefs thus often revolves around experiences, personal beliefs and reflective practices. 
In relation to this, Argyris (2008) has framed ‘double-loop learning’ against the most 
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common practice of ‘single-loop learning’. In contrast to the former, the latter does not 
bring change in beliefs and consequently practice. He claims that:  

effective double-loop learning is not simply a function of how people feel. 
It is a reflection of how they think—that is, the cognitive rules or reasoning 
they use to design and implement their actions. (p.5) 

He posits that professionals’ ego, conditioned with the fear of failure, is the main obstacle 
to challenge themselves and their beliefs, and tends to shut down the learning. Avalos 
(2011, p. 15) adds that ‘if there is a gap between beliefs and suggested practices, change 
will only occur if the gap is recognized’. According to Evans (2014), a ‘better way’ will 
indicate the potential gap between personal practices and improvement. The awareness 
of an alternative can happen any moment in the life of a professional, and it can be 
through an intentional search or incidental event, conscious or unconscious (Evans, 
2014). This was referred to as an ‘alternative reality’ by Cordingley et al. (2015). However, 
in order to recognise that a ‘better alternative’ is what it claims or seems to be, there 
needs to be consciousness, perception and understanding to be able to internalise it and 
apply it. The ability to fit that alternative in the personal schema is related to the given 
meaning of that alternative (Zull, 2012). Thus, for instance to view an alternative way of 
classroom management, a teacher needs to comprehend that s/he needs to, and can, 
make an improvement in that domain. In their search for teachers’ meaning making, 
Luttenberg et al. (2013) distinguish between variance of reference which generate four 
types of meaning making: 

Assimilation - the teacher transforms the ideas of others and other 
manners of working in such a manner that these clearly fit into his or her 
own manner of thinking and acting. 

Accommodation - the teacher transforms his or her own manner of 
thinking and acting to fit into another manner of thinking and acting with 
a possible loss of some important characteristics of his or her own manner 
of thinking and acting as a result. 

Toleration - a teacher accepts the existence of ideas and manners of 
working that are at odds with important aspects of what he or she wants 
to achieve as a teacher. 

Distantiation - teacher maintains the most important characteristics of his 
or her frame of reference and that other ideas and manners of working 
thus have little or no influence. (p.294) 

The distinction by Luttenberg et al. (2013) has many similarities with Kolb’s (2014) 
learning model. While assimilation and accommodation are basically the same and were 
most likely influenced by Piaget (1955), there is a slight difference between the terms 
‘toleration’ and ‘distantiation’ which Kolb terms as ‘diverging’ and ‘converging’ 
respectively. Kolb (2015) explains these four adaptive learning modes from an 
interrelating perspective between experience, abstraction, observation and reflection. 
He asserts that learning is a ‘tension and conflict-filled process’ (Kolb, 2015, p. 42). Kolb 
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(2015) experiential theory is based on a rational process between four learning adaptive 
modes in a cross dialectical functions. In this model, stimulus from the environment, 
and/or experience from where data are gathered, is defined as ‘concrete experience’ (CE) 
which is in engagement with ‘abstract conceptualisation’ (AC) which in turn elicits 
intuition about concepts. Kolb (2015) placed the dialogue between these modes on a 
vertical axis as the process of how we grasp experiences.  On a horizontal activity is found 
the transformation function. The learner’s attention shifts either toward ‘reflective 
observation’ (RO) on the experience (left side) or ‘active experimentation’ (AE) in 
response to the experience (right side). This is where experience is transformed. The 
interplay between these modes through learner’s preferences and choices will determine 
a locus on the axis which indicates the preferred learning styles or the learning profile 
(see Figure 3.1). To gain learning effectiveness, according to Kolb (2015), one needs to 
practice all four modes. He states that learners need to: 

involve themselves fully, openly, and without bias in new experiences 
(CE)...reflect on and observe their experiences from many perspectives 
(RO) . . . create concepts that integrate their observations into logically 
sound theories (AC), and . . . use these different theories to make decisions 
and solve problems (AE). (p.42) 

 

 

Figure 3.1 The Nine Learning Styles and the Four Dialectics of Learning (Kolb, 2015) 

In his integrative development theory, Kolb (2015, p. 43) asserts that learning is a ‘holistic 
process of adaptation to the world’.  
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3.3.2 Learning Styles Debate 

It is imperative to note that adaptation is also at the base of Kolb (2015) learning style 
theory which views it through a possibility-processing structure. Individual uniqueness 
will determine how to grasp reality depending on the meaning put on apprehensions and 
comprehension. Likewise, beliefs will condition which apprehensions and how 
comprehensions are transformed into ‘extensions and/or intentions’ (Kolb, 2015; Senge, 
2006). Though we may be conditioned through nature, nurture and early education in 
the development of dominant learning preferences, learning styles can evolve depending 
on the demands from the environment and contexts.  

Research also notes that undergraduate education is highly influential in the 
development of one’s learning style (Kolb, 2015). However, it is not yet clear if field of 
study choice is conditioned by the individual’s learning style or whether the learning style 
transformed by the nature of the field. It is assumed that both may factor in the 
phenomenon (ibid.). Another influence on learning orientations is ‘professional 
mentality’ (ibid., p. 126). Kolb (2015, p. 126) asserts that ‘professional orientation shapes 
learning style through habits acquired in professional training and through the more 
immediate normative pressures involved in being a competent professional’. 
Furthermore, job role is also an aspect that shapes learning orientations (Harteis and 
Goller, 2014; Kolb, 2015). Yet, the most explicit and punctuated effect seems to be 
dictated by the peculiarity of the tasks or problems which demand particular skill sets or 
knowledge (ibid.). Thus, ‘learning flexibility’, which is the ability of the individual to deploy 
and combine the adequate learning style according to the situation, has a high learning 
enabling factor. It is an ability to adapt with a resourceful mind-set. Meirink et al. (2009a, 
p. 221) observe that: 

Teachers’ styles of learning may also be changeable, which suggests that 
in professional development programmes it would be worthwhile paying 
attention to such changes in addition to increasing or adjusting teachers’ 
subject matter or pedagogical knowledge and skills. This might result in 
more adequate and complete forms of teachers’ professional initiatives. 

It is critical to note that the need for adaptation often arises from uncomfortable 
moments of ‘disorienting dilemma’ (Mezirow, 1991, p. 96) or ‘cognitive dissonance’ (Ince, 
2017, p. 195). These moments create instances where our brain is stimulated from life 
social interactions or causal experiences. These disorientations seem to have a biological 
explanation which Zull (2012) clarifies as conditioned by two powerful ‘emotion systems 
of fear and pleasure’ (p.49), and goes on to further explain that ‘looking at learning 
emotions helps us see the connection between emotion and cognition’ (p.51). While he 
acknowledges the value of practice in the development of the mind, he also cautions that 
practice alone is not enough for deep learning. Zull (2004) claims that: 

To create and change this buzzing network [of the brain], we need more 
than just activity—we need emotion. And for the brain, emotion means 
such emotion chemicals as adrenalin (fight or flight), dopamine (reward), 
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or even serotonin (sleep and peace). When our network connections are 
awash with emotion chemicals, synapse strength is modified and the 
responsiveness of neuron networks can be dramatically changed. (p.68) 

The patterns teachers report to learn as discussed in the previous section, are similarly 
based on senses such as observing, listening and performing. Teachers’ learning minds 
are not different in their biological process but differ only in their motivations and are 
conditioned by the demands of the specific contexts. The emotion that these instances 
arouse in teachers seem to create the emotional feedback that motivates them to seek 
change or reinforce the status quo. This change happens first inside the brain that 
transforms or confirms the worldview and beliefs. The centrality of ‘beliefs’ in teachers’ 
learning process is recurring and expressed by Harnett (2012, p. 381) who states that ‘the 
practice of experienced classroom teachers is often strongly influenced by their implicit 
beliefs and routinized behaviours’. The link between the cognitive, practical and 
behavioural is a common observation in the process of PLD (Evans, 2014). A critical 
reflective process which questions beliefs, practices and behaviours seems to be central 
to unlock a continuing learning and development endeavour (Clarke and Hollingsworth, 
2002). Thus, based on such fluidity and complexity do learning styles matter? Are there 
other fundamental processes that makes a learner more predisposed to learning? 

3.3.3 Reflective Practice and Professional Learning and Development 

The lack of critical reflection or its skill is frequently the reason given for teachers’ 
routinized behaviours and the inconsistency between their ‘espoused theory’ and their 
‘theory in use’ (Argyris, 2008). Mezirow (1991) makes a distinction between 
thoughtfulness and reflection, where although the former can demand a higher –order 
function, it fails to check implicit assumptions and thus, a better way of doing. Sometimes 
teachers do believe and wish to practice an alternative way, and also consider themselves 
to be doing so, but in real practice they repeat an altered way of the concept. This does 
not often happen intentionally but is largely forced by the constraining curricula, available 
time and limited resources (Turner et al., 2009). For instance, if one asks a teacher if they 
differentiate in the classroom, most probably they will answer in the affirmative, but 
when discussed further one may find that the principles of differentiation applied are 
more regulated through efficiency rather than effectiveness.  

Zull (2012) claims that to help a learner engage one needs to make the learner ‘see’, 
which implies awareness. However, he maintains that as preconditions, first the learner 
needs to feel in control, and secondly, gain an understanding that the learning is 
worthwhile. Argyris (2008, p. 44) suggestion goes deeper as he proposes to help 
individuals to learn to ‘recognize the reasoning they use when they design and implement 
their actions’. Mezirow (1991, pp. 68,69) asserts that only premise reflection (awareness 
and critique of the reasons why we have done so) can bring about transformational 
learning as contrasted to content reflection (reflection on what we perceive, think, feel, 
or act upon) or process reflection (reflection and critique of how we are perceiving, 
thinking, judging, feeling, and acting). 
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Various writers try to theorize this essential cognitive activity (Brookfield, 1995; Gibbs, 
1988; Mezirow, 1981; Schön, 1987). The reflection ‘on’ and ‘in’ actions, for instance, have 
long been acclaimed (Schön, 1987), where the combination of planning, action and 
reflection are seen as a strong process to challenge beliefs which usually hinder teachers’ 
innovative practices. Moreover, it is augmented when done collectively. The concerted 
effort in planning, action and reflective discourses amongst colleagues to overcome daily 
complex challenges creates a process, and subsequently a culture of co-creation of 
knowledge and practices. The latter is considered to deepen learning for all the 
community (Harnett, 2012). Meirink et al. (2009a, p. 218) state that teachers ‘often 
report to learn by individual reflection or by including colleagues in challenging or 
problematic situations’, thus, supporting the belief that teachers who resort to reflection 
and collaboration reap professional growth. Yet, de Vries et al. (2012, p. 213) report that 
‘in particular, compared with updating knowledge and skills or collaborating, teachers 
seem to participate less often in reflective activities’. There may be many reasons why 
we cannot generalise about teachers’ inconsistency in reflective practices. 

Merriam (2004) asserts that this abstract mental activity needs an: 

advanced level of cognitive development [and] to be able to engage in 
reflective discourse with others assumes the ability to examine alternative 
perspectives, withhold premature judgment, and basically to think 
dialectically, a characteristic of mature cognitive development. (p.61) 

The mental demand on the individual to reflect is tiring and at times uncomfortable as it 
may touch vulnerabilities that shake personal self-esteem, more so in unsupportive 
cultures (Day, 2017). Therefore, like any other skill, reflective practice needs to be learnt 
and practiced while it necessitates a level of readiness and maturity (Merriam, 2004). The 
readiness for this skill is not only dependent on the reflexive ability, but also on the 
awareness of what to reflect upon and the ability to observe. Knowledge base gained 
through literary acquisition and experiences increase the repertoire for thinking and 
action. Reflective ability is thus, cumulative on the ability to observe, what to observe and 
probable alternatives to bring about improvement (Gibson and Ross, 2016). 
Consequently, the fact that learning and development is likewise reliant on the ability to 
critically reflect, makes reflective practice a fundamental skill and elemental for a PLD 
process; needing training too. de Vries et al. (2012) reveal rumination as the other end of 
the reflective spectrum from which teachers may protect themselves and evade 
reflection. Mental effort that will not yield effective practical solutions may be 
unpromising for a professional dependant on practice. 

Yet, Evans (2014) contends that ‘change in knowledge, beliefs or attitudes does not 
necessarily involve reflection; more often it occurs spontaneously, or it evolves 
imperceptibly over time’. This observation is much in contrast with many researchers 
who claim the centrality of reflection as a change factor (Day, 2017; Zull, 2006). Evans 
(2014) denotes the incidental, unconscious and inactive factors that may bring about 
change.  Though there may be a change in practice that can be marked as improvement, 
one cannot assume that it is through agency since it can also be the result of compliance, 
conformity or be purely incidental. However, we need to question if this is learning, as 
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without reflection it is often believed that there is no meaning making which is the basis 
of learning (Taylor, 2006). Yet, the unconscious mind is quite influential in how we think 
and behave (Simons, 2012). This type of learning is also referred to as implicit learning, 
defined by Evans (2019, p. 12) ‘as learning or development that the learner or developee 
is unaware of at the time of its occurrence, but of which s/he may (or may not) 
subsequently become aware’.  

It seems, however, that a full circle can be traced on the functionality of reflection even 
in unconscious learning, where Taylor and Marienau (2016) state that: 

Reflection is … a bridge between tacit and explicit aspects of knowing. 
What the adult’s embodied brain is tacitly learning can rise to awareness 
through reflection. At the same time, reflection on what is in process of 
being known—what is at the threshold of being verbalized—may enable 
the adult to further refine and elaborate the neural networks that 
constitute this new learning. (pp.87-88) 

The latter confirms the essentiality of reflective practice as a key cognitive function that 
makes a professional more aware of learning and development opportunities in 
conscious or unconscious forms. Day (2017) gives three reasons why reflective practice 
is valuable to the growing teacher: 

1. To deliberate among competing versions of good teaching and 
recasting past understandings and current practices for 
improvement. 

2. Achieve greater self-knowledge and self-challenge for personal 
growth 

3. It is central to the growth of teachers as inquirers (p. 57) 

Though at the beginning of this section it transpired that there is a strong social pressure 
that influences learning and development, conscious or not,  the individual teacher 
disposition and agency still has a strong degree of control and influence on what can be 
learnt (Männikkö and Husu, 2019). It seems crucial, though, that an effective critical 
reflective process is indispensable. This enactment will empower the professional teacher 
to be aware of the espoused theories, theories in use and potential theories to be tried 
and tested. The awareness and relationship of theory and practice of teachers needs to 
be understood and is the focus of the next section.  

3.3.4 Theory and Practice Divide 

Morrison and van der Werf (2012) state that:  

the very term ‘‘theory’’ is unclear: a framework, a hypothesis, a ‘‘grand’’ 
theory or meta-narrative, an explanation, an internally coherent collection 
of constructs, an opinion, and so on. ‘‘Theory’’ has many meanings; it is 
constructed and operates at many levels and is validated in a multitude of 
ways. Despite its use in everyday parlance, it defies simple definition. 
(p.399) 
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The statement by Morrison and van der Werf (2012) expresses how concepts like theory 
gain a construct according to personal understanding. Considering what I have discussed 
in the previous sections on how teachers learn and that this professional category leans 
more towards practical ways of learning, it would be interesting to understand how they 
view theory as this also affects underlying personal beliefs. Fraser et al. (2007, p. 159) 
contend that work-related learning and development for teachers implies an ‘interplay 
between theory and practice’. However, they caution that acquiescence of theory will 
develop easier if ‘based on credible, empirical evidence grounded in practice’ (ibid., p. 
159). Yet, practical competence is also brought through the conscious or unconscious 
build-up of knowledge which is abstract in nature. The abstraction of practice is also a 
form of personal theory which is reinforced through its outcomes. This is seldom 
acknowledged by the practitioner, as theory is often perceived as a prerogative of the 
academic. Carr and Kemmis (2003, p. 54) state that theory was ‘perceived as a self-
contained academic pursuit different from, and unrelated to, the educational practices it 
was supposed to illuminate and inform’. 

A historical momentum influenced by the positivist approach seems to persist with regard 
to how theory is perceived by teachers. Through a positive perspective, educational 
theory was not aiming to enact a reflective and critical rationale in teachers, but was only 
concerned with presenting the empirical conclusions of others and making it scientific 
(ibid.). A disconnection often exists in teachers between theory (a generalisation) and the 
transference into the contexts, which demands an adaptation of practices (Männikkö and 
Husu, 2019). This disconnection can be attributed to a number of reasons. It can be 
personal on a level of commitment that inactivates mental processes of reflection. 
Mental processes are tiring, and sometimes practical theory is more convenient but not 
necessarily efficient (Day, 2017). This convenience may be linked to the personal beliefs 
and efficacy of the individual.  

Another reason may stem from a cultural perspective that methodically may have 
conditioned preservice teachers through their initial training. Though the acquisition of 
knowledge base is needed and supportive for student teachers during their first practices 
(Hascher and Hagenauer, 2016), teachers might find it hard to ‘notice the practical in a 
lively teaching context because they are often educated to perceive events through 
[readymade] theoretical and knowledge-based lenses’ (Männikkö and Husu, 2019, p. 
128). Consequently, this may restrict the capacity of knowledge creation in a practical 
setting. Tilson et al. (2017, p. 454) also alert us about ‘the diminished opportunities for 
[preservice teachers] and teacher educators to articulate and understand how theory 
informs practice and practice informs theory’. The latter might also be a residual 
influence of the positivist perspective which failed to emancipate the professional as 
contributor to theory from ‘best practice’ to ‘next practice’ (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012, 
p. 137). ‘Deprofessionalisation’ might be one more cause (Priestley and Drew, 2019), 
where teachers might be socialised to receive and deliver policy without critical 
involvement (Taylor et al., 2015). 

Conversely, critical social science, advocated by Habermas (Habermas and Viertel, 1975), 
proposed a social collaborative process of critique to challenge paradoxes in social 
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constructions and justice of social action and institutions. Carr and Kemmis (2003) 
maintain that critical social science has three functions: 

1. that its epistemology is constructivist, seeing knowledge as 
developing by a process of active construction and reconstruction 
of theory and practice by those involved 

2. that it involves a theory of symmetrical communication (a process 
of rational discussion which actively seeks to overcome coercion 
on the one hand and self-deception on the other) 

3. that it involves a democratic theory of political action based on 
free commitment to social action and consensus about what needs 
to be and should be done. (p.148) 

Therefore, critical social science couples theory and practice into social praxis or 
‘informed committed action’ (ibid., p. 190). Critical social science in education enacts a 
critical approach to routinized practices and espoused theories by practitioners. Freire 
views praxis as ‘reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it’ (Freire and 
Ramos, 2014, p. 52). Carr and Kemmis (2003) contend the notion that teachers’ practices 
are driven by unconscious theories on the basis that it defies the epistemology of theory. 
They state that:  

for the concept of ‘theory’ to have any power at all requires that it is 
something consciously held by the person whose theory it is reputed to 
be, and that it is the product of reflection rather than mere habit, custom 
or coercion (ibid., p. 189) 

The above is also supported by Evans (2014) who claims that if we do not have an 
understanding of what we are trying to explain we cannot develop theory. Thus, there is 
the need of becoming aware, rational activation and ‘enlightenment’ (Carr and Kemmis, 
2003, p. 144). Praxis requires a meta-cognitive process by which teachers construct and 
reconstruct espoused theories and align theories in use for effective learning (Tilson et 
al., 2017). Habermas advocates ‘the organisation of enlightenment’ (Habermas and 
Viertel, 1975, p. 32) which refers to an organised learning process with the purpose of 
knowledge creation about specific practices and the conditions under which they occur 
to develop ‘authenticity’ (Carr and Kemmis, 2003, p. 199). The latter is personal 
knowledge that develops out of an idiosyncratic cognitive reflection on a focused action. 
The interrelation between a considered thought, experience and action is a ‘promising 
alternative’ for teachers’ PLD (Butler et al., 2015, p. 2). Engaging teachers as inquirers and 
collective collaborators in research to generate knowledge of practice rather than passive 
instruments of theory is essential to the growth of teachers (Taylor et al., 2015; Day, 
2017). 

Schnellert and Butler (2016) maintain that collaborative inquiry empowers teachers to 
cope with classroom complexities by exploring new theories and practices. Moreover, 
they assert that inquiry ‘advance both teachers' and students' agency and learning’ (ibid., 
para.3). Hence, collaborative inquiry provides teachers with a ‘third space’ (Reeves, 2010) 
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where they become aware of learners’ needs, consider obstacles, critically examine the 
way forward, set goals, estimate resources, develop evaluative criteria and implement 
authentic plans into practice. Bubb (2013) explains that through this space, teachers 
create a bridge between the abstract and the concrete, the learning and the workplace, 
theory and practice.  

The emancipation of teachers as researchers and inquirers conveys more professional 
security and encourage informed risk taking towards learning and innovation (Schnellert 
and Butler, 2016). Consequently, teachers’ agency to learn and improve is encouraged 
through cycles of enquiry (ibid.). Yet, what do we know about teachers’ professional 
agency? 

 

3.4 Teachers’ Professional Agency  

3.4.1 Theorisation of Agency 

The concept of agency has gained momentum over the last decades especially in areas 
of adult learning and adult education (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). However, the theorisation 
of agency is more prevalent in sociological contexts rather than specifically in the 
teaching profession (Biesta et al., 2015). ‘Professional agency’ according to Pyhältö et al. 
(2015, p. 813) ‘is considered as a capacity that prepares the way for the intentional and 
responsible management of new learning, at both an individual level and community 
level’. Day et al. (2007: 110) believe that this is aimed ‘at self-protection, self-expansion 
and mastery of social reality’. Hase (2015,para. 5) asserts that ‘learning is all about human 
agency’ and that humans have the capacity to determine what to learn even though 
others may dictate or select exposure. Wenger (2010, p. 2) observes that ‘in the end it 
reflects the meanings arrived at by those engaged in it’. 

There is a broad epistemological debate about the nature of agency mainly concerning 
the argument whether decisions to act are truly deliberate. This is brought about due to 
the strong conscious or unconscious influence of nature, socio-cultural structures, 
environments and causality (Harteis and Goller, 2014; Priestley et al., 2011). Yet, in the 
real world, constraints and influences are always present since we do not dwell in an 
otherworldly state. Bandura (2006, p. 165) hence explains that people do not function in 
isolation but in an ‘interplay of intrapersonal, behavioural, and environmental 
determinants’. Consequently, ontologically agency cannot be conceptualised as free from 
constraints and restrictions. Conversely, the challenges can be considered 
quintessentially the stimulus of agency (Harteis and Goller, 2014) and the expansion of 
new knowledge. This is why Bandura (2006, p. 164) maintains that ‘to be an agent is to 
influence intentionally one’s functioning and life circumstances’. He identifies four core 
properties of human agency: 

1. intentionality – intentions [are formed] that include action plans and strategies 
for realizing them 

2. forethought – set…goals and anticipate likely outcomes of prospective actions to 
guide and motivate…. efforts 
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3. self-reactiveness - the ability to construct appropriate courses of action and to 
motivate and regulate their execution 

4. self-reflectiveness – reflect[ion] on …. personal efficacy, the soundness of … 
thoughts and actions, and the meaning of … pursuits, and …. make corrective 
adjustments if necessary (pp.164-5). 

The above properties and processes need a bank of knowledge and experiences as a 
baseline to operate. Agency is developed through time, space, connections and nature of 
experiences. Learning and agency are conditioned by personal past experiences where 
new neural connections are linked to previous ones to expand awareness and abilities 
(Hase, 2015).  Action needs a conceptual understanding of why that action is needed, 
what can be done and how can it be done. The answers to these interrogations are 
moderated by past experiences, present circumstances and future motivations and 
orientations. Agency is not merely how we act, but it is about the command we have in a 
given situation (Biesta and Tedder, 2006). This is gained through the capacity to reflect 
and learn from experiences. Yet, even more influential is the ‘belief of personal efficacy’ 
which is critical in ‘development and change’ (Bandura, 2006, p. 170) (see section 3.5). 
This reflects the belief that the individual has the capacity to change and manipulate 
present and future actions. Bandura (2006) asserts that: 

People who develop their competencies, self-regulatory skills, and 
enabling beliefs in their efficacy can generate a wider array of options that 
expand their freedom of action, and are more successful in realizing 
desired futures, than those with less developed agentic resources. (p.165) 

Actions are thus dependent on specific abilities (Priestley et al., 2015): cognitive, 
reflective or concrete skills. Even though desires are high, a teacher will be limited in using 
a tablet in the classroom if efficacy beliefs, ability and awareness of proper use and 
pedagogies are missing. However, though there are various factors that are influential, 
the awareness of the inability itself could be the ground to take action and explore more 
tablet use in a classroom. It depends on a personal mind-set. In practicing ‘agency’, 
professionals engage in knowledge creation while using meta-cognitive and reflective 
processes for self-regulated learning to overcome challenges encountered in their work 
(Pyhältö et al., 2015).  

It is pertinent to note that agency is not the same as autonomy. While autonomy might 
be a feature of agency, agency might not be achieved even if a school system or teacher 
promotes autonomy. This is due to routinized practice or lack of resources (Priestley et 
al., 2015). Autonomy yields transformation if it catalyses agency which in turn will bring 
about improvement of practices (Kennedy, 2015). 

Yet, Priestley et al. (2015, p. 3) caution that agency is not something that one can possess, 
but it is a ‘‘quality’ of the engagement of actors with temporal-relational contexts-for-
action’. Therefore, agency is evidenced through the adaptability and reflection of 
individuals or groups in response to the enabling or constraining structures and 
environments. In this view, Biesta and Tedder (2006) propose an ‘ecological 
understanding of agency’ through a distinct analysis between both the actor and the 
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influencing environment and the mutual conditioning transactions between them; 
creating a symbiotic relationship (Durrant, 2020). Emirbayer and Mische (1998) have 
influenced much of Biesta and Tedder (2006) rationale through their temporal-relational 
theory of agency.  

Emirbayer and Mische (1998) view agency as a construction of past impacts (iterational), 
future projections (projective) and involvement with the present (practical–evaluative 
dimension). Priestley et al. (2015) have applied Emirbayer and Mische (1998) theory to 
understand teacher agency and how it develops. They have created a model (see Figure 
3.2) which depicts the various dimensions that may explain the temporal development of 
teacher agency. 

 

Figure 3.2 A model for Understanding the Achievement of Agency Priestley et al. 
(2015, p. 4) 

Under the iterational dimension the influence of life histories are distinguished from the 
professional histories. Stages and phases in the life of a teacher vary along with their 
perspectives. There is a ‘perspective transformation’ (Mezirow, 1981, p. 6) where 
through experiences the individual is enlightened on how their worldview is conditioned. 
Mezirow (1981, p. 9) explains that in various instances of ‘perspective transformation’ 
new commitments are viewed critically through a renewed sense of ‘agency and personal 
responsibility’. Through their research project on variations in teachers' work, lives and 
effectiveness, Day and Gu (2007) also note the ecological element of agency where 
professional life phases and their identities mediated by the contexts or ‘scenarios in 
which they lived and worked’ affected commitment (ibid., p. 423). Biesta et al. (2015) 
likewise stress the centrality of beliefs to the iterational dimension of agency. These are 
the beliefs acquired through past experience, which in their research were the most 
prevalent. The researchers found that teachers are often driven by short-term process 
oriented goals resulting in very efficient practices albeit sometimes less effective. They, 
therefore, prompt for more intellectual thinking in teacher education, or in Priestley et 
al. (2015, p. 3) words, teachers should be more ‘reflectively available’. Teachers, they 
argue, need to be more critical and active agents, rather than doers, and recognising the 
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capacity to be an agent of change; they can be given more opportunities to lead their 
learning to strengthen their self-efficacy.  

Short and long term goals lead to a projective dimension which appraises the 
motivational aspect of agency that aims to bring about a change to the future (Emirbayer 
and Mische, 1998). Actions are underpinned by intentions, which are also influenced by 
personal beliefs (upon self and others), values and personal capacities (Priestley et al., 
2015). This dimension is perhaps what Habermas and Lenhardt (1973) term as 
‘knowledge-constitutive interests’ referring to interests which mould the way knowledge 
is constituted in varied human actions.  

‘Intention’ seems to play a central role here as well as in agency definitions (Bandura, 
2006; Pyhältö et al., 2015). Edwards (2015) suggests that the worth of intentions have to 
be scrutinised. In Kolb’s (2014, p. 42) experiential theory, ‘concrete experience ability’, 
which is congruent with agency, is the ability ‘to involve … fully, openly, and without bias 
in new experiences’. The recurring emphasis in literature about how past experiences are 
influential in the lives and learning of teachers is profound. Thus, ‘to involve … fully, 
openly, and without bias’ in setting goals and take action, does not only depend on 
personal identity, efficacy or ability but also on how much systems, cultures and 
environments are enabling. Limitations will condition aspirations, agency and thus 
alternative prospects as Priestley et al. (2015, p. 7) caution that ‘contexts may serve to 
disable individuals with otherwise high agentic capacity’. These limiting contexts may 
sometimes also be posed by students’ demands (Edwards, 2015). Understanding of 
teachers’ experiences, life phases and scenarios, as well as creating the adequate 
support, promotes security which in turn encourages teachers to be agentic and take 
risks (Biesta et al., 2015; Day and Gu, 2007; Priestley et al., 2015). 

The iterational and the projective dimension feed what happens during the practical-
evaluative dimension. Emirbayer and Mische (1998) define it as: 

the capacity of actors to make practical and normative judgements among 
alternative possible trajectories of action, in response to the emerging 
demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of presently evolving situations. 
(p.971) 

This dimension reshapes actions through a cognitive layer screening of cultural (ideas, 
values, beliefs, discourses, language), social structural (relational, roles, power, trust) and 
materials (resources, environment)(Priestley et al., 2015). Agency is shaped by an 
interplay of decision making in reaction to contexts and accessibility. Contexts can favour 
or inhibit action depending on the individuals’ baggage, material resources, 
environments and nature of constraints. In this regard Wenger (2010, p. 2) explains that 
when such structures are present, practice is not the mere product of ‘implementation’ 
but ‘it is a response to them—based on active negotiation of meaning’. 

Harteis and Goller (2014) add another variable to agency. They explore the variance 
between a developed and undeveloped sense of agency. Agency, they say, can be 
explained on a continuum which varies according to idiosyncratic characteristics that may 
be situational or personal. They note that individuals can be agentic in a given domain, 
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but may be reactive, complacent and dependent on others in different circumstances. In 
their interest to study ‘work agency’ (agency employed in work-life), Harteis and Goller 
(2014, p. 44) propose two distinct types of agency characterised by their goal orientation. 
They define ‘individual-oriented work agency’ as action that is aimed for self-
achievement, and ‘externally oriented agency’ as action intended to make a difference to 
others or to work practices. They argue that one orientation can lead to the other through 
situational changes. Table 3.2 is a conceptualisation of both dimensions.  

Table 3.2 Conceptualisation of both Dimensions of Agency by Harteis and Goller 
(2014, p. 44) 

Orientation Developed Undeveloped 
Individual-

oriented agency 
 

Intentional activity to make a 
difference in or for the self, 
e.g.:  
Deliberately pursue learning 
and development activities 
Shaping one’s own career 
Improving the person-
environment fit 
 

Tendency to:  
 
Comply with existing career 
patterns 
Accept other’s definitions of 
self and role 
Accept given work conditions 
 

Externally 
oriented agency 

 

Intentional activity to make a 
difference in the current work 
practice, e.g.: 
Develop or transform work 
practices  
Create new work practices 
Address tensions in work 
practices 
 

Tendency to:  
 
Overlook tensions in work 
practices 
Protect existing work practices 
even if problems are obvious 
 

 

A multidimensional perspective of agency can help in the understanding of how 
behaviours, social systems, supportive structures and cultures can enact individuals and 
communities towards development. Goller and Billett (2014) state that: 

exercising personal agency at work permits employees to influence their 
own professional development processes through active engagement in 
activities and interactions and the degree and direction of their 
intentionality, which extends to introspection. (p.36) 

The analysis by Harteis and Goller (2014) is explained from an individual perspective, 
however, social cognitive theory recognises three modes of agency (Bandura, 2006) of 
which the ‘individual’ is one of the modes. Every day actions are not dependent solely on 
the individual as some instances are not in direct personal control.  In such circumstances 
influence on others who might be more resourceful, knowledgeable and have better 
means is more rewarding, effective and efficient to achieve goals. The latter is defined as 
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a ‘proxy’ mode of agency (ibid., p. 165). The third mode of agency is ‘collective agency’ 
which refers to actions taken by a group of people who work together to improve their 
present and future. This mode of agency is governed by similar characteristics to 
collaborative initiatives where teams of people believe in their capacities and 
intelligences, set common visions and goals based on shared values to overcome 
challenges (ibid., p. 165). Bandura (2006) contends that in our daily endeavours we use 
an interplay of these three forms of agency. 

 

3.4.2 Teacher Agency and Professional Learning and Development 

A number of authors have indicated the benefits of supporting teacher agency (Butler et 
al., 2015; Day, 2017; Durrant, 2020). A common view is that top-down systems de-
activates growth processes. On the contrary, as Goller and Billett (2014) state above, 
where agency is at work a number of other self-developing attributes, such as critical 
reflection, resilience and self-efficacy, for instance, are fostered. When school cultures 
believe in teachers’ professional capacities, the feeling of trust, coupled with support, will 
generate efficacy and agency (Hallinger et al., 2019). However, though self-efficacy might 
be high due to positive outcomes of their practices, teachers still may have ‘low self-
perceptions of agency’ if they are not involved enough in decision making, setting of 
goals, modes of implementation and methods of evaluation (Butler et al., 2015, p. 7). 
Moreover, engaging teachers in communities of inquiry that collaboratively employ co-
intelligences to overcome challenges and bring about improvements, create what 
Watson and Scribner (2007, p. 431) term as ‘conjoint agency’. It is critical to note that 
apart from teachers, exercise of agency can benefit and is desired by other agents within 
the system. Teachers can act as agency models to those whom they interact with such as 
students and parents (Butler et al., 2015). Durrant, 2020 supports this statement and 
contends that: 

[h]uman agency needs an explicit place in both teachers’ and students’ 
identity and it should be advocated as both an aim and a means for 
professional development. Agency should reside in school structures, 
cultures and processes, in pedagogy and within the curriculum, 
challenging self-imposed as well as structurally inherent limitations. (p.3)  

It is becoming more prominent in today’s industrial and post-industrial society that 
citizens have a developed sense of agency to influence their environments; the latter 
being social, domestic, personal, professional or civic (Gardner, 2019). Schools which are 
social learning environments should thus be advocates and facilitators of agency 
(Eteläpelto et al., 2013). School cultures need to be underpinned by values and visions 
that promote agency in all their communities and at all levels. Day (2017, p. 69) 
recommends that teachers need to be ‘active agents within their own worlds, whose 
opportunities for success depend upon maintaining their agency as initiators of change 
and not merely ‘subcontractors’ for others’ change ideas’. This is not because the ideas 
of others are wrong, but because every individual has the capacity to make intelligent 
judgements adaptable to their specific context. Even if initially these judgements may not 
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be the best of options due to lack of knowledge, expertise or experience (Buxton et al., 
2015). The belief needs to be that the process of agency is a medium to empower the 
individual in promoting personal learning, development, efficacy and identity (Bandura, 
2006). Growing your own PLD approach, as Leadbeater (2008) puts it, is attributing value 
to quotidian choices that affect teaching and learning in classrooms. This view of agentic 
process enacts a growth cycle that gives individuals or communities a sense of capacity 
and belief that by themselves or in collaboration they can move forward and learn out of 
everyday challenges (Clarke and Hollingsworth, 2002). Moreover, it promotes collective 
intelligence which can generate creative approaches or solutions which are much more 
situated and thus effective for the context (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012). 

In an attempt to create a model of PLD from a teacher agency perspective at multiple 
levels, Imants and Van der Wal (2020) extracted five inherent characteristics. They view 
that a PLD process through teacher agency:  

(1) presents the teacher as an actor, (2) depicts dynamic relationships, (3) 
treats professional development and school reform as inherently 
contextualized, including multiple levels, (4) includes the professional 
development and school reform content as variable and (5) considers 
outcomes as part of a continuing cycle (p.7) 

They contend that this model can be useful in the study of teachers or other agents ‘as 
actors, not as factors’ to comprehend deeper the change phenomenon and how it can 
be sustained over time (Imants and Van der Wal, 2020, p. 12). Buxton et al. (2015) present 
a different perspective on evaluating agency and a PLD approach. They propose to 
measure agentic choices first on the basis of the teachers’ longitudinal perceptions about 
the extent of educative enabling factors to respond to theirs and students’ strengths and 
needs (responsiveness), and secondly on how the educative enabling factors help in the 
achievement of ‘nimbleness or ability’ of teachers to attend situational and students’ 
needs (ibid., p. 501). Herring (2012,para.9) concurs and asserts that today’s workforce 
needs to be ‘more agile, curious, and committed to continuous learning’. 

Thus, there is an inseparable interactive link between learning and agency, where agency 
is limited without learning as much as learning is without agency (Hase, 2015). To develop 
as an active professional agent an individual requires a personal open positive mind-set 
as an active learner who has the ability to act with purposeful intentions, together with 
continuous evaluation of actions through critical reflections (Toom et al., 2015). The 
agency towards learning is characterised by self-determined learning which is an agentic 
constructive process of setting goals while monitoring and regulating cognition and 
action through reflection. This learning is also characteristically ecological since the 
context and the environment condition the set goals (van den Bergh et al., 2015). 

The above arguments about agency and learning are much rooted within ramifications of 
constructivist theories such as social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1989b), experiential 
learning theory (Kolb, 2014) and self-directed learning (Zimmerman and Moylan, 2009). 
I have argued in the previous sections how the literature presents evidence that teachers 
profit more from learning experiences (practical) where they are involved in their own 
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learning, motivated and supported through emancipative collaborative cultures, and 
where learning is meaningful for the contexts (Butler et al., 2004; Opfer and Pedder, 
2011; Voogt et al., 2015). The following section will further discuss experiential and self-
directed/determined learning theories as underpinnings for teacher agency. 

3.4.3 Self-Determined Professional Learning and Development  

Self-regulation theories regard learners as capable, active and constructive participants 
of their learning and development. The belief is that learners are agentic constructionists 
of their own beliefs, goals, and plans of action motivated from the environment, past 
experiences and knowledge (Pintrich, 2000). Kolb (2015), who considers learning from 
experience as central to learning, developed his experiential-learning theory based on 
the work of Lewin, Piaget and Dewey. He defines it as ‘the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation of experience’ (ibid., p. 49). Though Kolb (2015, p. 
30) implies any kind of experiences, from agentic to incidental, or in his terms through a 
‘holistic integrative perspective on learning’, Pintrich (2000) definition of self-regulated 
learning identifies the specific dimension that gives the individual more control and 
agency. He states that self-regulation: 

is an active, constructive process whereby learners set goals for their 
learning and then attempt to monitor, regulate, and control their 
cognition, motivation, and behaviour, guided and constrained by their 
goals and the contextual features in the environment. (p.453) 

Thus, considering both experiential and self-regulated learning, the same learning 
processes are enacted; deliberate or consequential. They both need the will to learn, 
action, observation, cognition and reflection.  

Though self-regulation epistemology is based on the ‘self’ as learning agency, 
nonetheless, it also recognises the importance of collaboration and collective agency 
(Bandura, 2006; Blaschke, 2012). In this respect, Schnellert and Butler (2016,para.8) 
observe that teachers who jointly participate ‘in self- and co-regulated learning and 
practice, as enacted through cycles of collaborative inquiry, … invest more in learning 
about, exploring and sustaining practices that enable student learning’. They also note a 
parallel between cycles of inquiry and learning cycles involved in self- or co-regulation. 
These cycles are characterised by processes of problem or purpose identification, goal 
setting, planning, practice, reflection, observation, evaluation, moderation and adjusting; 
until an effective product is achieved. Yet, as regards to outcomes, some argue that self-
regulatory activities may be considered as outcomes in their own right, as the process of 
learning is fundamental and meta-cognitively enlightening (Pintrich, 2000). The parallel 
drawn between cycles is also analogous to action research cycles (Kemmis et al., 2014). 
Another derived parallel can be seen between self-regulation phases and processes as 
described by Zimmerman and Moylan (2009) (see Figure 3.3), and the core properties of 
human agency as described by social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2006). 

The difference is that the ‘intentionality’ referred to in Zimmerman and Moylan (2009) 
theory is combined within other elements such as ‘forethought’. However, the observed 
overlap of the cycles exposes how the central process taking place inside the individual’s 
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mind is conditioning the learning process (Taylor and Marienau, 2016; Zull, 2012). Key to 
this process is the will or motivation to learn or take action. It is needless to say that the 
drive for learning varies in the teachers’ profession too. A spectrum may be found 
between some who will not even comprehend the need to/for, to others who have an 
insatiable desire for learning (van den Bergh et al., 2015). 

 

 

Figure 3.3 A Cyclical Phase Model of Self-regulation that Integrates Metacognitive 
Processes and Key Measures of Motivation (Zimmerman and Moylan, 2009, p. 300) 

Social cognitive discourse sheds light on this by signposting four critical self-motivational 
underpinnings: ‘self-efficacy, outcome expectations, task interest/ valuing, and goal 
orientation’ (Zimmerman, 2006, p. 709). Some of these have already been examined in 
previous sections (see section 2.3), and ‘self-efficacy’ will be discussed in the next section. 

Endedijk et al. (2012) have designed two dimensions to analyse the intensity to self-
regulate. They proposed the active-passive dimension which is determined by the level 
of individual agency towards learning. On the passive end one could indicate that learning 
was determined by someone else or by the context, while on the active side the individual 
takes the maximum responsibility within the parameters of the capacities and 
capabilities. The other dimension is set on a prospective-retrospective dimension. 
Prospective regulation refers to the forethought phase of the learning process which 
involves the goal/aim setting and planning, while retrospective regulation is the reflective 
process that monitors and regulates  
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action (ibid.). Endedijk et al. (2012) explain that the level of self-regulation can be gauged 
on the extent of each dimension, and when dimensions mark at the middle it may indicate 
situations of co-regulated learning or fragmented control due to nature of learning or 
context. Consequently, they have also concluded that the context is very influential in 
self-regulation. 

Most literature in the field of self-regulation refer to this phenomenon as a spectrum of 
personal control which posits that any degree of decision making from the learner would 
reflect in the extent of self-regulation.  This control may be achieved from goal setting 
through to the methods and modes of learning. However, Hase and Kenyon (2007) came 
up with an improved conceptualisation which distinguishes self-regulated learning 
(andragogy) from self-determined (heutagogy) learning. Hase and Kenyon (2007, p. 112) 
describe ‘heutagogy’ as ‘learner-centred learning that sees the learner as the major agent 
in their own learning which occurs as a result of personal experiences’. Blaschke (2012) 
views ‘heutagogy’ as a continuum of ‘andragogy’ (self-directed), which is dependent on 
the learner’s maturity to autonomously progress in learning with less scaffolding. 
Blaschke (2012) explains that in contrast with self-directed learning, ‘heutagogy’ needs 
and develops higher order learning domains, where the learner is developing throughout 
the whole process (see Table 3.3) through capacity and involvement. 

Table 3.3 Differences between Andragogy and Heutagogy (Blaschke, 2012) 

Andragogy (Self-directed) 

 

► Heutagogy (Self-determined)  

Single-loop learning ► Double-loop learning 

Competency development ► Capability development 

Linear design and learning approach 

 

► Non-linear design and learning 
approach 

Instructor-learner directed ► Learner-directed 

Getting students to learn (content) 

 

► Getting students to understand how 
they learn (process) 

 

Hase’s (2014) developed principles of self-determined learning are primarily focused on 
the expansion of the learners’ ability to learn; ‘triple-loop learning’ (ibid., p. 10). The main 
belief is that an individual is able to learn given the appropriate support, trust, autonomy 
and a sense of self-efficacy. Individuals who have an improved ‘adaptive flexibility’ also 
feel more confident and able to self-direct in life challenges (Kolb, 2015, p. 148). 
‘Heutagogy’ is based on the maximum involvement of the learner through a respect of 
the individual’s potential which provides flexible learning that is within the zone of 
proximal development. This type of learning is not linear and is characterised by 
idiosyncratic processes where learning is contextualised and transformed into learning 
experiences. Furthermore, ‘heutagogy’ offers collaborative opportunities, enacts critical 
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reflection that in turn develops metacognition, is varied with resources, aims for deep 
learning rather than acquisition of knowledge, supports development of research skills, 
recognises that learning has no formal boundaries, and concedes that learning has to be 
facilitated rather than controlled, as control can be counterproductive (Hase, 2014). 

Most of these principles have been discussed in previous sections of this literature review 
and also highly match the earlier identified characteristics of effective PLD processes. Day 
and Gu (2007, p. 425) sustain that an idealised PLD experience would be one which is 
‘self-motivated and self-regulated, and involve both intellectual and emotional 
processes’. The shift to self-determined learning is even more challenging and idealistic. 
This paradigm shift entails trust, cohesion of understandings of beliefs and values, 
together with a clear collective vision of the school community. This progress is not only 
desirable in the professional class, but also for all learners generally considered as a trait 
of modern citizens (Luna Scott, 2015c). An understanding of the learner forms an 
idiosyncratic perspective with individual needs, starting points, interests, learning pace 
and motivations, where the methods applied will avoid the linearity and mass approach 
which have often been reported as less effective. If a calibrated self-determined 
approach is attained, a higher incidence of adequacy to learn is more probable as it may 
foster and nourish self-efficacy. 

 

3.5 Teacher Efficacy  

Social cognitive theory, which may be considered as the root of efficacy discourses, 
explains that self-beliefs are the relational interactors between knowledge and action. 
Though an individual may have the necessary skills for a specific task, the enactment 
depends on personal beliefs, together with the values or perceptions of whether their 
capability is adequate to cope with situations or to attain a goal at a desired level 
(Bandura, 1997). Research has observed a correlation between the level of self-efficacy 
and performance (Fackler and Malmberg, 2016), where individuals who have robust self-
efficacy are more likely to approach challenges with optimism, thus, increasing their 
probabilities to stretch their potential (Gallagher, 2012). Self-efficacy beliefs also act as 
motivators when the going gets tough and develop resilience in conflicting times. It is also 
observed that individuals with higher levels of self-efficacy experience less negative 
feelings in precarious moments as their belief in their resourcefulness is high (ibid.). The 
latter rules out that self-efficacy is only based on success, but rather acknowledges that 
times of cognitive conflict may serve as  moments of growth (Tschannen-Moran and 
McMaster, 2009). 

Bandura (1997) argues that self-efficacy should influence both students and teachers 
alike as regards the motivations, projections, perseverance and attainments of activities. 
Higher instructional self-efficacy in teachers is believed to result in better classroom 
climates that challenges students abilities while attending to their holistic needs and 
maximising success (Schunk and Dibenedetto, 2016).  Self-efficacy manifests in different 
formats. It can be evident in performance of learnt behaviour, in the learning of new skills, 
in self-regulated/determined learning, collective endeavours, instructional capability or 
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collective instructional capacity (Schunk and Dibenedetto, 2016). The attainment of such 
phenomena is often argued to depend on the triadic reciprocal causation postulated by 
social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997). Social cognitive perspective proposes that the 
interactivity between behaviour, the internal personal factors (cognitive, affective and 
biological) and the external environment are determining in our choices and actions.  

Consequently, Bandura (1997) hypothesised that teachers’ self-efficacy may be moulded 
by four means, namely:  

 by past experiences and the perceptions and beliefs accumulated over time 
(mastery experiences), and/or  

 through verbal reinforcement by significant others like family, colleagues, 
mentors and leaders (verbal persuasion), and/or  

 by inferring from others’ successes and failures (vicarious experiences), and/or  
 the emotional and physiological arousal felt during the forethought and action 

phase.  

There is an unambiguous similarity in these propositional processes of self-efficacy 
formation with the ways teachers report to learn (see section 3.3). I argue that self-
efficacy is a learning concept in itself as it is a way of self-cognition and self-awareness of 
personal capacities for action. Yet, Schunk and Dibenedetto (2016) caution against 
confusing these with related concepts such as self-concept, self-esteem, self-confidence 
and perceived control for agency as their meaning and influence varies. However, they 
all contribute to the growth of the teacher if sensitively supported (Durrant, 2020). 
Indeed, Day and Gu (2007) state that: 

Managing the emotional arenas of classroom life is fundamental to 
effective teaching, and a sense of positive professional identity is 
dependent upon teachers' belief that they can do so effectively. It is 
closely associated with their sense of efficacy, agency and commitment 
and these are associated with morale, and job satisfaction. (p.428) 

There is variance in research outcome about teacher self-efficacy correlators, however, 
the evidence consistently shows that teachers experience more mastery through their 
daily work (Fackler and Malmberg, 2016). The implication leads to an interactive process, 
whereby more support to transform knowledge acquired from experience and translated 
into conscious professional development and learning underpinned by reflection would 
engender self-efficacy which in turn engenders further enterprise (Tschannen-Moran and 
McMaster, 2009). Moreover, modelling by colleagues, support from instructional 
leadership and cultures are also common channels for higher self-efficacy. The influence 
from these elements seem to diminish with accumulated experience (Fackler and 
Malmberg, 2016). However, through their research, Tschannen-Moran and McMaster 
(2009) found evidence to show that coaching support after a PLD session sustained more 
good practice. Thus, as reported in the PLC literature, supportive conditions, both 
structural and relationships, are needed to sustain teacher professional growth (Hipp et 
al., 2010) and self-efficacy. Durrant (2020) states that: 
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It is possible … for teachers to develop greater agency through a positive 
cycle where they influence structures politically and materially in order to 
support their own contributions and influence. In another positive cycle, 
they work on themselves to develop positive emotional responses and 
resilience in circumstances of failure and setback, capitalising on 
successes leading to a greater sense of self-confidence and self-efficacy. 
(p.53) 

Thus, a collaborative culture which promotes emancipative climates where teachers are 
given a voice in determining PLD needs and involvement in decision making are catalysts 
for self-efficacy (Gibson and Earley, 2007). It is worth noting that collaborative efficacy is 
an important emergence of self-efficacy and collaborative settings. The collective efficacy 
is not the collection of beliefs, hence collective individual self-efficacy of a group, but a 
common belief that is collectively held that they possess the intelligence and capability 
to take action in a given situation (Bandura, 2006). Gibson and Earley (2007) propose 11 
moderators extracted from literature that regulate collective efficacy (see Table 3.4). 

Table 3.4 Moderators that regulate Collective Efficacy, adapted from Gibson and 
Earley (2007) 

 

Self-efficacy is an endemic trait and similarly with agency is linked to enabling factors. A 
list of processes can be traced from the literature that support teacher growth. 
Commencing with teacher training which should theoretically support teachers in their 
mastery experience together with vicarious experiences shared from mentors or teachers 

Proposition Correlation with self-efficacy 
1. Member abilities awareness The stronger the efficacy, the greater the level of task 

difficulty 
2. Group member status Groups with equal status members contribute equally to 

group efficacy; in heterogeneous teams, the efficacy of high 
status members will best predict group efficacy 

3. Past performance Positive retrospective perceptions increase group efficacy 
4. Group cohesion The stronger the efficacy, the greater the level of task 

process interdependence 
5. Intragroup cooperation and 

intergroup competition 
The stronger the efficacy, the more salient the belief 

6. Task Importance The stronger the efficacy, the more salient the group's belief 
7. Roles in the group The more explicit and differentiated the facilitation process, 

the broader the information and experiences exchanged 
8. Routines The stronger the routines, the more superficial examination 

of information and experiences  
9. Goal clarity When this is high, group efficacy will be related more 

strongly to performance 
10. Belief sharedness  When this is high, group efficacy will be more strongly 

related to performance 
11. Environmental stability Teams with moderate environmental stability will 

demonstrate stronger calibration between group efficacy 
and performance than those in highly stable or highly 
unstable environments 
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followed by verbal persuasion, self-efficacy will bud at an early stage (Tschannen-Moran 
and McMaster, 2009). School communities are to be aware of the self-efficacy supporting 
factors such as collaboration, shared values and goals, distributed leadership and decision 
making. This understanding will enlighten systems that promote success for all, students, 
teachers and leaders alike. As Zull (2012) states: 

Success is progress toward a goal, and nothing succeeds like success. This 
could be one of the most important aspects of intrinsic motivation. 
Achievement itself is rewarding, and that may simply be because it is 
recognized as movement. (p.62) 

 

3.6 Conclusion 

Schools may be considered as complex adaptive systems where a number of social 
interactions occur which resolve into learning experiences and knowledge creation. The 
non-linear characteristics of agents present within this purposeful assembly, demand that 
the professional teacher be resourceful, adaptive and agentic to develop authentic 
learning. Teachers are at the frontline in the interpretation and application of reforms 
and curricula. They are expected to apprehend and comprehend policies and mediate 
application to a myriad of complex contexts and student needs. Teachers’ PLD has long 
been considered as an underpinning to their challenges and for the implementation of 
reforms. However, the fast pace of change has placed teachers in more protagonist roles 
where linear PLD approaches have become less efficient and effective. It is in such 
realities that teacher agency becomes central and highlights the need to refine ways in 
which teachers prefer to learn.  

Teachers’ learning preferences as reported in the literature are consistent with the four 
modes of social cognitive theory which support self-efficacy. Mastery experience is the 
most prevalent through interactions with students, peers and leaders. Verbal persuasion 
and vicarious experiences are also very effective where observation of peers and support 
from others is recognised. Beneath these modes of learning, there is a stream of 
abstraction taking place through brain processes of retrospection, reflection and 
prospection. Emotions aroused during cycles of action condition teachers in their daily 
choices. Through these learning processes, beliefs are reinforced or challenged with the 
hope of improving the learning value and experience. Consequently, consciously using 
and modifying contexts as learning arenas where teachers’ complex creativity is 
supported to deal with complex and unpredictable situations, becomes imperative.  

The balance of evidence is persuasive of the view that creating PLD approaches that 
capitalise on teachers’ learning preferences that promote self-determined learning, 
support self-efficacy and encourage agency would increase effectiveness and 
satisfaction. This claim may look rather idealistic. The next chapter explains the 
methodology employed in this research to study this proposition. What happens when 
teachers are given the opportunity to transform their own learning, by giving them the 
space, resources, autonomy for choice of goals, mode, pace and outcome? 
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 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Introduction 

This research was designed to study a PLD approach that promotes teacher agency and 
optimises relevance to the needs and contexts of participating individuals or groups. As 
discussed in the preceding chapters, the ontological underpinning of this research stems 
from the belief that a PLD process is complex involving numerous agents such as identity, 
professionalism, professional phase, agency, level of metacognition, learning preference 
and demands. Thus, in such a complex socially constructed reality created by those 
engaged in it, linear approaches may lose effectiveness. Moreover, the complexity of this 
phenomenon is not singular but reflects the complex exigencies presented from systems, 
reforms, schools and students. In order to investigate what happens when teachers were 
given the opportunity to exercise their agency towards their learning and development, 
I have resolved to address the following three research questions (RQs): 

1. What happens when teachers are given the opportunity to have more agency in 
their PLD experiences? 

2. What trends emerge in relation to teacher agency? 

3. What difference does it make to their self-efficacy towards determining their 
professional growth? 

The aim of the RQs was to discover what happens when teachers were given more 
autonomy for their own PLD process, with particular focus on enacting agency. Both as 
deputy-head of the primary section of the school and researcher, I facilitated participant 
teachers’ agency and created the necessary support, while applying the broad knowledge 
gleaned from the literature about effective professional learning and development. My 
ultimate aim was to empower teachers’ growth through self-determined learning, study 
how agency and self-determined PLD take shape, and explore how these affect teachers’ 
practices and their self-efficacy.  

This investigation attempts to contribute to calls from researchers seeking to understand 
better teachers’ professional development from a complexity and agentic perspective 
(King, 2014; Opfer and Pedder, 2011). Aware of the challenge proposed by Evans (2014, 
p. 183) to understand ‘what occurs inside an individual’s head in order for her/him to 
experience a single professional development ‘episode’’, through my proposed approach 
I sought to add more pieces to the mosaic of teachers’ PLD process. Nevertheless, I was 
cognisant that being a case-study it is somewhat bound, and external validity was an issue 
to generate theory (Cohen et al., 2018). I believe that within the framework of the 
complexity theory perspective it is hard to find a universal understanding of the ambitious 
queries raised by Evans (2014). However, teacher patterns can be studied under specific 
contextual situations.  These situations can be constructed through PLD processes that 
maximise supportive structures, autonomy and agency. Consequently, prevailing 
attitudinal, cognitive and common patterns may lead to a deeper understanding of PLD 
processes and teachers’ beliefs. Hence, this chapter aims to clarify some methodological 
choices and other epistemological factors influencing this research towards these aims. 
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4.1.1 Philosophical Perspective of this Research 

In a bid to answer the research questions, I have adopted an interpretivist (also referred 
to as constructionist) paradigm (Lincoln and Guba, 2013) mixed with critical theory and 
applying an ‘interbreed’ between both perspectives (Denzin, 2017; Denzin and Lincoln, 
2005, p. 184).  The justification for this choice stems from an ontological perspective of 
the value placed on the actors, the contexts and the history, and from the belief of their 
mutual relationship and influence.  

 
4.1.2 Interpretive Critical Inquiry 

Lincoln and Guba (2013, p. 39) state that an interpretivist perspective rests on the 
proposition ‘that social reality is relative to the individuals involved and to the particular 
context in which they find themselves’. An interpretivist paradigm adopts a subjectivist 
way of knowing (epistemology), a relativist way of identifying the nature of that 
knowledge (ontology), a naturalist method to obtain the knowledge (methodology), and 
a value balanced regulation throughout the research process (axiology) (Kivunja and 
Kuyini, 2017). On the other hand, critical theory contends that to best understand 
realities, they must be contrasted against a broader framework of theory that has the 
affinity to locate them in a ‘wider social system and/or a larger process of historical 
development that has been properly theorized’ (Hammersley, 2012, p. 30). This paradigm 
supplements the subjective interpretations with an important quest of ‘why’ we have 
come to see realities as such. This theory is underpinned by a historical realism that 
proposes that reality has been influenced by values of specific movements such as social, 
political, cultural, economic, ethnic, and gender (Kincheloe and McLaren, 2005). Critical 
theory primarily has an emancipatory agenda where ‘people are empowered to take 
control over their own lives and life choices’ (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 51), and through 
reflection they challenge their beliefs (Habermas, 2005) that condition their actions. 
Habermas (2005, p. 316) states that ‘self-reflection is determined by an emancipatory 
cognitive interest’. 

The subjective nature of the interpretivist paradigm assumes that meanings are reflected 
by the researcher, and that ‘the researcher and their subjects are engaged in interactive 
processes in which they intermingle, dialogue, question, listen, read, write and record 
research data’ (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017, p. 33). It is believed that our actions reflect our 
beliefs and therefore, it is through the subjective reactions to experiences and our 
reflections on them that we can access our beliefs and coded meanings. Critical theory’s 
ontology of historical realism supports this view and includes the examination of the 
origins of these beliefs and ideologies. Moreover, implicit meanings are culture and 
context bound which implies that they do not promote a single truth but rather imbue 
multiple realities. Historical moments and identities converge in a given circumstance 
where their combination have the capacity to determine the future. Adopting Carr and 
Kemmis (2003) and Lincoln and Guba (2013) descriptions of both paradigms, critical 
theory and interpretivist perspectives combine in this study to strengthen the 
investigation and together they:  
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 consider that subjective truth is historically and socially embedded 
 depend upon the subjective meanings and interpretations of practitioners 
 support processes of self-reflection to distinguish dissonant restraining ideologies 
 propose an alternative social order of which participants have been deprived  
 offer a practical approach to overcome practitioners’ problems.  

This research deals with agency for learning and development of a specific profession as 
its core interest of study. As already discussed in Chapter 3, it is also grounded in complex 
adaptive systems which implies that teachers are able to learn and develop their 
meanings through the multiple opportunities they experience in their everyday lives 
(Buxton et al., 2015). Through their identities, professional and life phases, stimulated 
with critical reflections on quotidian experiences and social interactions, teachers have 
the capacity to influence their zone of proximal development and learning (Day and Gu, 
2007). Multiple realities are not only bound with concrete factors but also through 
abstraction and interpretations. Consequently, unique situations do not have an inherent 
meaning a priori, but every situation gains idiosyncratic understanding dependent on the 
worldview of those involved. Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 37) state that the ‘knower and 
the known are interactive, [and] inseparable’. 

Hence, my intention was to examine the participants’ perceptions and attitudes towards 
their experiences as they go through the contextual and socio-cultural influenced events 
that emerge out of a self-determined PLD process (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). Grounded 
in the belief that realities are multiple, unique, socially constructed and that meanings 
are bestowed on experiences (Cohen et al., 2018; Lincoln and Guba, 1985), I was not 
seeking any absolute truth but rather how a different PLD experience might affect 
participants in their particular contexts and culture (Guba, 1981). Schutz (1962) states 
that: 

Strictly speaking there are no such things as facts pure and simple. All facts 
are from the outset selected from a universal context by the activities of 
our mind. There are, therefore, always interpreted facts, either facts 
looked at as detached from their context by an artificial abstraction or 
facts considered in their particular setting. In either case, they carry along 
their interpretational inner and outer horizon. (p.5) 

Thus, it is through this lens that perhaps Evans (2014) calls for a universal understanding 
of a PLD process and ‘why’ it happens would be rather unattainable. It would mean that 
one is to ignore the complex nature of involved agents and resort to linear reasoning 
which still falls short of a universal remedy, hence fuelling so much research into this 
phenomenon. Nonetheless, patterns do exist and it is the aim of this research to uncover 
particular patterns in a PLD process and agency under set conditions.  

Since all involved agents (human such as teachers or context such as lessons) in this 
process were to be mutually influential, it is understood that it was hard to separate cause 
from effect (Cohen et al., 2018; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Also meanings were considered 
to be in a constant state of evolution whilst historically and contextually influenced and 
bound. Observed situations and data gathered for this research had to be contextually 
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decoded in a bid to gain a faithful and holistic perspective. Through my understandings 
of the situations, and as an insider researcher, this was seen as an advantage (see section 
4.2 ) where my role was to try objectively to explain and interpret the multiple situations, 
analyse their causes, consequences, interpretations from participants and why they were 
worth noting.  

 

4.2 Researcher’s Beliefs and Influences 

As a researcher, I am conditioned by beliefs and values accumulated from experiences 
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985) which have in turn influenced my research choices. Through a 
reflexive process I have examined my motivations and assumptions that led me to 
research this area. The motivations were laid out in the introduction chapter (see Section 
1.5). The assumptions that have underpinned my arguments, my forethought and agency 
towards the research are listed below: 

 Teachers are professionals who are able to construct their own learning 
 Capitalising on teachers’ capacity and complex thinking may generate authentic 

solutions for complex situations 
 Interests and needs will make teachers’ learning more motivating and authentic 

through teacher agency 
 Consciousness of practice (reflection and reflexivity) in context improves learning 

for the educator and the taught 
 Inquiry-based learning and action learning can generate theories of 

understanding 
 Distributed leadership in teaching and learning increases trust and self-efficacy in 

the teaching profession 
 A learning organisation is beneficial for the quality of a school.  

These assumptions stem from a blend of personal experiences as well as influences from 
research in the field that fit my beliefs as an educator and researcher. A major influence 
comes from Opfer and Pedder (2011, p. 379) who maintain that ‘teacher learning …. 
evolves as a nested system involving systems within systems’. Consequently, teacher 
learning emerges as a ‘complex system’ exhibited through the systems’ interactions and 
other agents that integrate in a non-linear way even though ‘highly patterned’ (ibid., 
2011, p. 379). Thus, Opfer and Pedder (2011) contend that: 

identifying emergent patterns of interaction within and between levels of 
activity that would constitute an explanatory theory of teacher learning as 
a complex system requires variable-inclusive (as opposed to control) 
strategies of research, development, planning, and evaluation. (pp. 379-
380) 

Consequently, having applied an interpretivist/constructivist paradigm, I adopted 
Doolittle (2014) theory which combines the principles of complex systems with the 
constructivist theory of learning thus combining two strong ‘metaphors’ that characterise 
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teacher learning. Thus, in ‘complex constructivism’ a non-linear, adaptive, and 
constructive nature of learning is espoused and underpinned by six ideals: 

 learning involves an individual’s adaptation to the environment; 

 learning involves the active construction of knowledge by the individual; 

 learning involves the self-organization of knowledge and experience into 
internal models; 

 learning involves the emergence of internal models as a natural 
consequence of an individual’s on-going experience; 

 learning is a function of both individual interaction and existing internal 
models; and 

 learning occurs within agent hierarchies and selection pressures that 
includes individuals, family, friends, and local and global culture. 

(Doolittle, 2014, p. 494) 

The understanding of the complex system of how teachers learn and develop through 
their agentic disposition is key to this research. Both complexity theory and 
constructivism believe that the natural environment is central where using case studies 
in an endeavour to understand the participants’ viewpoints on the phenomenon is critical 
(Cohen et al., 2018). Naturalist methodology is the overarching research paradigm that 
characterises the approaches chosen, and as Creswell (2013) points out, that to study 
subjective realities and contexts: 

qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to inquiry, 
collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places 
under study, and data analysis that is both inductive and deductive and 
establishes patterns or themes. The final written report or presentation 
includes the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, a 
complex description and interpretation of the problem, and its 
contribution to the literature or a call for change (p.53) 

The beliefs espoused in this section have underpinned the choices of the methodology 
and tools devised to understand the phenomenon being researched. The research 
approach had to reflect and address the nature of the RQs by understanding the 
participants, their experiences, their interpretations and the contexts while being critical 
and open to understand in-depth trends.  

4.2.1 Participant as Observer 

One of the challenging aspects of this research design is that I had to adopt multiple roles 
at different times along the research. Merriam (1998, p. 103) notes that participant 
observers adopt a ‘schizophrenic’ approach. I should say that the first participant of this 
research was myself. As a participant, I needed to take on the role of facilitator for the 
PLD process whilst also being a school leader in supporting the PLD approach through 
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resources and time allocation over and above my daily responsibilities as deputy head. 
This necessitated a continuous interplay between the roles, which initially was not easy 
to achieve until a comfortable balance was eventually developed (Watts, 2011). The 
nature of this balance, as the research process was gaining momentum, was abstract 
much through critical reflection rather than practical. Balance was needed in my self-
regulation between the dual roles within the research. Creswell (2013) explains that 
observing in a context requires special skills. Indeed these skills had to be developed 
according to the circumstances and through experience. Both roles, leading a PLD process 
and leading the school, overlap in many aspects and were at times conceptually intricate 
to distinguish (see section 2.7).  At first I was very cautious due to the fear of interfering 
with the research process and contaminating the data (Mercer, 2007). This presented a 
learning curve for me especially as a researcher. Though it was not the first research that 
I had conducted in the role of an observer (Farrugia, 2015), this research demanded 
higher order skills to coordinate a PLD programme and conduct a research study. It 
required a degree of self-vigilance whilst at the same time challenging my awareness of 
the obvious and commonplace which I was accustomed to. This diligence was important 
to maximise any identification of valid events that might arise within the research period. 
Through this process my critical reflective skills had to broaden and deepen. 

My observing style was very naturalistic and was characterised by immersion in a well-
known context coupled with an awareness of what data I could look for and when (Cohen 
et al., 2018). This fact was seen as highly advantageous. Various methods were used for 
observation for the collection of observational data. For instance, I asked participants to 
invite me to observe any activity in their classroom related to the planned learning and 
development. For pragmatic reasons, I set limits for observations to a number of 
purposely chosen participants and also to achieve a form of structure. I also observed 
interactions during planning, followed up on documents and artefacts related to their 
PLD plans, and took note of reactions during interviews and focus groups. All data that to 
my knowledge and understanding could shed more light on the research were 
documented in field notes that I recorded on a mobile application (Diario). The mobile 
application proved to be useful as its function is to log the day and time and automatically 
synch the data in a cloud file which was then accessed on a PC. This meant that I had 
constant access to my growing bank of data.  

The dual role developed as a participant-as-observer, since I had to facilitate and support 
the PLD process and naturally partake with the participants’ everyday responsibilities and 
endeavours. My research observation position was made overt from the start of the 
research and although my actions were discreet, I would notify the participant with any 
observations that I made. This was often done in the form of probing during professional 
reflective discourses. These interactions benefited both me as a leader and researcher 
while at the same time helping the participant teacher to feel more supported, increase 
awareness and criticality. These instances were more like mentoring sessions as through 
this approach I felt that the participants would feel more at ease, whilst avoiding the 
pitfall of judgmental negative misconceptions, thus also benefitting the data collection 
(Watts, 2011). However, I was also on the lookout for any critical incidents related to the 
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research subject under study (Cohen et al., 2018) as this would also give an indication of 
how the ‘backstage culture’ can influence this form of PLD. 

 

4.2.2 Multiple Role Dilemma 

A critical aspect of this research that presented challenges to me as someone immersed 
in the research environment (insider) and who holds a leadership role, concerns issues 
related to power and equity. My personal reflexivity was critical to evaluate how my role 
and identity were influencing or affecting the research process and the participants. This 
self-check meant that I would need to distance my actions when I noticed there was the 
risk of data distortion. 

Mercer (2007) advocates insider research by mentioning Hawkins’ (1990) case, a head of 
school, who while researching his own school ‘suggests that a participant-observer who 
continues to perform his or her normal role within an institution will have more impact 
on the research than an outsider consultant’ (Mercer, 2007, p. 6). This is attributed to the 
capacity to integrate in real life and have less probability of conditioning the research 
setting (Cohen et al., 2018). In effect, my experience concords with that of Pollard who 
was interviewed by Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier (2013) and who states that: 

working in a school and having long term relationships with people in 
them … one got a kind of knowledge that wasn't available from more 
detached methods. And since I wanted to understand the social influences 
on learning which you would expect to be holistic, complicated and multi-
layered, … getting close to community and families was a necessary part 
of looking at that issue. (Andrew Pollard in conversation, 2011) (p.6) 

The debate about insider and outsider research is inconclusive; however, being aware of 
its advantages and disadvantages to mitigate interferences is critical.  Mercer (2007) 
outlines the advantages and disadvantages classifying them under access, intrusiveness, 
familiarity and rapport (see Table 4.1 Advantages and Disadvantages of Insider Research 
adapted from Mercer (2007)). 

Therefore, considering this complexity of the research I was cognizant to avoid 
contaminating my study by being careful not to influence participants’ behaviour in 
making explicit the research questions. Moreover, I needed to explain my multiple roles 
to the participants and make clear that the research would not jeopardise any future 
professional relationships. Nonetheless, I was also aware that ‘people’s willingness to talk 
to you, and what people say to you, is influenced by who they think you are’ (Drever, 
1995, p. 31). The staff had a good relationship with me as a leader, which augured well in 
terms of rapport. Thus, democratic and collegial practices were paramount in respect to 
my leading role where participation and consensus were the main thrust of any decision 
making. In such a context, expertise was widened and ‘judgments and decisions are based 
on the power of the argument rather than the positional power of the advocates’ (Cohen 
et al., 2018, p. 455). 
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Table 4.1 Advantages and Disadvantages of Insider Research adapted from Mercer 
(2007) 

 

The democratic and trust culture was already cherished and nurtured through various 
school development plans at the school. Consequently, it made the school an appropriate 
place to conduct this research (Creswell, 2013). Considering such elements, the chosen 
research approach had to be confluent with all the variables linked to the research 
proposal, and that is, the phenomenon under study, the researcher, the participants and 
the context. 

 Advantages Disadvantages 

ACCESS 

• more easily granted 
• data collection is less time 

consuming 
• no travelling involved 
• greater flexibility in data collection 

• no distinction between the 
particular times, when research is 
taking place or not 

• energy consuming 

INTRUSIVENESS 
• blend into situations, making them 

less likely to alter the research 
setting 

• feeling of being observed 

FAMILIARITY 

• have a better initial understanding 
of the social setting 

• understand the subtle and diffuse 
links between situations and 
events 

• can assess the implications of 
following particular avenues of 
enquiry 

• thicker description or greater 
verisimilitude (not yet proven) 

• anxiety-provoking effects of 
culture shock can be avoided 

• privileged information exploited 
 

• more likely to take things for 
granted 

• develop myopia, and assume their 
own perspective is far more 
widespread than it actually is 

• the vital significance of the 
‘unmarked’ might not be noticed 

• the ‘obvious’ question might not 
be asked 

• the ‘sensitive’ topic might not be 
raised 

• shared prior experiences might 
not be explained 

• assumptions might not be 
challenged 

• seemingly shared norms might 
not be articulated 

• data might become thinner as a 
result 

• bias from participants 
preconceptions about researchers 
and their research 

RAPPORT 
• researchers usually have credibility 

and rapport with the subjects of 
their studies 

• pragmatism may outweigh 
candour to preserve relationships 
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4.3 The Research Approach 

The purpose of this research was to study the complex phenomenon of teachers’ agency 
towards self-determined PLD. I adopted an exploratory case-study mixed methodology 
approach as the design was thought to fit the context and was the best option to answer 
the research problem and the designated RQs. This case-study represents a review of a 
primary school community adopting a bottom-up approach to PLD. Qualitative and 
quantitative data were collected and analysed concurrently to understand how teachers 
react to and perceive learning and development when given the opportunity to self-
determine their goals and approaches. Qualitative data were gathered from teachers 
examining perceptions along the phases of the research period of a school year. In 
addition, quantitative data consisted of a learning style inventory from participants based 
on theories of learning based on experiential learning theory (Kolb and Kolb, 2013). Both 
forms of data were seen as invaluable to support the case, to develop an in-depth 
understanding, to make a comparison among the participants’ learning and development 
chosen approaches, and to study any relationships between the aforementioned. 

Cohen et al. (2018) state that: 

MMR [mixed methodology research], enables a more comprehensive and 
complete understanding of phenomena to be obtained than single 
methods approaches and answers complex research questions more 
meaningfully, combining particularity with generality, ‘patterned 
regularity’ with ‘contextual complexity’, insider and outsider perspectives 
(emic and etic research), focusing on the whole and its constituent parts, 
and the causes of effects. (p.33) 

The option to adopt a case-study was favoured by the specific criteria of the community 
and projected advantages for the research governance. Research carried out earlier in 
this education community (Farrugia, 2015) inspired some of the assumptions drawn for 
this research (see section 4.2) and presented suitable grounds for the research. A case-
study is seen as a befitting empirical method that can scrutinise a case in its context, 
particularly when boundaries between the phenomenon and the context may be vague 
(Yin, 2018). The decision was related to the school culture which has been oriented 
towards creating and sustaining a professional learning community. The context augured 
well in implementing a flowing research design together with a degree of readiness from 
participants. These contextual features also related to the purposive sampling adopted 
by this research (see section 4.4). Creswell and Clark (2017) consider this design as 
complex but with a number of strengths, and these were considered fitting both for the 
research aims and for me as a researcher. They contend that a mixed methodology case-
study can develop: 

 specific transferable in-depth, practical understandings and conclusions  
 a comprehension of the complexity of a case 
 comparison between emergent cases along quantitative or qualitative 

dimensions exposing variants of the research subject 
 an authentic detailed picture of the case(s) through descriptive profiles 
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 an alternative to resolute researchers studying complex systems who are not 
disturbed with emergent approaches within a research study. (ibid., p. 118) 

Creswell and Clark (2017) identify four foundations of MMR, namely post-positivism, 
constructivism, participatory/transformative and pragmatism. My research design 
employed aspects of all four foundations at different stages of research where the aim 
was to frame and effectively address the RQs. Though teacher agency is central to this 
research, the causality of this phenomenon was much more complex to identify. This was 
the thrust of RQs two and three. Moreover, being aware of the ‘commensurability’ issues 
related to MMR raised by critics (Cohen et al., 2018), I have considered the qualitative 
and quantitative paradigms as complementary and synergetic in attempting to give a 
better understanding of the phenomenon and the participants and their interpretations 
of their realities. 

The mixed method I designed falls under Creswell and Clark (2017, p. 68) classification of 
‘convergent parallel design’, where both qualitative and quantitative data are 
independently collected  and analysed in parallel in order  to offer complementary data 
and triangulation on the RQs (Yin, 2018) (see Figure 4.1). The intent of this choice came 
about through the desire to examine any relationships with participants’ learning styles, 
choice of the learning approach and agency. 

 

Figure 4.1 The Mixed Methods Case-study Design (Creswell and Clark, 2017, p. 104) 

The Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory (validated quantitative survey, (Kolb and Kolb, 2013)), 
gave additional data on the learning style of the participants that offered comparisons or 
contrasts on the method of learning chosen for the PLD process, thus employing 
methodological triangulation (Bush, 2012). This was deemed valid to enrich the research 
data on participants’ biographies and enhance understanding of the studied phenomena. 
Methodological triangulation was not the only type of triangulation used in this study. I 
also applied ‘data triangulation’, as I have gathered diverse data at different times during 
the planned research period (Bush, 2012, p. 85). Data collection was strategically planned 
to match the nature of data needed to address the designated RQs.  

Qualitative Data 
Collection 

Quantitative 
Data Collection 

Merge 
Results 

Case #1 Case #2 Case #3 

Comparative Case Analysis 
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4.3.1 Case-study with Multiple Cases 

This case-study classifies as an exploratory design (Denscombe, 2014) which promoted 
the possibility of multiple cases. The implementation of a new approach to PLD explored 
teachers’ perceptions and agency. Participants were invited to create their own PLD plan. 
They were free to pursue an individual or collaborative path of planning and 
implementation. This provided the research with the possibility to study multiple cases 
according to participants’ choices. The approach can thus be defined under ‘embedded 
multiple case’ design where multiple cases pool cross-case conclusions for the main focus 
of the research (Yin, 2018, p. 99). This multiple approach is considered to provide 
stronger evidence of a phenomenon. Promoting this freedom of choice supports the 
understanding of complex adaptive systems and how teacher agency is expressed under 
such conditions. It depicts the fractal element described in section 8.3. This design also 
had a longitudinal element since it stretched over a year including recess and the 
successive academic year (Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier, 2013). Observing a complex 
phenomenon over a period of time is seen more naturalistic as it is studied under real life 
circumstances characterised by changes that may evolve. It was believed that this would 
result in a more holistic view (Cohen et al., 2018) and increase the heuristic element 
(Merriam, 1998) while having the data collection better spaced out. 

4.4 Data Collection 

The data collection took place over a year, from June 2018 to June 2019. This period 
covers from the end of one school year to the end of the next. This time also includes 
recess times when a number of interviews were conducted (n=13) and followed the build-
up of a number of professional development plans as they were being elaborated. Using 
this time was seen as convenient for both the participants and the researcher. The chosen 
tools to gather data correspond to naturalist methodology where ‘the researcher utilises 
data gathered through interviews, discourses, text messages and reflective sessions, with 
the researcher acting as a participant observer’ (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017, p. 33). Each 
tool was specifically chosen to gather particular data at particular phases of the research. 
This data collection strategy qualifies as a ‘longitudinal’ aspect to this case-study (Yin, 
2018). 

The research was planned in four phases. Following the clearance from all ethical bodies, 
the first phase involved the recruitment of participants (see section 4.2.1). This phase can 
be labelled as introduction and planning phase. Teachers were introduced to the research 
during a staff meeting in April 2018. This announcement was deemed necessary to advise 
teachers in advance so that they can decide and plan for their annual PLD. At the 
beginning of June all teachers and senior leadership staff were invited to apply for this 
PLD process through a Google form. The form served as an added element to the PLD 
approach by way of expression of commitment and as participant consent to contribute 
to this research. The core activity in this introductory and planning phase started at the 
end of June when teachers had an organised programme to develop a professional 
development plan (PDP). This activity started providing data for this research. Table 4.3 
is a chronological summary of the whole process. 
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 Table 4.2 Chronology of the Research Plan, Action and Data Collection 

  

 

 

Phase Participants 

Researcher’s Role 
Participant- 

Observer 
School Leader’s 

Role 
Data Collection 

Tool 

1 
March/ 
April 2018 

N/A Research ethics 
approval request. 
Research tools 
design 

Add PLD to 
school 
calendar 

N/A 

May 2018 Fill in consent 
forms 

Explain the 
research elements 

of the project 

Explain the 
project 

GOOGLE Form 

June 2018 Participate in 3 
day PDP 
programme  
-Identify Area of 
Growth 
-Set goals 
-Create a Plan of 
action 
 
Identify resources 
needed 
Complete the KLSI 
v4  
 
Take part in Semi-
structured 
interviews 

Facilitate The PDP 
programme 
 
Observe the 
process 
 
Gather Data from 
PDP  
 
Gather Data from 
KLSI v4 
 
Gather evaluative 
data regarding the 
3 day PDP 
programme from 
semi- structured 
interviews 

Support and 
provide space, 
time and 
resources 

Exit cards,  
Field notes,  
PDP Documents, 
Semi-structured 
interviews 
KLSI v4 Survey 

2 Sept 2018 
– 
June 2019 

Start Professional 
Development  
 
 
Record progress 
on PDP  
 
Meet  twice per 
term with 
researcher to 
feedback and 
discuss progress 

Gather Data from 
artefacts and 
observations 
 
 
Gather field notes 
and PDP Sheet 
 
Meet twice per 
term meeting with 
participants 
 
 
 
 

Support and 
provide space, 
time and 
resources 

Field notes, 
Informal 
discussions, PDP 
Documents 
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The first data gathered were from the learning style inventory, field notes gathered along 
the three days, data gathered during a presentation of the chosen PLD plans, and data 
gathered through an exit evaluation sheet after the introductory three-day PDP 
programme (see section 4.4). Moreover, this programme was followed by semi-
structured interviews with participants in order to glean an understanding of their first 
impressions of the proposed process of the PLD. I managed to conduct 13 interviews of 
approximately half an hour each. 

The second phase, which started in September 2018, was marked by the start of the 
school year and thus meant the implementation of the PDP which had been designed by 
the participants in June. Throughout this phase, labelled as implementing and observing’, 
data was gathered through focus groups with PLD groups, informal meetings with 
individual teachers, and field notes through observations. This phase was the most 
demanding phase due to the broad demands of the data collection in the natural 
environment. 

The third phase was an evaluative one. The main aim of this phase was to wrap up the 
whole process and gather the final overall impressions on the PLD process from all 
participants. This phase was highly reflective and evaluative where data were collected 
through three focus groups with three purposely chosen participating groups. The main 
reason for the choice was because these three groups were the remaining compact PLD 
groups from the start of the study. The other groups had fragmented along the year due 
to extenuating circumstances. The discussions created in these focus groups resulted in 
very rich data. 

Throughout the first three phases data were already being decoded. This led to the last 
phase of the research which marked the re-proposal of a new cycle of PLD that arched 
from June 2019 to June 2020 (not for research purposes), the finalisation of the data 

Phase Participants 

Researcher’s 
Role 

Participant- 
Observer 

School 
Leader’s Role 

Data Collection 
Tool 

3 June 
2019 

Evaluate whole 
process with 
researcher 

Conduct focus 
groups  

 
Gather data 

regarding the 
process and its 

impact and self-
efficacy  

Support and 
provide 

space, time 
and resources 

Field notes, 
Focus groups,  

PDP 
Documents 

4 June 
2019- 

N/A Data codification Evaluate for a 
new cycle 

N/A 

October 
2019- 

N/A Data Analysis N/A N/A 
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coding and the start of the data analysis. Table 4.3 is an outline of the data collection 
tools used and their considered corresponding advantages and disadvantages, as well as 
reliability and validity issues.  

Table 4.3 Data Collection Tools 

 

Data 
Collection tool 

Advantages 
Disadvantages 

Reliability 
Issues 

Validity 
Issues 

Semi-
Structured 
Interviews 

 

-Deep unique-valuable data  
-Can gain valuable insights based on the 
depth of the information 
-Simple Equipment 
-Can produce data based on informants’ 
priorities, opinions and ideas. 
-Flexible 
-High response rate 
-High level of validity 
-Rewarding for the informant 
-Time-consuming 
-Produce non-standard responses 
-Conditioned reliability 
-Interviewer effect 
-Risk of Inhibitions 
-Invasion of privacy 
-Time consuming 
Denscombe (2014, p. 192) 

-Research 
questions 
have to be 
kept in focus 
-Reduce 
Interviewer 
effect as 
much as 
possible  
 

 

- Data can be 
checked for 
accuracy and 
relevance as they 
are collected 
 
-Inferences done 
have to abide to 
the language and 
concepts of 
participants 
 
  
 

Focus Group 

-Deep unique-valuable data  
-Economical 
-Can provide a wider range of data 
-Can be clarified 
-Risk irrelevance by divergence from topic 
-May be difficult to manage 
-Low attendance 
-Group pressure conditioning 
-May not be representative of the group 
 
eVALUEd (2006) Online 

-Research 
questions have 
to be kept in 
focus 
 
-Small number 
of participants 
and 
homogeneous 
 
 Chioncel et al. 
(2003, p. 503) 

- Research questions 
have to be kept in 
focus 
 
-Inferences done have 
to abide to the 
language and 
concepts of 
participants 
 
-Verify information 
with participants 
Chioncel et al. (2003, 
p. 502) 

Participant 
Observations 

-Basic Equipment 
-Non-interference 
-Rich insights 
-Ecological Validity 
-Holistic explanations 
-Subjects’ point of view 
-Limited access 
-Demanding 
-Weak on reliability and generalisability 
as it depends on ‘self’. 
-Ethical problems 

(Denscombe, 2014, p. 222) 

Use systematic 
observation 

rubric. 
 

Rubric is used as a 
diagnostic tool for PLD  
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4.4.1 Research Process and Professional Learning and Development Design 

The research was launched through a three-day programme (see Table 4.4) at the end of 
June 2018.  The research plan was underpinned by the characteristics of teachers’ 
effective PLD extracted from the literature (see Table 2.6). The intent was to maximise 
the learning experience as much as possible. The main goal was to create a process 
whereby teachers were engaged in critical reflection of their own beliefs and assumptions 
in pedagogy, prioritising needs, engaging in self-directed learning and applying it in 
context (Cordingley et al., 2015). Through this approach teachers were given the 
opportunity to create their own PLD designs, to develop their metacognition, gain more 
ownership and be able to better relate their development to improved practices (ibid.). 
By starting from their proximal zone of development (Vygotsky, 1980) and thus, 
considering participants’ expertise, knowledge, skills and experience and linking it to their 
contexts, the venture is rendered more valid and open to learning (Zull, 2012). Through 
this approach, a levelling of responsibilities was envisaged while achieving greater 
authenticity through praxis.  The projected beneficiaries of this approach were primarily 
the teachers and the students. Nonetheless, through a cascading effect the school will 
also eventually benefit and improve (King, 2014).  The paragraphs that follow outline and 
explain the whole process as it evolved. 

 

 

Data Collection 
tool 

Advantages 
Disadvantages 

Reliability 
Issues 

Validity 
Issues 

Survey 
 

Kolb’s Learning 
Style Inventory 

(KLSI 4.0) 

-Wide coverage 
-Economical 
-Easy to Arrange 
-Supply standard answers 
-Accurate data 
-Poor response 
-Pre-coded questions may be 
frustrating 
-Responses cannot be checked for 
truth  

Denscombe (2014, p. 48) 

The KLSI 4.0 
is an revised 
version of 
the 3.1 
which had a 
high test-
retest 
reliability 
(Kolb and 
Kolb, 2013) 

The Inventory was 
used in various 
context and 
proved to be valid 
in a wide 
spectrum of 
professions.(Kolb 
and Kolb, 2013) 

Document 
Analysis 

- Access to data 
- Cost-effective 
- Permanence of data 
- Credibility of the source 
- Social constructions 
-Secondary Data 
(Denscombe, 2014, p. 232) 

Verify 
originality of 
document 

Documents analysed 
are a primary source 
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Table 4.4 PDP Programme 

 

4.4.2 Teachers Identify Area of growth 

Having a goal which guides a PLD process is imperative. PLD goals ought to be supported 
by data and driven by needs (Stoll et al., 2012). The analysis of data and needs demands 
a level of critical reflection which has to be maintained from goal setting till the 
achievement of that goal or its evolution (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).  Therefore, the 
first day of the PLD planning programme was intended to stimulate a reflective discussion 
to identify the areas of growth (see Appendix B for guiding reflective questions). 
Subsequently, the teachers generated their PLD goals, aligned to the school’s mission and 
vision, with appropriate individual or collective challenges. The days that followed were 
consequently used to plan how the goals were going to be attained through a 
Professional Development Plan (PDP) (see Appendix A) created by myself and targeted 
for implementation between September 2018 and June 2019.  

 

4.4.3 Create a Plan  

The creation of a PDP was promoted for all participants involved in this research, 
regardless of the chosen track of PLD. This document was purposely created for this 
research with the belief that documents are ‘social artefacts, have narrative structures 
and are imbued with cultural ways of telling’ (Coffey, 2014, p. 7). Consequently, as a 
document it was central to this research as it was aimed to help teachers to structure 
their plan and spell out the chosen learning process (Cordingley et al., 2015). Moreover, 
it helped me understand and analyse how teachers plan and implement their learning. It 
also facilitated inference on how they applied theory to their context, while keeping the 
implementation of the growth area focused. The PDP offered guidance to structured 
reflection on a number of planning aspects of the PLD process which also indicated the 
level of criticality teachers employ.  

First Day Second Day Third Day 

8.30 Discussion to identify 
a specific learning 
area using the 
questions in the 
Appendix B as guiding 
questions. 

8.30 Kolb’s Learning Style 
Indicator 
administration. 
Organisation of group 
and research on 
identified area 

8.30 Conclusion of main 
planning document 
with findings from 
research. 

10.30 Break 10.30 Break 10.30 Break 

11.00- 
12.30 

Conclusion of main 
subject and 
characteristics of PLD 
and initial writing of 
planning document. 

11.00-
12.30 

Research Cont. and 
identification of 
resources (experts, 
spaces, educational 
material, time, etc.) 

11.00-
12.30 

Presentation of the 
projects and 
evaluation of the 
three days. 
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I also traced a learning profile of participants using Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory v 4.0 
(Kolb and Kolb, 2013), in order to be able to explore any relation to the processes chosen. 
This was completed online as part of the planning days in June (see Table 4.4). The 
inventory served as part of the participants’ profile and demonstrated how the resulting 
learning style correlated with the way the participants approached, planned and 
organised their learning and development (see Appendix A). 

 

4.4.4 Implement the Plan during a School Year 

Each plan proceeded for a whole school year, from September 2018 to mid-June 2019. 
Teachers were given time throughout the year, such as curriculum time, during which to 
make progress towards their goals. Along this span of time, data from multiple methods 
(observations, field notes, focus groups, document analysis) were gathered, collated and 
analysed using NVivo. Table 4.2 outlines how the data were gathered over the three days 
of the programme and throughout all of the research period (see Appendix F-H). 

4.4.5 Background of the Research Period 

The research commenced in June 2018. This period was marked with a number of 
changes that were effecting the school and consequently the research plans. The changes 
can be identified on three broad levels. Firstly, on a national level conditioned by the 
development of national reforms, also explained in the introduction of this research; 
secondly, was the implementation of a new teachers’ agreement with the State; and 
thirdly from the natural school developments, which I am characterising as part of the 
maturing process of the school community. However, all three changes should not be 
seen as separate, as I believe that their dynamics were interrelated. Their pertinence 
arises from the observed influence they had on the research plans and development. 
Besides, they confirm the complexity in which schools function. Consequently, I saw fit to 
explain how these changes have affected the start of this research, as it will help the 
reader to understand the morale and disposition of the researcher and participants. In 
the following paragraphs, I will endeavour to explain these effects from three distinct 
standpoints, namely from the teachers, the leadership teams and the researcher’s 
perspectives. Yet again, rather than isolating these perspectives and explaining them 
separately, it is more comprehensive if I attempt to explain the connections and 
influences as the phenomena developed. 

The first wave to affect this research was a number of reforms that were being 
implemented or developed. Specifically, these were the continuation of the One Tablet 
Per Child (OTPC), the continuation of the Learning Outcomes Framework (LOF) and the 
shift from the INSET professional development system to the Community of Professional 
Educators (CoPE) system as part of the new teachers’ agreement. A number of training 
days were being organised by the Ministry of Education and Employment (MEDE) for the 
first two reforms of which some were compulsory for specific grades. This was proving to 
be demanding on teachers whilst also limiting the potential of teachers to participate in 
my research.  
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In effect, eight teachers (two subject teachers and six classroom teachers) were expected 
to attend three training days on compulsory basis on the same days planned for the start 
of my research. Particular grade teachers were being given training on the OTPC as the 
last tier of implementation for this project. On the other hand, other grade teachers, 
together with subject-specific teachers who teach the same grade, were targeted as one 
of the year groups to start the implementation of the LOF. It is relevant here to mention 
that this reform had been shelved for a number of years due to union issues and negative 
reactions from teachers. Thus, teachers were apprehensive to what this reform would 
mean in the upcoming school year. This training also meant a potential limitation with 
regards to the number of participants. However, in the end it did not prove to be an issue. 
Although these grade teachers had applied to attend the training days organised by the 
MEDE they were not accepted due to the number of applicants. Only one subject teacher 
managed to attend these training days. 

Moreover, other training opportunities from various entities such as the Secretariat for 
Catholic Education (which is the supporting body for Church-run schools) were being 
considered by the staff. I was divided in my feelings during this time because as a leader, 
I usually motivate staff to attend various options of PLD sessions, but this time having also 
the role as a researcher, I was concerned that I would not manage to gather enough 
participants for this research. Nevertheless, I resolved to keep myself ethically correct 
and to allow the events to unfold naturally. The unfolding events and their outcome were 
also considered as supporting data for the analysis. My focus on gathering a number of 
participants for research purposes has amplified my understanding on how much schools 
need to mediate for external pressures. Although this PLD process has a mix of school 
and research aims, in that the school is learning and developing while scrutinising the 
process for research purposes, the challenge to gather a school community for a common 
purpose is not a straightforward endeavour. Notwithstanding, the research gathered 20 
participants out of a potential of 26 teachers. 

Nonetheless, the challenge did not stop at recruitment. Unlike other years, the summer 
period marked by this research was also different. In the past seven years the school did 
not have any major staff turnover. However, during this particular year four participants 
moved to other schools and three participants  changed their role within the school as a 
consequence of the new teachers’ collective agreement, which created more 
opportunities to move up to leadership or administrative roles. Consequently, this 
reduced the number of participants from 20 to 16, where a participant who had changed 
role within the school as a result also changed the role within the research.  

Since the latter individual moved to a leadership position, this participant could not 
implement the PLD process as was originally intended in the research aims set out in the 
June 2018 programme. However, the participant expressed the wish to act as facilitator, 
as the teaching role that was previously held still validates the experience and can support 
peers with the warranted expertise in a particular area chosen by a group of participants.  

Another element that conditioned the research beginnings was the developmental age 
of the school. Since the primary school was only eight years old and there was a three-
year build-up to the full cohort, all teachers continued to teach the same grade up to the 
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date before the start of the research. Owing to a wish expressed by some teachers to 
have a change in the grade they teach, for the first time the SLT had to ask the teachers 
for their preferred grade through a survey. This survey was undertaken to make informed 
changes according to the aptitudes of teachers thus maximising motivation and work 
satisfaction. This change affected all grades with the exception of one. This change is 
noteworthy when one views how the participants chose to approach the PLD. All of them 
grouped within the grade or teaching areas similarities. Consequently, all the groups 
formed in the first phase of research had a change within the group with the exception 
of one grade (see Table 4.5). 

Table 4.5 Participants changes at the start of the research 

Number of Participants On 
Recruitment and who 
attended Introductory 
Three day Programme 

Number of Participants 
who implemented PDP Role 

14 10 Grade Teachers 

4 3 Subject Teachers 

2 3 SLT (including me) 

n=20 n=16  

 

The new teachers’ collective agreement has also changed the way in which teachers may 
approach their professional development. At the starting stage of the research this factor 
did not have a great impact, in that it only raised questions since the agreement had not 
yet been signed and was signed after the research started. The new agreement 
decentralised more PLD opportunities and opened up more routes for teachers to follow 
their PLD process (see section 1.4.1).  

 

4.4.6 The Research Participants 

The value projected on the actors and context expressed through the research 
epistemology and ontology is reflected in the way participants were chosen. The research 
scope was to study teacher agency in a self-determined approach to PLD. Consequently, 
participants had to be teachers who are willing to experience a different approach to PLD. 
They needed to be willing to be critical of themselves and their practices, to employ more 
time in planning and researching, and take a degree of risk (Creswell, 2013). These 
attributes were seen as contributing factors which would produce valid data to the 
research in developing a deeper understanding of the different aspects of teacher agency 
under particular conditions and particular contexts. I was advantaged to a certain degree 
since I knew the context and the potential participants well which I have evaluated to be 
deemed as appropriate for the research aims. The context, which was highly influenced 
by a positive school culture, also had its share of adequacy. Thus, the main approach to 
participant recruitment was through ‘purposive sampling’, where relevance of the 
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participants’ attributes and their knowledge was believed to yield the best data for the 
research (Denscombe, 2014, p. 35). Creswell (2013) contends that participants in 
qualitative research have to be able to describe the experience of the phenomenon being 
studied. The targeted participants were teachers who were accustomed to being 
challenged and share responsibility in the school development but not so overtly on 
planning their development. 

Initially 20 participants responded to the call to engage in this PLD process. This number 
was a mix of grade and subject teachers and senior leadership team (SLT) members (see 
Table 4.5). This presented a good representation of the whole cohort of teachers and 
grades (n=26) in this school, except for one grade group who were attending another 
compulsory professional development organised by MEDE. When considering the 
changes that took place between the first phase and the second phase of research, 55% 
of teachers took part in the whole research process. Thus, the number of participants 
predicted a ‘well-saturated theory’ about the case (ibid., p. 141). 

The group of participants that took part in the PLD programme (Phase 1) was mixed, 
comprising of both teachers and SLT. The age group of this cohort ranged between 27 to 
45 years old with varied professional phases (see Table 4.6). 

Table 4.6 Participants' Profile 

*The profile descriptors are taken from Day and Gu (2007) 
 

All participants were qualified with a Bachelor of Education from the University of Malta, 
one participant held a Master’s degree and one was reading for a Master’s degree during 
the PLD period. 

As Table 4.6 shows, the group became more homogeneous during the implementation 
phase (Phase 2). The research participants who were trying to implement the PDP were 
all between 20 to 30 years old, and theoretically going through ‘developing a professional 
identity’ (Day and Gu, 2007, p. 435). Considering the sub-groups identified under this 
professional phase, from a school leader perspective, the majority of participants were 
‘sustaining a strong sense of identity, self-efficacy and effectiveness’ and singular 
participants in a coping/ managing or were at risk in identity, efficacy and effectiveness 
(ibid., p. 435).  This is an important factor for the research and its interpretation as the 

Age Bracket 
No. of Participants in every 
Research Phase (RP) Professional Phase* 
RP 1 RP 2 RP 3 

20-30 13 13 12 4-7 yrs. – Identity and Efficacy in Classroom 

30-40 8 1 1 
8-15 yrs. – Managing Changes in Role and 
Identity: Growing Tensions and Transitions 

40-50 1 1 1 
16-23 yrs.– Work-life Tensions: Challenges to 
Motivation and Commitment 
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professional phase has been noted to be influential to motivation (see section 2.3) and 
thus may have been a conditional factor for the research outcome. 

An additional participant to this research joined mid-way in the research. This participant 
was introduced as a facilitator for a group of participants who had difficulties with their 
chosen area of PLD. The participant acted as a facilitator in the area of specialisation that 
matched the group’s PLD goals.  

 

4.5 Data Analysis 

The analysis followed an interpretative critical paradigm using tools of qualitative analysis 
i.e. summarising, coding, narrative accounts, thematic analysis and patterning (Cohen et 
al., 2018). In assuming a ‘balanced axiology’ (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017) underpinned by 
the interpretivist paradigm, I was aware that the conclusions of my research will be 
influenced by my values whilst I endeavour to present a balanced report of the findings. 
It was therefore imperative that my values were made explicit along the analysis and I 
adopted the ‘credibility criterion’ that implies that ‘data and data analysis are believable, 
trustworthy or authentic’ (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017, p. 34). Flick (2014, p. 5) defines 
qualitative data analysis as ‘the classification and interpretation of linguistic (or visual) 
material to make statements about implicit and explicit dimensions and structures of 
meaning-making in the material and what is represented in it’. It is a meaning making 
process which is influenced from complex subjective or social factors. The aim is to 
propose a generalisation through analysing interrelated phenomena or deconstructing 
reifications (Creswell, 2013). The research plan adopted a theoretical proposition 
approach (Yin, 2018) and proposed that teacher led PLD process provides authentic 
(rooted in complexity) and beneficial learning and development experiences and it 
nurtures agency. This proposition expresses the theoretical orientation which guided the 
RQs and analysis. The proposition also directed the research organization and the 
analysis, particularly focusing on describing contextual conditions, participants’ 
perspectives, along with critical interpretations. Being a case-study it also characterised 
the way data were analysed. Though an analytical framework was designed at the 
research planning phase, the generated data during the implementation phase indicated 
the need for evaluation (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015).  

Case-study analysis provides the researcher room to express a personal style and logic to 
interpret data (Yin, 2018). Notwithstanding, interpretations request due evidence and 
must be open to diverse perspectives (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015; Yin, 2018). The initial 
plan was that the data would be analysed against two frameworks which had been 
designed by myself (see Appendix C). However, as the research evolved both frameworks 
were proving to have deficiencies and limitations. Though they served well for knowledge 
building along the research process, through my evaluations I concluded that by adhering 
to these frameworks I would risk devaluing the thick or rich data that were being 
generated. It was feared that the frameworks would reduce the richness of the 
developing phenomenon. Proactive action on data analysis is often suggested for 
qualitative research due to the volume of data, but also due to its cherished natural 
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characteristic (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). It is also distinctive from the inductive process 
of qualitative methodologies (Cohen et al., 2018) to which I have also resorted as an 
analysing process. This process involved scrutiny of data for exceptions or ‘deviant cases’ 
also meant as analytic induction’ (Barbour, 2014, p. 500). 

Thus, one of the previously designed frameworks (see Appendix C) was further improved 
to serve for analysing teacher agency and change of belief (see Figure 4.2). 

Figure 4.2 Agency Learning Cycle 

 

This framework mainly served to structure the explanation of ‘how’ and ‘why’ teachers’ 
made their choices for the PLD process in this research, and how these have developed 
under particular conditions and contexts. It served as a theoretical framework in 
understanding the participants’ progress of learning. The framework was synthesised and 
developed through a literature review on ‘agency’ and mainly influenced by Emirbayer 
and Mische (1998), Bandura (2006) and Kolb (2015). All three theories contributed to my 
design of the framework with their theories by underpinning a critical inquiry about the 
phenomenon on three aspects: Kolb’s (2015) theory looked into the experience as a 
learning medium, Bandura’s (2006) theory looked into the understanding of agency, and 
Emirbayer and Mische (1998) supported this understanding with their proposed 
temporal component. My framework was influenced by other theories of learning, such 
as the single - and double - loop learning theory of Argyris (1982), and Clarke’s and 
Hollingsworth’s (2002) model of professional growth. This framework is a diagnostic cycle 
that was meant to help me understand how theories of learning couple, overlap and 
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proceed to enlighten, motivate and activate teachers in their PLD process throughout the 
research period. It also set my attention on how a change of beliefs might take place. This 
framework underpinned most of the data collection especially the observations, 
document analysis and focus groups.  

 

Figure 4.3 Agency Learning Cycle (Section 1) 

The framework starts from the espoused theory of the individual which is challenged 
through critical reflection brought about either through an incident or new learning that 
creates dissonance with the espoused belief/s. If the reflection yields an alternative 
reality (a new way of understanding or doing) and the gap between the actual and the 
projected ideal is understood the individual is considered to experience enlightenment.  
It is then agency and the process of transformation of learning from experience that 
confirms or rejects the new idea as an alternative.  

 

The agentic learner goes through a cycle of 
coordinating personal abilities through a process 
of forethought in the form of abstraction where 
past experience is reinterpreted to attain a goal 
or ‘intentionality’. The goal, though still abstract 
as it is most often framed in the mind or in 
abstract plans, gains concrete experience when 
it is applied in context and is translated to active 
experimentation. The actions taken expose self-
reactive ability which also is dependent on 
experience, resourcefulness and self-efficacy. 
The agentic cycle is followed by reflectivity that 
might have varied consequences. It might lead 
to: a) a satisfaction of the goal that leads to a 

spiral of action learning or research thus going through several cycles of development: b) 
satisfaction of the attainment of the goal thus confirming a new espoused theory and the 
repeat of that action and learning: c) dissatisfaction that relapses the individual to the 
previous espoused belief. When an individual goes through a positive satisfactory path (a 
or b) self-efficacy is reinforced and new beliefs are formed. 

Figure 4.4 Agency Learning Cycle 
(Section 2) 
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The whole process is constantly governed by a temporal/historical perspective as 
described by Emirbayer and Mische (1998). Past experiences condition the present and 
the future as much as the present influences the future. Yet, the projection of the future 
and the belief ‘if it can be’ or ‘how to get there’ also conditions the present and pondered 
decisions. This is why the whole model is framed in a temporal – ecological perspective 
(Biesta and Tedder, 2006). Through such a temporal lens, the upper part of this model 
explains the grasping of an experience (alternative reality – recognise gap – collection of 
past knowledge) while the bottom part is a process that transform the new experiences 
(project goals- devise actions- take action - reflect on outcomes).  

This theoretical framework therefore served as an observatory map for participant 
learning paths through an agentic process. Subsequently the generating data contributed 
to a new framework for the organisation of the analysis (see Figure 4.5). 

 

 

Figure 4.5 Data Analysis Conceptual Framework 
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4.5.1 Data Analysis Conceptual Framework Development 

After gathering a significant amount of data during approximately the first third of the 
research period, a number of common patterns were already surfacing. These patterns 
were being evidenced through the first interviews, the Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory, 
the documents and observations. This initial phase immediately triggered data analysis 
by managing the data into files, transcribing and coding interviews, field notes 
annotations and analysing documents (PDP). Nvivo was used to assist me in this 
endeavour. All data were saved electronically on a PC and backed up on an external hard 
drive available exclusively to me. This ensured security for all data related to the research. 
The first identified ‘lean’ codes are listed in Table 4.7 (Creswell, 2013, p. 161). I have also 
considered ‘plausible rival interpretations’ proposed by Yin (2018) listed under 
alternative interpretations in Table 4.7. Plausible rival interpretations are possible 
explanations that have brought a phenomenon to occur alien to the research 
intervention or hypothesis (ibid.).  

Table 4.7 Initial Codes through Data Analysis 

 

Creswell (2013) suggests that the codes are narrowed down to five or six themes. Going 
through the codes I have reduced the themes into three main categories, namely 
opportunity, motivation and capability (depicted on the left hand side of Figure 4.5). 
These main themes were inspired by Michie et al. (2018) model of behaviour change. This 
model was seen to gather and organise ‘how’ events were happening along the research 
process. These three themes were analysed under a historical lens that critically could try 

Code Alternative 
Interpretations 

 Code Alternative 
Interpretations 

Practice / Theory   Metacognition  

Collaboration Social pressure / 
Division of labour 

 Reflective 
Practices 

Social pressure 

Challenges 

• PLD Goals 

Methodology 
Chosen 

 Self-efficacy Collective-efficacy 

School Culture  

• Supportive 
Conditions 

• Relationships 

Congeniality vs 
Collegiality 

 Motivations to 
Learn  

• Learning 
Preference  

• Students 
Achievement 

Student 
Achievement 

Context   Benefits Researcher 

Historical   Facilitator Researcher 

Self-directed 
Learning 

Social pressure  Agency  

• Collective 
Agency 

Social Pressure / 
Influence 
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to comprehend ‘why’ this was happening. The historical analysis was done by trying to 
understand how past, present and future were effecting teachers’ decisions on learning 
and their agency. The temporal impact of experience is recognised by a number of 
researchers on agency (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Priestley and Drew, 2019). Thus, 
from the developing process of PLD and the data gathered along the same process, a 
‘logic model’ was chosen as a technique to analyse the data (Yin, 2018, p. 265). Yin states 
that ‘the logic model stipulates and operationalizes a complex chain of occurrences or 
events over an extended period of time, trying to show how a complex activity, such as 
implementing a program, takes place’ (p. 265). This technique involves pattern matching 
while evaluating the ‘intervention’, the ‘immediate’, ‘intermediate’ and ‘ultimate’ 
outcome (ibid., p. 265).  

Consequently, by applying a logic design I have tracked a process that took place along 
the research period that starts from systems and ends at the ultimate sought research 
focus, i.e., trends in teacher agency and self-efficacy (see Figure 4.5). The logic trail 
examined ‘nonlinear interdependencies and interrelationships’ to try to reveal as much 
understanding of the phenomenon as possible (ibid., p. 266). The framework is mainly 
organised on four levels related to the three main identified themes i.e. opportunity, 
motivation and capability while the fourth explains the internal check for 
‘trustworthiness’.  

The upper part (see Figure 4.6) sought to understand the outcomes from the opportunity 
given to teachers to lead their own PLD. The analysis tried to understand how local 
policies, supportive structures and relationships have influenced beliefs and actions taken 
by the participants. Moreover, it has also scrutinised any relationship with participants’ 
learning styles and their professional stage. All these factors were believed to be 
interrelated and that teachers’ behaviour was conditioned by such variables. This section 
thus structured the reflections to answer the first research question. 

 

Figure 4.6 Data Analysis Conceptual Framework (Section 1) 

Successively, through the analysis of the participants’ influences and beliefs the 
motivations of their choices were studied further. This section (see Figure 4.7) tied the 
goals and actions examined in the first section to understand deeper how teachers’ 
motivations impinge on their PLD choices. This section aimed to give deeper 
comprehension of the first research question.  
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Figure 4.7 Data Analysis Conceptual Framework (Section 2) 

The third section (see Figure 4.8), can be considered as the analysis of impact, particularly 
in relation to agency and self-efficacy. The analysis here is focused on the capablities of 
teachers as they have developed from the experiences and the provided opportunities. 
This section closes the scope and links agency and self-efficacy to a self-determined 
approach to PLD. It aims to answer RQ 2 and RQ 3. 

 

Figure 4.8 Data Analysis Conceptual Framework (Section 3) 

Critically I have also considered alternative interpretations of these levelled outcomes 
mentioned earlier. The consideration of these interpretations also helped to mitigate 
threats to validity. This is represented in the fourth section of the analysis conceptual 
framework (see Figure 4.9) 

 

 

Figure 4.9 Data Analysis Conceptual Framework (Section 4) 

This part of the framework is further explained in the next section where the 
‘trustworthiness’ of the research is discussed  in relation to the actions taken (Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985) .  

 

4.6 The Research Validity Evaluations and Interventions 

This research took a considerable amount of time and energy from a number of 
individuals apart from myself. It would have been illogical to propose a project like this 
without considering the validity of all that was being proposed and implemented. Due to 
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my pragmatic nature I have always conducted research which is in context and that will 
prove to be beneficial to all those who contribute to it. Some researchers consider this 
aspect as a primary validity measure that makes research authentic (Whittemore et al., 
2001). Attention was given to the authentic expressions of participants and thick 
descriptions of the contexts. I was also cautious not to contaminate data by keeping 
myself as discreet and natural as possible considering my insider role (see section 4.2 ) 
and to lend this research ‘credibility’ (ibid.).   

Construct validity was also sought from the planning phase. The first principle was to 
provide a plan that promoted teacher agency with all the possible minimal restrictions. 
This element contributed to a random set of choices which provided a multiple case 
scenario contributing to multiple sources of evidence over and above the compendium 
of data collection tools (Yin, 2018). Moreover, it was a longitudinal study which provided 
‘prolonged engagement and persistent observations’ (Creswell, 2013, p. 213). These 
aspects resulted in data could also be triangulated.  

As regards ‘credibility’ (Lincoln and Guba, 1985), the design applied a mix of analytic 
techniques from pattern matching with multiple cases within the research, considering 
alternative explanations, and using logic model as means to achieve correctness in 
interpretations and analysis of events and data (Yin, 2018). This is similar to what Creswell 
(2013, p. 213) defines as ‘negative analysis’. This reflective activity was one of the most 
challenging aspects concerning my dual position in this research (also discussed above). 
It demanded of me that I step back and critically question what other factors may have 
contributed to a particular outcome (I have also considered my multiple role position as 
an effect on outcome), expression and event while also reporting negative outcomes that 
took place within the research. I always acknowledged any type of outcome without 
discriminating or labelling (ibid.). I was always conscious to assume a kind of ‘naïve’ stance 
when collecting data, especially during interviews and focus groups, in a bid to free myself 
of judgments that can inhibit my thoughts and understanding. Criticality would follow 
during data management and analysis that also helped in developing my data collection 
(Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). As already described in Section 4.5 my positionality was 
clearly expressed whilst making my conscious values explicit.  
 
My expressions and explanations had to be ‘rich and thick’ to provide the reader with 
much detail and a greater capacity to infer (ibid.). I was aware that this approach to 
research is ambiguous on generalisability. Evans (2014) contends that: 

context-specific descriptions and analyses do not constitute theory – 
neither ‘substantive’ nor ‘formal’ theory … nor, indeed, theory interpreted 
in the elitist sense … since they do not represent universally applicable 
propositional knowledge about why or how something (in this case, 
professional development) occurs. They widen the knowledge base, 
certainly; but they do not deepen it. (p.182) 

Yet, Lincoln and Guba (2000, p.365) counter this argument by clarifying that naturalistic 
inquiry and ‘the naturalist does not search for data that fit a theory but develops a theory 
to explain the data’. Therefore, though any generated theory might not be universal, I 
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tried to document as much detail as possible (thick data), including description of 
meanings, to generate ‘credibility’ and ‘confirmability’ where the data take centrality 
rather than the researcher (Lincoln and Guba, 2000, p.377). The detailed data also 
provides a base for analogical reasoning (Smaling, 2003). Smaling (2003) presents six 
criteria for analogic argumentation that can lead to inductive generalisations. He states 
that: 

analogical reasoning is concerned with the plausibility and acceptability 
with which these results and conclusions could hold for phenomena, cases 
or situations that have not been studied and that display similarities with 
phenomena, cases or situations that have been studied (p.12) 

Smaling (2003) stresses that the obligation is on the researcher who needs to report as 
much detail as possible, and how research governance was accomplished (ibid.), both of 
which I have endeavoured to achieve in this document. Lincoln and Guba (1985), 
moreover, explain that naturalist designs have an emergent property with conscious 
intents and as a consequence replication of research is dependent on the inquirer’s 
motivations (a new inquirer might choose different paths). Therefore, the ‘dependability’ 
of this research was founded on the details given in the narrative and the exposure of 
unpredictable, though logical, changes during the research period (ibid.). 

In conclusion, this naturalistic research was designed, executed and monitored with 
‘trustworthiness’ rigour. The attention to credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability (Lincoln and Guba, 2000) as applied to a naturalistic paradigm makes a 
strong case for this research and its outcomes a strong case for theory in both breadth 
and depth.  

 

4.7 Ethical Considerations 

I have followed the IOE Research Ethics Guidebook (online) and BERA (2018) guidelines 
to safeguard all participants and respect the whole school community. The research was 
a case-study of experiential learning and development in a specific school. I strived to 
achieve quality, integrity and research governance by respecting empirical protocols that 
led to valid data and analysis. This was done through various controls, data verification 
and triangulation methods as explained in the previous sections. 

Protection of the institution and the participants who contributed to the study was critical 
while applying the ‘principle of inclusivity’ by acknowledging and respecting all 
stakeholders (Locke et al., 2013, p. 113). Participants were recruited through an invitation 
to participate following an explanation of the research aims.  A written participation 
consent was subsequently sought. Thus, following the sanctioning from the IOE ethics 
board to carry out this research, permission from the school’s authorities and the 
respective central governing body that regulates the school was sought. The name and 
location of the school remained unrevealed throughout the research document. 
Participants were coded for confidentiality and anonymity, and participated in the full 
knowledge that they were free to opt out of the study at any stage. 
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The generated data were stored on a password protected storage system, and access 
was limited to the researcher. I have educated myself through the relevant literature 
about issues that might arise through my dual roles (see sub-section in section 4.2), and 
through reflection I endeavoured to apply a number of recommendations. Qualifying as 
an endogenous research, the complexities that could hinder authentic data were 
appropriately checked through triangulation practices (see previous sections) and 
through an emancipatory climate (the ‘principle of maximal participant recognition (ibid., 
p. 113)). Finally, the analysis document was given for ‘member checking’ to a number of 
participants for verification (Creswell, 2013, p. 215). This procedure, apart from 
respecting participants for correct interpretation, also contributed to increasing validity 
of the study. 

 

4.8 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have tried to unfold the theoretical process and its links to practice that 
have underpinned the approach to research teacher agency and their PLD process. Its 
main aim was to help the reader understand the considerations that were employed to 
render this research valid and reliable while maximising knowledge extraction. The 
intricate dilemmas to connect the research process with the aims were many, yet they 
were all learning opportunities for the researcher. It was during these cognitive conflict 
moments, when the collective intelligence gleaned from the literature was found to be 
useful and appreciated. A number of theories exist, some complement and others 
contrast, but all aim towards development and improvement. Likewise, the aim of this 
case-study was to add more insights to the discussion towards the understanding of 
teachers’ agency towards PLD process. Influenced by complexity theory this research 
never attempted to generate a universal theory, but rather to set out a proposition for 
comparable contexts and dispositions. Consequently, the product of the methodological 
strategies that were explained here and employed during the research period is going to 
be analysed in the chapters that follow. 
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FINDINGS - INTRODUCTION 
 

In the previous chapter, I illustrated the logic of how data were organised and how they 
were going to be analysed (see Figure 4.5). This analysis framework was inspired by the 
behavioural model proposed by Michie et al.’s (2018), which proposes that the 
interrelation between capacity, motivation and opportunity can bring about a change of 
behaviour. Their model is mainly seen from an inductive perspective. However, I used it 
as a deductive tool to understand teachers’ behaviour and if or how such PLD approach 
affected their agency and self-efficacy. I have followed Michie et al. (2018) definitions of 
the following terms: 

 Opportunity - all the factors that lie outside the individual that 
make the behaviour possible or prompt it. (p. 4) 

 Motivation - all those brain processes that energize and direct 
behaviour, not just goals and conscious decision-making. It 
includes habitual processes, emotional responding, as well as 
analytical decision-making.  

 Capability - the individual’s psychological and physical capacity to 
engage in the activity concerned. It includes having the necessary 
knowledge and skills.  

The following three chapters are dedicated to the analysis of each of these factors which 
are regarded as underpinnings of behaviour. Since, in this research, teachers were 
provided with the occasion, all the needed support, and resources to organise self-driven 
PLD process, the analysis will first focus on the consequences of this ‘opportunity’. I will 
then proceed in the next chapter to follow how this opportunity was shaped with 
‘motivations’, and what has driven these participant teachers in their choices. To 
conclude, the ‘capacities’ that have been observed or developed will be studied. Each 
chapter culminates into a discussion of the findings with its particular conclusions focused 
on these three identified themes. 

These three chapters will contribute to an understanding that will hopefully serve as 
underpinnings for conclusions that schools, leaders and educational policy makers can 
include in their considerations in supporting teachers’ learning and development. 
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 FINDINGS - OPPORTUNITY 

5.1 Introduction  

In this chapter I analyse how a change in PLD organisational and conceptual perspective 
and through the implementation of different supportive structures had the capacity to 
generate circumstances for learning and development. I scrutinised a number of 
elements that constituted the process of the PLD under study. I looked into how the 
facilitation of structures, such as time, space and trust, that create supportive 
environments effect teachers’ agency and self-efficacy. The first opportunity stems from 
the trust that teachers can plan their own PLD process. It started from the will to share in 
decision- making that supports the decisional capital (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012). This 
chapter addresses the first research question while gathering phenomena related to 
teacher self-efficacy and agency to consider the other research questions. The first 
research question explores, ‘what happens when teachers are given the opportunity to 
have more agency in their PLD experiences?’  

Data gathered on a span of a whole year from June 2018 to 2019 to study beliefs, 
attitudes, behaviours and patterns and the main sources are listed below (see Table 5.1), 
with the abbreviations used as reference in this document. 

TABLE 5.1 Gathered Data Tools Abbreviations 

Field Notes FN (date) 

Evaluation Sheets (Anonymous) Ev (Participant No.) 

Interviews Participant name Int. (date) 

Professional Development Plan PDP (Group No. (date) 

Focus Groups Participant name FG (No.)(date) 

Reflective Writing RW, name, (date) 

 

5.2 Opportunity I – Developing the Decisional Capital 

5.2.1 Dynamics Prior to the Start of the Research 

Following an invitation to participate, little information was given on the PLD approach. 
The main information conveyed to teachers during a staff meeting held in April 2018, was 
that the PLD sessions would be organised at school and that it would be self-regulated. It 
was also clarified that apart from being a research project, it was also a possible way 
forward for future PLD approaches, depending on their feedback and outcomes. A limited 
information approach was adopted so that prior misconceptions or the risk of lobbying 
would not contaminate the research data. The self-driven concept was the notion or idea 
that caused much concern and questioning. I avoided the query of what would be the 
focus of the PLD days by replying that it will be explained to them in due course and that 
for the time being they did not need to be concerned. Thus, I observed that being 
presented with an unfamiliar format caused some inquisitiveness and uneasiness. One 
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teacher expressed that ‘it seems that there is no organisation’, while another cautioned 
to take care what area we address and whom to engage (Field notes, May 2018). One 
participant wrote in the evaluation card after the start of the PLD programme: 

When we were invited for this PLD my initial thought was that it was going 
to be a tedious session once again whereby most of the time was taken 
up by listening to theories. 

(Ev ,Par. 11) 

In these early days it was interesting to note how teachers had a tendency to be attracted 
to a PLD programme by a topic and how self-determined learning was unfamiliar. 
Understandably, on this occasion, having no specific subject until the starting date made 
teachers feel disoriented. Yet, it seems to have helped to enhance motivation and arouse 
interest. During the first interview session, one of the participants expressed that: 

until you start, you feel vague, you feel you’re lost. If you, perhaps, are 
more directed and more explained to ... more, I don’t know, don’t know 
… more specific instructions. ‘Now we are going to do so!’ One would 
know better for what [s/he] is going for. I understand that you [researcher] 
don’t want to influence from your aspect, but still ... At one point, you feel 
lost (Rodrick, Int. 11-2018) 

This phenomenon can be important in making the teachers challenge the belief that a 
PLD process and its focus is the sole business of leaders, policy makers and experts. A 
number of participants had cautioned me to take care what topic and speakers we 
engaged (Field notes, May 2018). Ownership helps in stimulating teachers to value their 
responsibility in following their professional improvement at any time. It is also critical in 
activating reflection on priority areas of growth. The constant consciousness of 
professional growth and its benefits will help in keeping teachers in, what Dewey (1998) 
outlines as, positive attitudes of open-mindedness, responsibility and wholeheartedness. 
Self-awareness will hypothetically help teachers appreciate daily experience as 
knowledge acquisition and theory creating.  A learning cycle is created through the 
perpetual challenging of their beliefs and actions.  

This first attempt of this particular PLD approach had to start with minimal information 
for research purposes, but if other rounds were to follow, I presume that reflection about 
what is going to be the focus of the PLD process for the year after will become more 
active and routine. Thus, achieving the intelligent thinking Biesta et al. (2015) recommend 
for teachers. The latter depends on the success rate and effectiveness that is perceived 
by the participants on this process of PLD. Thus, conversely to what some PLD approaches 
convey, that is, that participants are on the receiving end, this approach imparts to 
teachers’ personal validation and activation. This was articulated by participants too as 
the following comment suggests: 

… that’s what makes it [PLD process] even more positive. As it is one thing, 
someone imposes something on you and you’re given a topic or a subject 
and you have to work on it because they told you to and it’s another 
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coming from the group who’s been working throughout the year and 
knowing themselves what needs improvement. It works more! (Elise, Int. 
11-2018) 

Therefore, at this stage the teachers were expecting more information based on their 
prior experiences of PLD. Teachers’ attitudes and data gathered during this time 
evidenced the effect of policy, structures and cultures to shape the teachers’ mind-set 
(Lam, 2005). In the following section, I explain my personal mind-set as the pivotal 
reference of this project. 

 

5.2.2 The Researcher’s Mind-set 

Being a participant myself, I believe that there is also validity in sharing my mind-set as a 
participant, researcher and leader. The most anxiety-inducing role of the three was the 
role of the researcher. As explained in Section 4.4.5, there were unusual changes and 
developments taking place at the school prior to the start of the research. These changes 
gave rise to the insecurity that I might not be able to gather enough participants to 
conduct the research.  

Another apprehension related to the researcher’s role was the concern of contaminating 
the process or the data due to power issues related to my role as deputy head at the 
school (discussed also in the methodology chapter). I was very cautious in this regard 
until the process gained momentum; with hindsight initially I might have been a bit too 
inhibited. The latter improved when the participants took ownership and the process was 
progressing well. I noticed that as the process advanced I was growing in the awareness 
of what being a participant as observer entailed. I noticed that I was becoming more 
attuned to which data were valid for research and which instances demanded 
participation. For instance, after the groups started working on their PDP, I attended the 
groups to assist in any clarification. As a participant in a leadership role I was engaged, 
together with a colleague, in reflective discourses that challenged or guided the teachers’ 
chosen area. As a researcher, on the other hand, I was recording instances that had 
relevance in understanding teachers’ perspectives in such context and how this self-
regulated process engaged and affected them. The leadership role was the least exposed 
in this context which mainly was exhibited through organisation, support and the 
transmission of the common school’s vision or alignment. 

 

5.2.3 Pre-Professional Learning and Development Programme Organisational Analysis 

This approach to PLD demands relatively moderate preparation for its organisation. This 
may be one of the advantages associated with this approach for school leaders. The 
number of interested participants is one of the factors that conditions all the planning. 
The amount of participants affects the dynamics of groups and chosen subjects. However, 
the organic nature of this approach can be seen from various viewpoints. From one 
aspect, the versatile way of adapting to participants was viewed as positive as the 
experience would be more tailored to their needs.  
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I believe it has been a very fruitful three days. It was good that we had 
time available to work on what really mattered to us not simply be passive 
teachers, merely listening to the expert. I believe we have gained much 
more in this way and had the opportunity to work with our peers.  

(EV, Par. 9) 

Nevertheless, the same factor might limit an individual who wished to address a particular 
topic in a group if no other participants were interested in the same subject. The latter 
might lead to an extended network of collaboration with other schools. Yet, again, the 
issue of the school context, which is being proposed as an important pillar of this 
approach, is critical. However, networking would be enriching as it could help or assist in 
generalising the theories generated and worked upon by teachers. The risk of lobby and 
influence rather than peer discussion is also another risk to be aware of. 

The physical setting for PLD events is influential. This research started with 20 
participants, which as explained earlier, changed in the process. The logistics needed 
were decided accordingly, also following the design of the programme. A booklet was 
prepared with the programme for the three days and some background information that 
supported particular activities (see Appendix B). Since during the programme the 
participants completed the Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory (KLSI), all necessary 
procedures were taken to facilitate its compilation. The location needed to be 
comfortable with all the resources that were needed to support the programme at hand. 
For instance, one of the requests was that the venue would be a medium-sized hall which 
could accommodate the whole group for discussion sessions as well as provide a space 
with separate tables to enable the different groups to gather and work on their research 
and planning. Besides, the room needed to be equipped with projection and Wi-Fi 
facilities. The setting of the location is key in inducing the participants in a welcoming 
atmosphere projected towards reflection and a collegial climate. Hence, the circular 
seating format made the participants feel in direct visual and communicative contact with 
each other and helped to sustain discussions during the introduction of the programme. 
Similarly, when groups were formed, the tables were big enough to gather all group 
members around to sustain communication and keep everyone engaged on the task 
being addressed.  

The setting and the programme were designed to guide and slowly support participants 
to adopt a self-directed approach. Moreover, every detail put into the preparation was 
believed to induce the standard of the expected attitude and approach towards the PLD 
process. For instance, each participant was given the colour printed booklet with the 
details of the three-day programme and other support material (see Appendix B). The 
colour printing was one of the small details that was aimed towards the participants’ high 
expectations, which in my view reached this aim as some of the participants had positive 
comments in this regard. Other details were seen in: the space chosen, which was air-
conditioned, spacious and well kept; keeping to the timing of the programme; providing 
the participants with refreshments during breaks; and supporting each participant 
positively throughout the process. As these participants expressed in their evaluation 
card: It was an excellent way of bringing teachers together, discussing about a particular 
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common topic, pooling ideas, sharing the work-load and having fun at work in a relaxed 
manner (EV,Par. 3); The atmosphere was great and fun   (EV,Par. 13) 

Teachers seemed quite comfortable with the setting and the programme and this was 
promising for the rest of the PLD process. A good start definitely piqued the participants’ 
interest and set the pace for what was to follow. 

As regards cost, it was relatively low at this early stage of the study. All the organisation 
was done in-house and no external speakers or facilitators were engaged thus far.  
Moreover, since, the school had ample space and the possibility of an inside catering 
facility, the financial costs were kept even lower. As regards the time spent on this phase, 
it proved to be very fruitful and was planned on the last days of the school year when the 
students had already started their summer recess. The benefits reaped from this phase 
by the participants were unanimous. Participants were given an exit card for evaluation 
and 14 sheets were returned (see Appendix D). These are analysed in the next section. 

 

5.3 Opportunity II – Developing the Social Capital - Time, Collaboration, 
Reflection and Relevance 

5.3.1 The Start of the Professional Learning and Development 

The programme started with a short presentation on the PLD goals and how each part of 
the PLD programme would lead to the creation of an individual tailored plan of action for 
learning. The presentation followed with some hints on reflective practices, which aimed 
at helping teachers understand how to challenge their beliefs and practices. They were 
presented with the cycle of inference (Senge, 2006), espoused theories and theories in 
use (Argyris, 2008) as concepts to understand how their beliefs might be examined. 
Participants had the opportunity to discuss together and stimulate critical thought. 
Afterwards, they were asked to form groups to discuss a number of reflective questions 
also listed on the booklet. This part was one of the essential activities in the programme 
as it helped teachers develop reflective discussions and prioritise any areas for learning 
and development. Most teachers opted to join others with similar teaching 
responsibilities, teaching grades or similar teaching contexts, such as subject teaching. 
During this session, the teachers were engaged and it was pleasing how all the groups 
were focused and productive. During this time, an SLT member and I were acting as 
facilitators. The following is a reaction from one of the participants: 

It helped, as for example [the facilitator] was telling us, that we used to try 
it [proposed action] but didn't work out, if you are going to bring him 
[student] to me I can do so, [the facilitator] was with us, [the facilitator] 
discussed with us, so [the facilitator] will be involved and support our 
initiative.(Linda – Int. 10-2020) 

We were trying to sustain and challenge the discussions to stimulate the teachers’ 
thoughts and support them to come up with priority areas of learning. A relationship of 
trust was experienced among the whole group. The latter aspect was very critical as it 
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made all participants feel comfortable to express their concerns without feeling judged. 
Participants expressed that: 

I realised that the problems I was facing, problems within inverted 
commas … within the classroom, the classroom management, it wasn’t 
just me. There were others. But had this PD not taken place I wouldn’t 
have realised that. (Mia, Int. 7-2018) 

It was always at the back of my mind. I realised that others were having 
that issue as well. It was not my problem sort of. First, I thought it was only 
me. (Arianna, Int. 12-2018) 

These participants, who had substantial experience teaching the same grades, were not 
ashamed in sharing their concerns. Classroom management often tends to be the 
concern of beginning teachers. However, the teachers in the group who decided to 
address classroom management, who all had more than five years of experience, did not 
find any difficulty in sharing that they still occasionally struggle with this skill. The comfort 
to open up might also be the result of the prevailing school culture, which was designed 
on PLC characteristics. This factor also leaves an empathic sense of community and of 
affiliation.   

Notwithstanding the latter, some issues did not arise during the scheduled weekly 
curriculum time during the school year. This fact perhaps also needs consideration as 
sometimes the discussions focus mainly on curricular matters while pedagogical affairs 
are often left unaddressed. As one participant has expressed, this PLD approach offered 
‘time to speak to our colleagues and our teachers who are in our year group, problems 
or issues which are common, we had time to discuss and come up with ideas’ (Arianna, 
Int.12-2018). It seems that time to discuss helped teachers open up, reflect collectively 
and realise that they all face the same or similar challenges. The element of context driven 
also became evident here. During the discussions, they were able to relate easily to 
circumstances that brought them to the focused subject. This phenomenon was 
concurrent in all five groups where all managed to make the tacit explicit.  

I think it’s one of the problems we have in our Maltese education. We have 
many good tools but people just dump them, they make a fuss for a period 
of time and they forget all about it. So people never really get to use that 
tool 100% ... they come up with interesting ideas, and sometimes it really 
is an interesting idea, but unfortunately who comes up with it like … is 
rarely in a primary classroom in our case; so the ideas sometimes are too 
nice but not realistic ... cause if they were in the context they wouldn't say 
certain things. (Elise, Int. 11-2018) 

what you're doing is going to be used. You're not speaking of something 
which is … you're going to use it just for the training, ... you’re going to 
actually use it in your classroom. (Arianna, Int. 12-2018) 

because the subject appeals to you and eventually is useful to you. 
(Rodrick, Int. 11-2018) 



124 
 

The conclusion of the first day of the PLD process enabled the participants to reflect and 
decide on the goal of their PLD process, and to introduce the PDP as the guiding 
document for their objectives. The PDP document helped the participants plan. They 
were given a pre-filled sample on the booklet to model and direct their considerations. 
Each group had a shared Google document where each member could amend and update 
in real time. 

It was more structured. It gave us a structure how we are going to work. 
(Arianna, Int. 12-2018) 

At first I was a bit overwhelmed from where to start but then when we sat 
down and discussed every area … I felt a bit more calm, I felt calmer when 
I knew we had time ... time to discuss to fill it out together as a group. I 
felt ok about it. 

… and I usually, I panic when I see a lot of things to fill out. Usually I fill out 
piece by piece. It’s part of my character sort of, but then once we 
started and there were examples which really helped and we asked … 
questions for guidance … we managed. (Tara, Int. 10-2018) 

It was very structured. Even the fact that it has goals, [it guides you] what 
you really wish. (Linda, Int.10-2018) 

I think it guided us more to where we are and to where we need to go. So 
… and even now we can refer to it; and we can refer to it, let’s say, at the 
end of the year we see again what we wrote and if there’s even more 
things [to add or adjust].  

It makes it a bit more structured. It helps you focus more, because 
sometimes we do these things but just verbally and then time passes by 
and you forget what you've said and decided to do. (Elise, Int. 11-2018) 

These narratives give an insight in how teachers process structure and how structure 
might in turn also condition their actions and agency. 

The second day of the PLD process was also enterprising. Following a short explanation 
of the Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory and procedural instructions of how to complete it 
online, the participants completed the inventory. The results were sent to me, and 
following the instructions, I sent a personalised report to each participant. The analysis 
of the learning styles of the whole cohort of participants is expounded in Section 6.2 
below. The second day proceeded with the continuation of the planning. Most of the 
activity throughout the day was concentrated on research that helped participants in the 
continuation of the PDP. The atmosphere was very relaxed with participants highly 
engaged in discussions and research.  

The other facilitator and I were likewise engaged in discussions and clarifications 
throughout the whole morning. This day brought to the fore how teachers crave the 
space and time to collaborate. It was repeatedly expressed in the evaluations and during 
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the interviews how this PLD approach gave the time for teachers to come together and 
address common issues. A participant wrote that: 

We were given the time to work together as a team and had ample time 
in which we could discuss, analyse and evaluate strategies which we can 
implement for classroom management.  

(EV,Par. 11) 

The lack of time during the year is still an issue for teachers despite every grade having 
approximately between 1½ to 2 hours of curriculum time together weekly. This was also 
noted earlier. The reason is probably that the curriculum time is usually utilised for 
current difficulties related to the curriculum and its timely implementation to satisfy the 
tight delivery of syllabi. As a participant and as leader who was often present during these 
meetings, I can affirm that most of the curriculum time discussions addressed short to 
medium term issues. They involved clarifications, alignment and planning to enrich the 
curricular entitlement to students. Often, when critical pedagogical issues were raised, it 
was decided to address these over the coming school year. The reason for this would 
always be that teachers need time to reflect on the matter, and would rather take time 
to prepare for an appropriate implementation. During a school year, curriculum delivery 
is demanding to a stage that teachers find it hard to focus on new matters. Some 
observed concerns demand time to reflect and to analyse all considerations. Others, that 
are relatively straightforward and which need limited planning and resources, are often 
addressed in a timely fashion. 

The third day marked the conclusion of the first part of the PDP. Each group had to agree 
on the area of PLD process to be approached the coming year while supporting their 
choice with motives. Having clarified the goals, each group needed to specify the skills 
and knowledge they needed, any activities they are going to undertake and any required 
resources they could predict. The climax of these three days was definitely the last 
session during which participants had to present their PDP. The discussion created during 
this session was supportive and very encouraging. In effect, I was captivated with the 
level of criticality expressed. The participants were asking for clarification, giving 
suggestions and challenging goals and initiatives taken by their peers. The professional 
interest in each proposal and co-intelligence that resulted out of the discussion was 
inspiring and commendable. Each individual contributed to the discussion in a 
constructive way, which made the presentations more interesting and enlightening.  

You think that you’re final, you have everything set, but there will be 
someone that seems to pinpoint that matter that you didn’t consider, so 
it helps you rethink. (Linda-Int. 10-2018) 

Participants were sometimes concordant with the proposed areas and at other times 
sceptical on the practicality or uncertain with the effectiveness of the initiatives. Yet, the 
latter positions were taken from an evaluative perspective, which never undermined the 
teachers’ capabilities, rather they were genuinely raised due to the conscious contextual 
complexities of variables at school. This last evaluative session was one of my best 
experiences which I will cherish throughout my career. It gave me, as a leader, great 
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satisfaction to lead such a motivated group. As a researcher and observer, I was surprised 
as I was not expecting such a degree of collegiality and professionalism. After the session, 
participants were asked for their feedback on a voluntary basis about the three-day 
programme through evaluation sheets which were made available to them.  

 

5.3.2 Perceived Opportunities at the Start of the Professional Learning and 

Development 

As explained earlier, prior to the start of this PLD event, there was a degree of 
apprehension from the participants. However, there was a contrasting shift from the start 
till the end. An evaluation sheet was given to each participant.  Anonymously, the sheet 
simply asked participants any reaction they might have regarding the first three days of 
the PLD process. The results were very encouraging and expressed a great sense of 
satisfaction. When the sheets were analysed further some common themes emerged 
(see Table 5.2). 

TABLE 5.2 PLD Attributes extracted from the evaluation sheets 

Attributes Mentioned Frequency 
n=14 

Time to Collaborate / Teamwork 11 
Time 9 
Address needs/ Relevant / Practical 7 
Fruitful / Helpful 6 
Sharing 4 
Strengthen relationships 4 
Critical reflection 3 
Creativity 3 
Set goals 3 
Well planned / Organised 3 
Discussion 2 
Evaluation 2 
Support 2 
Reciprocity (learning) 2 
Analyses 1 
Metacognition 1 
Autonomy 1 

 

Time to collaborate was the strongest characteristic felt throughout the first three days 
of the PLD process. Teachers appreciated the time made available to them to come 
together to reflect, share and work on a common aspect of their work and development. 
The fact that they were given the opportunity to address their immediate needs, and that 
they had the time to work on them together, left a good feeling on the whole group. This 
was recognized as contributing to the improvement of relationships both on a horizontal 



127 
 

and vertical dimension of the school. Relevance gained a good number of observations 
too. The fact that they reflected on and identified personal areas for improvement seems 
to have also satisfied the sense of relevance of this approach to PLD. Other characteristics 
were noted where the dynamic had stimulated creativity, reciprocity, analysis and not 
least a hint to the metacognitive awareness. The reflection on their learning style had 
also helped the participants look at themselves too. Though only one participant defined 
that this format had given them more autonomy, most of the evaluative feedback 
referred to it indirectly. They seem to have appreciated the responsibility given to them 
to reflect, research, set their goals, create and plan.  

This feedback was resonant with much of what was said in the interviews and a reflective 
write-up at the end of the PLD process targeted term. The sections that follow therefore 
will, through a historical approach, discuss salient phenomena observed and perceived 
characteristics expressed by teachers as opportunities for the nurturing of teacher 
agency throughout the whole PLD process. 

 

5.4 Discussion – Opportunity 

In this section I move from description to a deeper analysis of the findings, discussion and 
arguments that give more understanding how a change in structure and approach to PLD 
has been an opportunity for learning and action. I will track salient individual and 
collective behaviours and attitudes that can give meaning to how agency and self-efficacy 
have been observed and effected in this context which can help in developing approaches 
to PLD. 

5.4.1 Control 

It is well acknowledged that learning is a ‘tension and conflict-filled process’ (Kolb, 2015, 
p. 42), with uncomfortable moments of ‘disorienting dilemma’ (Mezirow, 1991, p. 96) or 
‘cognitive dissonance’ (Ince, 2017, p. 195). In scrutinising the behaviours and 
consequences of the start of this researched PLD process through an agentic lens, the 
striking element that emerges from this study was the need for control. The actors in this 
research, myself included, were all in a state of some kind of insecurity, conditioned by 
the unknown. The participants were oblivious to what was going to happen and the 
subject of the PLD process. However, they were all conditioned by prior experiences of 
what for them constituted a PLD session and how it was usually organised. Teachers were 
concerned about what Hustler et al. (2003) have reported that their individual needs are 
subsidiary to school needs, where what the school might view as beneficial is not always 
congruent with their beliefs. This belief is also evidenced in other studies on PLD 
processes (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014).  

The elements of structure, guidance and modelling in the participants’ experience were 
the most common expressions given during the interviews. These were also indicative 
traits of how teachers learn. Thus, a number of questions arise on how schools’ structures 
condition teachers’ behaviours and attitudes. Do the highly structured environments in 
which teachers work also condition how they learn? Or is it the influence of their past 
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formation? Does the way they plan for their students influence the expectations of their 
own learning? If we change teachers’ training, will it change the way they deliver to 
students? Do teachers reflect enough on their experiences? Are teachers aware of the 
casual learning they experience in their daily work? Are they aware of the theories they 
are creating following situated experiences? Although these questions are pertinent and 
stimulated from the data gathered, this research partially intends to look into all these 
questions. Since teachers’ agency is the central focus of this research and how that 
agency affects their efficacy, these queries will be discussed in the light of how they 
impinge on this phenomenon. Thus, it would need further research with different sets of 
tools to clarify deeper these matters. 

Teachers were given a hint that this PLD approach was going to be self-driven and self-
determined. However, it seems that it was not registered and comprehended, since their 
cognition of a PLD process was inhibited by the belief that it had to have a topic and 
include a speaker. In their structural thought, a PLD process was determined by someone 
in authority or democratically chosen through professional need surveys followed by the 
appointment of experts to address that need. Their thought was more in line with the 
managerial perspective which considers the learners as passive (Kennedy, 2014). The 
impact phenomenon is interesting in this context as, since I am an insider researcher and 
I occupy a leading role in the school, I was myself involved in the decisions taken in the 
past PLD approaches. In my espoused theory, I used to think that since teachers had a 
practical element and group activities related to pedagogy or content, teachers would 
find the PLD process relevant. Evaluations of past PLD activities were fairly positive but 
follow-ups indicated that they had little influence towards change and improvement. 
Thus, they had little or short-lived effect on their practices. This observation was also 
brought forward by King (2014) who noticed that evaluations were often based on 
satisfaction rather than in the improvement of teachers’ learning. If a PLD programme 
acts solely as depositing of knowledge, fails to connect knowledge with action, and does 
not motivate implementation, it will miss the relationship with agency. The needed 
relationship here is what Zull (2012) considers as preconditions for learning, that is, first 
the learner needs to feel in control, and secondly, gain an understanding that the learning 
is worthwhile. The latter is considered in more depth below. 

My insecurities, on the other hand, had different motivations. I was firstly afraid of lack 
of participation; secondly, I was apprehensive of the possibility that the approach would 
fail; and, thirdly, that of missing something in the research governance. My lack of control 
due to the complex changes during the research period and the power issues related to 
my multiple roles was generating anxiety and insecurity. I was caught in dilemmas of what 
best to do to keep decisions ethical, both on the leadership and on the researcher’s level. 
However, I was similarly aware that these anxieties were a natural process of my learning 
and were also consistent with what Higgins and Kotrlik (2006) attribute to lack of 
experience. These moments are often the ones that make learners aware of hidden 
assumptions or beliefs, as Taylor and Marienau (2016) state that often include ‘a sense 
of incapacity or nonresponsibility for things that seem beyond our control’ (p. 288). 
Perhaps even the sense of inadequacy are beliefs that inhibit agency and efficacy 
(Bandura, 1997). Experiences, consequences and reflection then are what keep feeding 
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our growth (Tschannen-Moran and McMaster, 2009). A number of factors can break or 
support the learner in these moments and is dependent mainly on support and trust. 

5.4.2 Trust 

In this research context, the mediating factor for these insecurities was trust. Participants 
took a calculated risk as the context they were going to focus on was familiar and 
supportive. A number of participants expressed this both during interviews and in their 
evaluation sheets. Relationships at this school were strong between the staff and the 
leadership team. Fraser et al. (2007) suggest that for enactment and risk-taking to take 
place on a social level, contexts need to be supportive. Following the outcome and the 
evaluations expressed by the participants after the PLD three-day opening programme, 
it might be deduced that participants’ behaviour and observations prove that a 
supportive culture exists at the case study school. This was also noted in a school review 
done in 2017 which stated that ‘mutual respect, responsibility and collaboration are not 
only highlighted in the various school policies and documents but are evidenced in the 
way various stakeholders interact together and participate in the life of the school’ (p.8). 
My roles as leader and facilitator were imperative to encourage participation and 
mitigate any concerns and risks that might arise (Ince, 2017) notwithstanding my 
insecurities. Yet, this interaction was also reciprocal as I was gaining more understanding 
of the roles, becoming accustomed and feeling efficacious. Trust seems to be a facilitator 
of learning in teachers’ groups (Dochy et al., 2014). Two mechanisms of efficacy defined 
by Bandura (1997) were observed. The biggest means of gaining efficacy was through 
emotional arousal as the atmosphere amongst the group was very positive and open. 
Moreover, colleagues complemented efficacy through verbal persuasion. This aspect is 
important as relationships are a precondition of productive cultures. 

However, one needs to question if a sense of resignation exhibited by some of the 
participants before the start is symptomatic with the belief that they were powerless, or 
did not regard it as their concern to influence a PLD format or theme: an attitude that 
constrains one to comply with the usual procedures and considers them as part of the 
advantages of the profession. This may be due to espoused beliefs brought about by past 
structures and which have numbed the ability of professional judgements (Carr and 
Kemmis, 2003; Groundwater-Smith and Mockler, 2009). These teachers may also have 
been accustomed to a passive regulation for learning (Endedijk et al., 2012); an inactive 
mental activity which does not promote reflection. Yet, for some it is easier and more 
comfortable that others to do the reflection on their part as thinking is demanding (de 
Vries et al., 2014).  

In terms of agency, this attitude indicates the influence of the ‘interational dimension’ 
also known as habitual or past (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). Significantly, it is an 
inhibition of the projective dimension defined by Emirbayer and Mische (1998, p. 971) as 
‘the imaginative generation by actors of possible future trajectories of action, in which 
received structures of thought and action may be creatively reconfigured in relation to 
actors’ hopes, fears, and desires for the future’ (emphasis in the original text). Thus, it can 
be argued that espoused beliefs by actors in relation to their past, present and future 
condition their thinking and actions (Taylor and Marienau, 2016). If a change in the 
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perception of ability, capability and capacity is perceived in relation to structure and 
context, a person’s view towards the influence on events will presumably be re-
dimensioned too.  A shift that has been observed and appreciated in this research 
context. 

5.4.3 Perspective Transformation 

In effect, a perspective transformation had taken place in this group of participants 
(Mezirow, 1981). The experience during the PLD three planning days had somewhat 
reconstructed their theories of a PLD process. A participant’s expression epitomises this 
when they noted ‘on our first day as soon as the programme was explained, it was clearly 
outlined that this was going to take a different route’ (EV,Par. 11). This phrase followed a 
declaration of concern about the usual ‘tedious’ listening sessions. This sentiment was 
unanimously shared in all the feedback sheets and during the interviews. The morale 
expressed in the evaluation sheets evidenced the very good effect on participants, with 
expressions like ‘best PLD so far’, ‘great initiative and great PLD’, ‘very fruitful’, ‘we should 
have these sessions more often’ and ’excellent’. However, I question if this perception 
was related just to satisfaction like many past PLD events organised at this school. This is 
something I will investigate further. 

There were a number of factors, together with specific PLD characteristics, that 
contributed to the change in perception. In section 5.3 the characteristics mentioned in 
the evaluation sheets were analysed and ordered according to frequency (see Table 5.2). 
Yet, it is important to examine the context before I discuss outcomes. The ‘vicarious 
experience’ gained through the start of this PLD process left most of the participants with 
a good feeling about themselves as individuals, the community they work in, and their 
ability to self-determine their learning and development (Bandura, 1997). A shift in beliefs 
on PLD approach could be deciphered from their interview accounts and evaluation 
sheets. Unanimously they expressed that this was a good approach and a way forward as 
regards effective PLD process. Though expressed specifically by one respondent (Elise, 
Int.11-2018), the participants felt a sense of autonomy narrated as ‘total freedom’ and 
‘free to choose our own topic’. A desired and necessary attribute in the development of 
teacher professionalism (Parker, 2015) that, as explained above, evoked a feeling of 
discomfort and disconcertedness when this was first experienced in the context of PLD 
process by these participants. The queries ‘how’ and ‘now what’ stimulated conflicting 
emotions. These emotions were seen as the learning stimulants in the learning process 
(Taylor and Marienau, 2016; Zull, 2006). As much as trust is important, as discussed 
earlier, as Brookfield (1995) notes the context is similarly a safety net in such 
circumstances that also supersedes other factors.  

5.4.4 Context 

When discussing the context, it is best to explain the culture that influences this case 
study. School cultures are known to be critical in how things are done in context, and that 
they influence behaviours and beliefs (Hargreaves and O'Connor, 2017). This school had 
in previous years embarked in establishing professional learning communities’ 
characteristics. Though a PLC is never complete due to its organic nature (Cormier et al., 
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2009), this school has managed to develop a degree of effective PLC characteristics 
(Farrugia, 2015). What happened along the research period was also conditioned by this 
element. The PLC effect at this stage can be seen as a predisposition for the elements 
that have been exhibited at the start of this research. However, it likewise contradicts 
what has been discussed earlier on the account of attitudes and beliefs prior the start of 
the PLD process. In a PLC, members embark in a conscious continuing process of learning 
through enabling structures with the aim of improving the learners’ experience and 
development (Hipp et al., 2010). The narrative observed before the start of this PLD 
process questions the degree of clarity participants had in regard to the continuing search 
for development and their centrality in a learning community. It also challenges the 
leaders’ espoused theory and the theory in use regarding PLD approaches. Moreover, it 
questions if the PLC ideals are still being nurtured and communicated enough or taken 
for granted.   

5.4.5 Support – Structural and Relationships 

Nonetheless, what participant teachers have expressed through their feedback can be 
compared to PLC principles. The similarity observed between the acclaimed effective 
characteristics of PLD and PLC were observed in section 2.5, and the benefits felt at the 
start of this PLD process also concord and fall under the supportive conditions acclaimed 
in a PLC (Gilrane et al., 2008). The attributes mentioned relate to both the structural and 
the relationship dimensions. For instance, having structures in place such as materials, 
time and space for collaborative planning was broadly and positively felt. The latter was 
also observed on the collegial relationships and support. Participants reported positive 
trustful attitudes with colleagues through shared purposes, valued voice and a feeling of 
support by colleagues and leaders. This atmosphere had been reported albeit there were 
also reciprocal critical reflections.  The latter phenomenon was also appreciated by 
participants with opinions such as ‘…critical friend evaluate its effectiveness’ (EV– Par. 11) 
and ‘someone…helps you rethink’ (Linda-Int. 10-2018). Levine and Marcus (2010, p. 390) 
state that practices can be viewed from ‘teleological entities - as containing with them 
specific purposes or ends - and as sociocultural traditions, i.e., socially-constructed ways 
of being and acting in the world’. In this case, I saw a mix of both where the common 
purposes and mutual respect were binding the actors and actions. The dedicated time 
and space acted as a connecting agent in a school leaning towards a tradition of 
collaboration. In Tatiana’s (Int.10-2018) view of her workplace, one can understand the 
social construct that drives her: ‘I keep saying that the fact that here we work as 
teamwork, like there is no issue with sharing of ideas, in the sense we are open to 
reciprocal critique and each other’s ideas’. There was a sense of professional security 
without fear of expression that had been nurtured through the espoused collaborative 
culture. 

5.4.6 Time to Collaborate 

The need for time, specifically the time to plan, research and collaborate was much 
valued. As noted earlier, though certain supportive structures were already in place such 
as weekly curricular time to meet at grade level, this allocated time for learning and 
development was much appreciated. It was viewed from a productive perspective and 
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also from the need to connect vertically and horizontally with colleagues on different 
levels. Arianna articulated that ‘we had time to speak with our colleagues and even the 
teachers which are not in our year group, and discuss certain problems and issues which 
are common’ (Int.12-2018). The feeling that together we can do more has also emerged, 
the collective outcome feels bigger than the sum of the individuals (Semetsky, 2008). It 
turned out to be ‘joint practice development’ (Fielding et al., 2005, p. 32) where 
participants felt valued and at par in a cross-school learning community through 
collaborative enquiry (Porritt et al., 2017). The pleasure of collaboration can be 
understood in various ways. For people who are not obliged to collaborate, as was the 
case in this PLD process as it was left to them to choose their PLD learning path, and this 
can be seen as a form of trust. In effect Tschannen-Moran (2001) correlates the level of 
collaboration with trust. It therefore further evidences the level of positive culture this 
school enjoys.  

It is pertinent to note that participants could decide if they wanted to approach a PLD 
area individually or in a group. All the participants grouped according to grade levels or 
nature of subject taught, such as subject teaching. As noted by Opfer (2016) in the 
analysis of the TALIS 2013 (OECD, 2014), PLD knowledge is more impactful when there is 
a balanced level of co-operation, as too much co-operation may minimise individual self-
efficacy and increase dependency. A collaborative activity, however, adds to the 
complexity of the action as more coordination and additional social elements come into 
play. Moreover, collaboration can also take the form of division of labour such as ‘sharing 
the work-load’ (EV– Par. 3) and ‘dividing the work so we could do much more work and 
faster’ (Arianna, Int.12-2018). In this case division of labour is a way of system 
organization, and as will be discussed in the next chapter, personal attributes can render 
their usefulness to cement a team and make it functional and stronger. It is also indicative 
of an essential functionality in social systems (Kayes et al., 2005). 

In Figure 5.1, I have illustrated a description of a possible path a teacher can follow when 
engaged in professional growth. All participants during this phase of PLD went through a 
path of: voluntary – processing of the area of growth – collective – internal – in 
collaboration / isolation (planning at home and delivery in class) – learning / development 
– formal / informal – situated. As discussed above in the section on Context, some of the 
choices made (for example, all the cohort deciding on a collaborative approach) was a 
direct influence of the school’s culture. The comment that at this school work is dealt 
with collaboratively, became clear from various gathered data, such as the evaluation 
sheets, focus groups, the interviews and the reflective writing. 
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FIGURE 5.1 Professional Growth Trail 

 

5.4.7 Practicality Ethic 

Another attribute forcefully expressed was that this approach was relevant since it dealt 
with their immediate needs, it was hands-on and practical. In research into teachers this 
is no revelation. It was noted long ago by Doyle and Ponder (1977) that teachers tend to 
use ‘practical’ when describing classroom practices where ‘the term is an expression of 
teacher perceptions of the potential consequences of attempting to implement a change 
proposal in the classroom’ (p. 6). The ‘practicality ethic’, as Doyle and Ponder (1977) label 
it, needs ‘instrumentality - a proposal must contain instrumental content; congruence - 
congruent with perceptions of their own situations; cost - ratio between amount of 
return and amount of investment’ (pp.7-8). 

Participants’ narrative exhibited all three characteristics of the ‘practicality ethic’.  

Instrumentality - I was more concerned about the hands-on aspect of it than about the 
theories (Arianna, Int. 12-2018) 

something practical like … because eventually you need to use it, not talk from a 
speaker (Roderick, Int. 11-2018) 
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Congruence – relevant for us teachers and which we will be implementing in the next 
scholastic year (EV– Par. 1) 

addressed our needs / areas for improvement (Ev- Par. 13) 

Cost – a positive impact finally on the students and us as teachers because once you see 
your students engaged the lesson sort of passes by more quickly, you end up 
enjoying it more and so will the children (Elise, Int. 11-2018) 

and you see the effect on children … it is cost effective (FG1, Frida, 3-2019) 

Buxton et al. (2015) support the practice theory that actions are influenced by meanings 
given by actors, which are in turn influenced by social reproduction and social change. 
Participant teachers thus conformed to other research (Guskey, 2002). They supported 
the value of learning which is hands-on; specific to their contexts and their immediate 
needs; and that it has a proportionality between demand, efficiency and effectiveness. 
Like Buxton et al. (2015), Wenger’s (2010) perspective of agency is that action reflects 
the meaning people put into it. Thus, the fact that teachers tend to learn through what 
they consider ‘practical’, the practicality ethic could be considered as a good medium for 
teachers’ PLD as it adds more meaning (Taylor et al., 2015). As has been expressed here 
by participants, the fact that they could decode its relevance and were going to work with 
or on it the following school year, made the process appealing. 

5.4.8 Time to Reflect 

Last but not least, this start to the PLD process served as an opportunity for reflection. 
Though not all, many participants expressed the value for the space created for 
reflection. They acknowledged the benefit of various viewpoints. Roderick used a 
metaphor to explain this benefit: 

you always listen to a different opinion, you think, like you are in a vacuum 
… it’s like you are in a country and you always experience the same culture, 
when you go into a different country, oh [you realise] this is different, so 
you can go that way. Like you widen your horizon (Int. 11-2018) 

This metaphor explains how the collaborative enquiry served as a challenge of belief. Elise 
on the other hand perceived reflection that helped them analyse ‘how [they] can improve 
… rather than always adding something new’ (Int. 11-2018) making a distinction between 
change and improvement (Robinson, 2017). Most of the reflections referred to were a 
mix of ‘content reflection’-‘what’, ‘process reflection’-‘how’ and ‘premise reflection’-
‘why’, where teachers drifted through reflective discourses with the aim of attaining their 
goals (Mezirow, 1991, pp. 6-9). The engagement in reflection and the acceptance of peer 
critical observations also evidence how this community has a level of professional 
maturity (Merriam, 2004). Day (2017) advocates the centrality of reflection for the 
growing teacher. The depth of reflection is also valuable, however, the fact that this PLD 
approach provided a space and time for reflection, which the teachers appreciated, gives 
an added credit to the approach. Depth was achieved through more opportunities for 
reflection. In their expressions, these teachers implicitly convey that during the year 
reflection is harder. Maybe reflection in action is less appreciated, while these 
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opportunities offer a punctuated stage to reorder and renew. Moreover, the collective 
reflection experienced in different instances along the programme were felt more fruitful 
than when it was done alone, as the collective knowledge is broader and resourceful 
(Meirink et al., 2009a). As Earl and Timperley (2009b) have observed, these kinds of 
conversations need specific qualities such as considering a broad range of ‘relevant 
evidence’ (p. 3). 

In addition, participants were asked to voluntarily send a reflective write-up at the end of 
the whole PLD process which spanned over a year. Only four of the 14 respondents 
replied to the request. One particular participant replied and queried if it was necessary 
as she was afraid that she would be repetitive. She felt that all her views were given in 
her interview. Though interviews contained a number of reflective questions, most of the 
probes concerned the process and what their opinion was in this regard; it was not 
intended as a reflective practice exercise. This occurrence evidences an understanding of 
reflection that is much at the level of ‘discriminant reflectivity’, where the efficacy of 
perception, thought, action, or habit is examined (Mezirow, 1981, p. 12). This kind of 
reflection was prevalent during conversations (FN, May 2018) and also in the reflective 
writing. Most of the critical reflections during the three days were on methods, resources, 
approaches and efficacy with the aim of improving the teachers’ and students’ learning 
experience. Few of the reflections were on the challenging of values and beliefs. Only one 
participant acknowledged that the process helped in metacognition.  

We had the chance to reflect upon our own practices and learn more 
about our individual style of learning and teaching and discover certain 
aspects which perhaps we never had knowledge or aware of. (EC-Par. 1) 

This lack of awareness is considered at a later stage as teachers seem to overlook their 
personal process of learning as they prioritise that of the students. One has to admit that 
reflection was indeed present, and was possibly richer in the groups, however, its level 
needs attention and improvement. Much congeniality may be present. Nonetheless, so 
far it worked to make the group of participants more open to make conscientious changes 
in their practices. The reflective skill is also one of the characteristics that indicates an 
effective PLD process (see section 2.5).  

5.4.9 Leadership and Facilitation 

The intertwined characteristics that correspond with both leadership and facilitation in a 
PLD process, such as motivating, challenging, supporting, directing, moderating, coaching 
and mentoring, make both roles very similar in nature. However, following my experience 
in both roles during the research period and that of the appointed group facilitators, a 
distinction can be drawn between leadership support that facilitates resources and sets 
a general vision, and facilitation in the form of group coordinator or expert direction. The 
actions described for the former likewise qualify as facilitation and can be defined as an 
‘organic facilitator’. ‘Organic’ because the role was vital and essential in that I had to lead 
the vision, follow developments and enable structures for a supportive environment 
conducive to learning and development.  
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The second type of facilitation, on the other hand, had a narrower and more focused 
range of action. This type of facilitation, while using leadership characteristics, was more 
focused on the goals and impact of a PLD process, and is more defined by the required 
expertise. The latter may be defined as ‘operant facilitator’ as the person had the role of 
acting on behalf of someone (proxy) to attain improvement. This was true with the 
introduced facilitators for two groups within the research period. The position varied to 
the needs of the PLD process and the people that engaged in it (Becuwe et al., 2016). 
However, both roles had the aim of improving the capacity of the teachers and the school 
where the impact was critical for both.  

5.4.10 Congruence with Research 

The cherished characteristics shared by participants mainly distinguish themselves under 
the three systems effecting a PLD process as proposed by Opfer and Pedder (2011): the 
school, the individual and the activity. From a complexity theory viewpoint there has been 
a system adaptation on all three systems. They also meet a number of recommended 
characteristics by reviews on PLD approaches: uses action-learning, has a learning 
process, is goal driven, considers participants’ knowledge base, is supported by school 
leaders, and is contextualised and collaborative, etc, (see Table 2.6). Consequently, 
considering the feedback given by teachers, it confirms and generalises the PLD 
effectiveness theories in this context (OECD, 2019b). There were a number of other 
elements, analysed later, such as professional stage and learning orientations, however, 
so far evidence sustains both theories of PLD effectiveness and agency which advocate 
that when school cultures believe in teachers’ professional capacities, the feeling of trust, 
coupled with support, will generate efficacy and agency (Butler et al., 2015; Hallinger et 
al., 2019). The effect on efficacy will be further analysed but one can see how from a state 
of insecurity and lack of control prior to the start, a shift was seen to an ‘I can’, ‘I wish’ 
and ‘I want’ state. As one participant wrote, ‘this is the way forward for future PLD’ (EC-
Par. 8). 

 

5.5 Conclusions from the First Phase of the Professional Learning 
Experience 

I pass with relief from the tossing sea of Cause and Theory to the firm 
ground of Result and Fact. 

(Churchill, 2010, p. 30) 

As a result of the analysis of this phase of the research, a number of critical phenomena 
have been observed to influence teacher agency and efficacy. It has been noted that 
teachers exhibited feelings, attitudes and behaviour that align with research in the field. 
The fundamental aspect is the change in perspective and belief by teachers about the 
PLD approach and process. The redistribution of power on learning and development had 
led to a change in the mind-set of all participants. Teachers reported satisfaction in the 
trust given to them to set their own goals for their PLD process. They were given the 
opportunity to discover the ‘power-within’ and generate a ‘power-with’ for their 
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professional growth. The perceived ‘power-on’ through their past PLD experiences had a 
shift through a change in structure of the PLD approach. They exercised their decisional 
capital to reflect and address a prioritised area of growth. It transpired that teachers 
craved such an approach and wished to set periodical adequate time for collective 
reflection and collaboration to address issues that concern their quotidian work. They felt 
that such an approach to PLD strengthened collegial relationships too. Teachers also 
evidenced their inclination to learn through an ethic of practicality. However, this phase 
has also exposed that teachers needed more support and practice for deeper reflection 
and to understand the significance of their metacognitive awareness, which were both 
often underestimated and overlooked. 

In conclusion, the change in PLD structure that shifted more autonomy for teachers had 
resulted in an opportunity for teachers to nurture a stronger sense of efficacy that had 
enacted agency for the improvement of their practices. The following chapter focuses on 
the types of motivations that drive teachers’ agency. It will also study how these teachers 
concretely implemented these motivations, while trying to understand why they have 
made these choices. 
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 FINDINGS - MOTIVATION 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I analyse participants’ motivations for learning and development. These 
may have been intrinsic, such as learning styles, concerns and beliefs, or extrinsic, such 
as structural systems and social influence. The working definition for motivation that 
guided the analysis was that of Michie et al. (2018, p. 4) which states that motivation is 
‘all those brain processes that energize and direct behaviour, not just goals and conscious 
decision-making. It includes habitual processes, emotional responding, as well as 
analytical decision-making’. I tried to understand patterns of behaviours exhibited in the 
five learning teams formed for this PLD experience. I observed their learning spaces and 
their adopted learning processes and analysed them against personal factors such as 
learning styles.  

Using experiential learning theory, which believes that ‘learning is influenced by 
characteristics of the learner and the learning space’ (Kolb and Kolb, 2013, p. 7), I delved 
into the task of observing different cases to draw any common or contrasting patterns. 
Observing these patterns through experiential learning theory helped me to understand 
how teacher agency and efficacy works in this ‘life space’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991). The 
learning space was given a broader understanding than a simple classroom and included 
dimensions such as ‘physical, cultural, institutional, social and psychological aspects’ 
(Kolb and Kolb, 2013, p. 18). Thus, learning spaces through the experiential learning 
theory are not always concrete, but can be implicit constructs moulded through 
experiences at the school as a social environment. Situated learning is supported by 
cultures that are shaped by communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991). The 
observed characteristics or patterns were studied with the intent to explore how teacher 
agency and self-efficacy were affected. This chapter thus addresses the first RQ that 
enquires what happens when teachers are given capacity for agency in their PLD process; 
and part of the second RQ that looks into the trends developed in teachers’ agency. 

In the light of Calvert’s (2016, p. 52) definition of teacher agency as ‘the capacity of 
teachers to act purposefully and constructively to direct their professional growth and 
contribute to the growth of their colleagues’, I examine the individual characteristics that 
naturally developed into a collective, which has been considered stronger than the sum 
of each individual’s potential (Davis and Sumara, 2014).  As discussed in the previous 
chapter, the physical and cognitive space provided for teachers to decide, plan and 
implement their professional growth was one of the motivators in this PLD process that 
progressed into a collective endeavour. What were the personal attributes in these 
participants that may have led to the observed outcomes? How influential are these 
characteristics on agency and efficacy? These probes will assist in answering the first 
research question of this study, while gathering more insights on teacher self-efficacy and 
agency with regard to motivation. 
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6.2 Motivation I – Learning Styles and their Influence within the Groups 

6.2.1 Participant Learning Characteristics  

In this section individual characteristics identified from the Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory 
will be analysed in relation to the collective and the wider social and structural elements. 
The observable elements will be used to analyse the connections that have supported or 
inhibited the progress of learning and development. 

In section 4.2.1 it was noted that the majority of participants were going through the 
process of ‘developing a professional identity’ (Day and Gu, 2007, p. 435). Considering 
the sub-groups identified by Day and Gu during this professional phase, from a school 
leader’s perspective, the majority of participants were ‘sustaining a strong sense of 
identity, self-efficacy and effectiveness’. Identity is here understood as a complex mix of 
interrelationships ‘between professional, situated and personal dimensions’ (ibid., p. 
431). Being a case study, the participants’ profile will help in shedding light on the 
interrelationships that may exist between teacher identity and agency. Table 6.1 explains 
the diversity of learners that engaged in this project, as seen in the results of the Kolb’s 
Learning Style Inventory.   

 

TABLE 6.1 Learning Styles of Participant Teachers 

Learning Style No. of Participants 
Learning 

style 
Learning 
Flexibility 

Initiating 

1 4 

Distinction Distinguished by the ability to initiate action in order to deal with 
experiences and situations. 

Learning 
Preference 

"Hands-on" experience and real life situations.  
Willing to take risks and challenging experiences and will volunteer 
for leadership on tasks.  
Prefer coaching and mentoring approaches to learn from life 
experiences. 

Preferred 
learning 
Space 

Work best in collaborative dynamic learning spaces to set goals, try 
new approaches and get tasks done. 

Experiencing 

1 4 

Distinction Distinguished by the ability to find meaning from deep involvement 
in experience. 

Learning 
Preference 

Rely on feelings and reactions to people and situations to learn. 

Preferred 
learning 
Space 

Prefer learning spaces rich in interactions with co-workers. 
While working in groups is rewarding, time to work alone to get 
things done is needed. 
Need constructive feedback. 
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Learning Style No. of Participants 
Learning 

style 
Learning 
Flexibility 

Reflecting 

0 8 

Distinction Distinguished by the ability to connect experience and ideas 
through sustained reflection. 

Learning 
Preference 

Use observation and reflection as the primary basis for learning.  
Have the capacity for deep reflection while balancing the ability to 
engage in both feeling and thinking. 

Preferred 
learning 
Space 

Thrive in learning spaces rich in dialogue and discussions, but are 
also comfortable learning from lectures, independent projects, 
and from readings. 

Imagining 

1 2 

Distinction Distinguished by the ability to create meaning by observing and 
reflecting on experiences. 

Learning 
Preference 

Learn by stepping back from experiences to observe and reflect on 
feelings about what is going on. 

Preferred 
learning 
Space 

Like working in groups where there is open and free flowing 
conversation where one can gather information, listen with an 
open mind, and receiving personalized feedback. 

Acting 

5 2 

Distinction Distinguished by a strong motivation for goal directed action that 
integrates people and tasks. 

Learning 
Preference 

Use action as your primary basis for learning good at implementing 
plans or testing ideas by combining your experience of the 
immediate situation with ideas and concepts for dealing with it. 

Preferred 
learning 
Space 

Learn best by on the job learning through discussions with 
colleagues and working in team. 

Thinking 

1 9 

Distinction Distinguished by the capacity for disciplined involvement in 
abstract reasoning, mathematics and logic. 

Learning 
Preference 

Learn primarily by deeply involvement in abstraction value thinking 
things through and like to fit wide range of data and information 
into concise ideas and models. 

Preferred 
learning 
Space 

Learn best in well-structured learning spaces with clear directions 
and learning agendas may prefer to work alone and need time to 
think things through. A teacher’s expertise in their field is of 
primary importance. 

Analysing 

2 7 

Distinction Distinguished by the ability to integrate and systematize ideas 
through reflection. 

Learning 
Preference 

Are best at taking in a wide range of information and putting it into 
concise, logical form less focused on people and more interested 
in abstract ideas and concepts. 

Preferred 
learning 
Space 

Prefer lectures, readings, exploring analytical models, and having 
time to think things through. You would rather work alone than in 
groups. 
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The table also explains their distinguishing abilities as learners, their learning preference 
and preferred learning space as identified by the Kolb’s Learning Survey Inventory tool. 
The distinction followed descriptors explained by Kolb and Kolb (2013), the creators of 
the Kolb’s Learning Survey Inventory. The most predominant learning style among these 
teachers was the ‘Acting style’ (n=5) followed by ‘Analysing’ (n=2).  

More than a third of the participants who scored high on the ‘Acting style’ had their 
predominant learning style conditioned by a strong goal orientation. In their actions these 
participants had a tendency to integrate people’s needs and tasks (Kolb and Kolb, 2013). 
Persons with this learning inclination often get things done and tend to do well in 
leadership roles. The best learning space for these individuals was learning on the job. 
Consequently, a significant representation of this group had a higher probability of 
influence on the behaviour and choices that are relative to the ones these participants 
prefer. It also corroborates that those with this preferred learning style tend to be less 
reflective. In effect this has already been observed in Chapter 5 that the depth of 
reflective capacity in general needs support.  

Moreover, though it is not yet clear from the research whether learners of a particular 
type are attracted to a particular role, or if it is the role that shapes an individual’s learning 
inclinations, there are some who claim occupational role is an aspect that shapes learning 
orientations (Harteis and Goller, 2014; Kolb, 2015). To augment this learner complexity, 
learners have a degree of fluidity or flexibility in their learning choices (see Table 6.2).  

The fact that from this cohort of teachers the biggest number were ‘doers’ in practical 
ways, substantiates the observations carried out on the preferences of PLD processes by 
teachers (Doyle and Ponder, 1977; Guskey, 2002). It is also perhaps a reason why this PLD 
approach was received so well and generated such a high level of satisfaction amongst 

Learning Style No. of Participants 

 Learning 
style 

Learning 
Flexibility 

Deciding 

1 7 

Distinction Distinguished by the ability to use theories and models to decide 
on problem solutions and courses of action. 

Learning 
Preference 

Best at finding practical uses for ideas and theories. You have the 
ability to solve problems and make decisions based on rational 
evaluation of solutions to questions or problems. Focus is on 
technical problem-solving when working with others. 

Preferred 
learning 
Space 

Learn best in learning spaces where they can experiment with new 
ideas, simulations, laboratory assignments, and practical 
applications. 

Balancing 

1 13 

Distinction Distinguished by the ability to adapt flexibly by weighing the pros 
and cons of acting vs. reflecting and experiencing vs. thinking. 

Learning 
Preference 

Primary approach to learning is to switch approaches from feeling 
to thinking and from reflecting to acting. 

Preferred 
learning 
Space 

More satisfied in learning environments where they can use all 
four learning modes: learning from lectures, discussions groups, 
brainstorming sessions, labs and on-the job learning 
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the participants. Without doubt, these individuals had their share of influence on the 
whole group, even though they later transferred into smaller groups for specific tasks. As 
explained later, four out of five groups contained a participant with this learning style. 
Being pro-leaders, their traits may have been very useful to bond and direct the group. 

The second most prevalent learning style (n=2) in this group was the ‘Analysing style’. 
According to Kolb and Kolb (2013) individuals with such developed styles have the 
capacity to connect ideas into models or systems. They are intermediates between 
reflection and action who value theory if it has a practical element. They can be excellent 
planners as they are meticulous on taking the adequate steps for best action to minimise 
failure. Thus, they tend to be organised, logical and prudent. Their learning space is more 
in conceptual frameworks, and they generally prefer to work alone. As it happened, both 
teachers with this learning style were in the same group thus, as a learning type, it had 
limited influence. The link to practicality is also evident in these individuals but it seems 
that they connect more to theory. 

TABLE 6.2 Participant Learning Styles and Learning Flexibility 

G
roup 

Participant 
Pseudonym 

Learning 
Style 

Learning Flexibility 

1 Adele Balancing Thinking Analysing Reflecting 
   

Arianna Acting Balancing Experiencing Analysing Thinking 
  

Linda Acting Deciding Balancing Analysing 
   

Mia Imagining Balancing Reflecting Experiencing 
   

 

2 Helena Acting Thinking Analysing Reflecting Initiating Balancing 
 

Frida Deciding Balancing Acting Thinking 
   

 

3 Tristan Thinking Deciding Analysing Balancing Initiating   

Rodrick Acting Deciding Experiencing Thinking Balancing Analysing  
 

4 Tatiana Analysing Deciding Thinking Imagining Reflecting Balancing  

Harry Analysing Thinking Reflecting Balancing    

Elise Acting Experiencing Balancing Initiating Imagining   
 

5 May Experiencing Deciding Analysing Thinking Initiating Balancing Reflecting 

Tara Initiating Deciding Balancing Thinking Acting Reflecting 
 

Oliver Imagining Initiating  Reflecting Deciding Balancing     

 

The remaining learning styles (Initiating, Experiencing, Imagining, Thinking, Deciding, and 
Balancing except the ‘Reflecting style’) all had a representation. All these styles will be 
analysed in a later section where each group composition will be considered separately. 
Though none of the participants showed predilection towards ‘Reflecting’ as the 
predominant style, a good representation (n=8) was revealed for this style as ‘learning 
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flexibility’, which is the ability of the individual to deploy and combine the adequate 
learning style according to the situation. It is an adaptation to needs and tasks (Kolb and 
Kolb, 2013). The most common learning flexibility was found to be the ‘Balancing style’ 
(n=14). This shows the ability of the participants to be versatile and compensate for the 
missing learning style or adapt to needs.  

Individuals can exhibit a number of different learning flexibilities according to the 
demands put on them. Table 6.2 shows how the participants individually marked on the 
Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory. The table displays their learning styles and learning 
flexibilities, together with how they have distributed themselves in the created learning 
teams. 

 

6.2.2 Group Composition  

Participants in this research were free to approach this PLD process as individuals or in 
groups, but none decided to go it alone. All chose to group up with colleagues teaching 
the same grade or subject. The groups determined the purpose of the PLD and not the 
other way around where the purpose of the PLD might have attracted the group 
members. This partially happened in Group 1 as will be expounded below. Each group 
developed its idiosyncratic dynamics that arched from the three-day initial programme 
to the implementation during the year. I will analyse some dynamics exhibited while 
discussing their learning inclination. This is important to understand if these variables 
influence agency and efficacy in different case scenarios. 

Group 1 

Group 1 was composed of four teachers who taught early years and their PLD focus was 
‘classroom behavioural management techniques’. It was the biggest group at the start of 
the PLD process (n=4) but experienced changes from the three-day programme to the 
implementation stage (Arianna, Mia, Linda, Adele). This group was composed of four 
teachers exhibiting three different learning styles: two ‘Acting’, one ‘Imagining’ and one 
‘Balancing’. While I have already outlined the inclinations of ‘Acting’ who are task 
oriented and have leadership traits, it is interesting to note that the theme of this group 
was much influenced by the teacher who scored as having ‘Imagining’ traits. Those with 
these inclinations are able to give meaning by observing and reflecting on experiences; 
as the participant herself declared, ‘it was through personal reflection’ (Mia, Int. 7-2018). 
The ‘Imagining’ learning space was best utilised in discussion groups where these types 
of learners are able to stimulate and explore ideas. The third learning style in this group 
was ‘Balancing’ where learners with this style tend to be adaptive and able to work with 
a diversity of individuals. One of the ‘Acting’ teachers was new to this group as she was 
shifting to a new teaching grade the following school year.  

The group dynamics in this team were strong as Arianna explained, ‘communication 
between us was very good…the way we decided who is going to work on what…’ (Int. 12-
2018). As regards components, they had a variety of resources. In this group Mia 
(Imagining) was influential and was key in setting the purpose and goals of this group’s 
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PLD process. Adele (Balancing) was the one most in the shadow and compliant. She 
explained that ‘another teacher came up with it and I have agreed to work on it, obviously 
there were other teachers who agreed with her’ (Adele, Int.9-2018). Arianna (Acting) 
supported the theme as she felt that it was something she was in need of addressing, 
‘since, I realised that others were having that issue as well.  It was not [solely] my problem 
sort of’ (Int., 12-2018). Arianna was quite engaged and industrious in the group and was 
a point of reference after Mia left (as the latter changed school). Linda confirmed that 
Arianna was very driven to look for resources online (Int., 10-2018). Linda also revealed 
that at first her grade had intended to work on the maths curriculum but was later 
attracted by Mia’s proposal to be her critical friend. Linda, on the other hand, found the 
proposal interesting and concluded that the topic was beneficial for herself too as she 
was going to be new in teaching the grade level. Having taught older children in her 
previous years, she still felt the need for self-efficacy in the chosen area. In this group a 
hint of ‘group-think’ was found (Janis, 1972) as shown from how the purpose was in effect 
chosen (see section 6.3) and from Adele’s narrative who said that ‘to tell you the truth I 
found it a bit difficult because at times, perhaps, I said something, then I see that no one 
agrees and I lay back and leave it to them, [I think] my idea is not expressed well!’ (Int. 9-
2018). 

 

Group 2 

Group 2 started with two teachers at the beginning of the three-day PLD journey and a 
third teacher joined during the implementation (Helena, Frida, Maureen). In this group, 
the dynamic was simpler; focused and productive from the start. The two original 
participants had been working together for a number of years, and this PLD process has 
exposed much of their strengths. Their PLD focus, like Group 1, was aimed at improving 
classroom management. Helena, with an ‘Acting’ style of learning, took much of the lead 
but with equal engagement and support from Frida, who was identified as ‘Deciding’. 
Those with the latter style tend to be focused, task-oriented and problem-solvers. They 
are able to connect theory and decide on options for actions. It seems that this group 
started on a strong footing as regards the purpose of the PLD, which seems to have been 
quite democratic. It might have been easier since the group was small. A third teacher 
joined later at the implementation stage as she was a colleague teaching in the same 
grade. She did not complete the Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory so her learning style is 
unknown. However, from her feedback from the focus group she felt connected to the 
theme and group from the start: ‘we have discussed this a number of times before, we 
did sometimes feel that the [old] rewarding system was not that effective… I agreed from 
the start, it’s (concurring) what we usually do’ (Maureen, FG1, 3-2019). 
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Group 3 
 

Group 3 was the smallest and the least connected of all groups. With only two teachers 
in this group (Roderick, Tristan) from different teaching areas, it was the group which 
suffered most especially due to the challenges discovered from their chosen field of PLD. 
The group was composed of a teacher with ‘Acting’ learning style and another with 
‘Thinking’ learning characteristics, and they decided to work on standardised assessment. 
‘Thinking’ learners tend to spend energy on abstract reasoning and are good at creating 
meticulous plans but often need a structured learning environment and have a tendency 
to work individually. The excerpt below, expressed when commenting on the PLD 
approach in their focus group, gives a hint of the difference between the two participants.  

Roderick- I liked it so much because [it was] hands-on and being someone 
who dislikes listening…if I’m not engaged, if I’m listening all the time I’m 
not engaged.  I mean this is a personal thing, understood?! I mean maybe 
Tristan has the ability to stay focused and he engages himself in listening, 
I mean it depends on the person but for someone like me we found the 
right slot. 

Tristan- Hmm! I like listening. 

Roderick- You see?  Not everyone is the same. (FG3, 4-2019) 

However, when following what happened during the research period, it was evident that 
this group found it difficult to create synergy. In fact, a facilitator was assigned as they 
also had difficulty with the chosen area. However, a sense of membership due to the 
similarity of constraints encountered, was shared during their interviews and focus group. 
‘I liked the fact that I was in a group, that we shared the same issue and perhaps we could 
help each other’ (Roderick, FG 3, 4-2019), ‘and you realise that not only yourself face the 
same problem’ (Tristan, FG 3, 4-2019). The membership feeling was also expressed in 
Group 1. In the next section Group 3 will be further discussed as its operation was 
conditioned by the PLD purpose rather than the learning style or group composition. 

 
Group 4 
 
Group 4 targeted a student ‘cognitive activation’ goal (Chen et al., 2020) by transforming 
Social Studies to a more experiential approach, and like Group 2 was reasonably 
productive. I am not implying that it is a measure of learning or outcome, but for the sake 
of understanding dynamics, this group developed concrete artefacts that could be 
evidenced throughout the PLD period and seemed to have satisfactorily reached their 
planned goals. This group was composed of two members who emerged as ‘Analysing’ in 
their learning styles and one who preferred the ‘Acting’ style (Tatiana, Harry, Elise). As 
explained earlier in the section ‘Participant ’, these two styles were the most prevalent in 
this entire cohort of participants. The ‘Analysing’ individuals both happened to be in this 
group. Following their traits, one would expect a very well-studied plan that connects 
theory and practice. The ‘Acting’ style participant, being more task-oriented, in turn 
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would act as the driver and take the lead to implement the plan. It seems that this 
combination worked in this group. Tatiana confirmed that she took main responsibility 
for the lesson planning, while the others were more involved in the search for resources 
(Int., 10-2018). She also emphasised how their common interest was driving and 
coordinating their actions. Tatiana was also a teacher who had changed the teaching 
grade level. However, she confirmed that she had experienced the same synergy she had 
enjoyed in the previous grade level where she was part of a curricular development 
process similar to the one this group had embarked upon. 

 

Group 5 
 

Group 5 was the group that suffered most losses in terms of group members. Starting 
with three members with varied learning styles at the reflecting and planning stage, the 
group was reduced to just one member at the implementation stage (May, Tara, Oliver). 
This event had a significant effect on the impetus of the PLD process which was aimed at 
the use of more technology in their pedagogical approach. The three teachers’ learning 
styles were ‘Experiencing’, ‘Initiating’ and ‘Imagining’ and they had had years of 
collaboration as teachers in the same year group. In fact, they approached this PLD 
process with their group dynamics already set. Like Group 2, they had a strong potential 
to plan a PLD process that was conjointly agreed that seems to have been influenced by 
a reform and the input of Tara. Tara had ‘Initiating’ as a dominant learning style and 
admitted that she had ‘a bit of influence’ in the choice of the area of PLD (Int., 10-2018). 
This group was also provided with the support of a specialised facilitator who gave 
significant input on a technical level. Unfortunately, two members had to drop out due 
to diverse circumstances.  Notwithstanding, Tara was resilient and committed to the goal 
of achieving the aims of the PLD process.  

 

6.3 Motivation II – Purpose and Methodologies 

6.3.1 Purpose 

The Professional Development Plan documents (see Appendix A) were an important tool 
that indirectly guided the participants from where to start their planning and what 
reflections might be needed. One must consider that participant teachers had never 
experienced a similar process or been given such responsibility in their PLD endeavour. 
Thus, this document had a number of objectives. The PDP helped to structure the 
process, guide participants, record the plan, keep accountability of participants, and 
provide data for analysis. As already discussed, teachers found the document very helpful 
as it structured and guided their planning. Each group worked on a common document. 
The document could be consulted by any member of the group and amended online 
throughout the period planned for their PLD. In this way broader autonomy, 
accountability, versatility and accessibility were added to the whole process.  
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Yet, this document can be also seen to have influenced the structure of the whole PLD 
process. If the research had to be more open to see what in effect would have happened 
if teachers were left to their own means this document had to be omitted. However, in 
the pursuit to observe teacher agency such a document narrowed the scope of teachers’ 
actions and choices by setting a clear structure for self-determined learning. This section 
will thus analyse ‘what’ areas the participants wanted to prioritise in their PLD process. 
My enquiry will follow group by group and identify any observed interrelated patterns. 

Group 1, which had the largest number of participants, justified their subject choice as 
they ‘feel that the strategies that [they] have been using in [their] past classrooms have 
not been rendered fully efficient. Some of these methods may have become outdated and 
[they] feel that each new class represents new challenges’ (PDP, Group1). Analysing how 
the groups came to agree their PLD area helps to understand how agency works in the 
teachers’ choices within the group. The start of Group 1’s discussion was perhaps the 
most interesting since it gathered a mixture of grades and was inspired by one member 
of this group. The subject was influenced by Mia who, during the end of year appraisal 
with the SLT, had expressed that she wished to improve her classroom management. It 
resulted from a personal reflection where she identified this aspect as needing more 
attention and improvement, notwithstanding the number of years of experience (18 
years). She explained that considering the age of her students, they perceive her more as 
a ‘mummy rather than their teacher’ (Mia, Int., 7-2018), thus relating the problem with 
her professional identity in the classroom. Arianna from the same group, but not from 
the same teaching grade, also agreed that she needed to look at classroom management. 
Both teachers stated that they were surprised that the problem was prevalent. It was not 
the same for Linda though. She had moved from a higher grade to a lower grade, so she 
had limited experience with the younger age group. She was thinking of addressing the 
mathematics pedagogical approach. Yet, she joined this PLD group through the invitation 
of Mia who wished her to be her critical friend. She expressed that: 

In reality, I joined the group not because I was thinking of joining 
classroom management. There is room where I can improve …There are 
things now that I have set; I know they used to work with the higher 
grades. The lower grades is a different story. I still need to start … Then it 
ended up my priority too! (Linda, Int., 10-2018) 

The process to conclude on the subject took some time. Linda mentioned the latter as 
one of the difficulties that they had encountered, also considering that the group was the 
largest one. A dissonance occurs when one examines the collective goals and resources 
chosen for this PLD process to address the problem. The solution decided by the group 
was shifted onto the resources. The group resolved to create a ‘different reward systems 
and behavioural charts’ (PDP, Group1). Taking into account from where a number of 
participants in this group had started, one can see that the issue of teacher identity was 
side-lined. The group had focused on an elaborate tool of rewarding system with the 
intent of promoting desired behaviour and improved classroom management. This had 
projected the problem of how the students might perceive the teacher onto the reward 
system. This matter arose with Linda during an incident she had with a pupil (Field notes 
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12-2018). She had an issue with a pupil who was exhibiting resistant and stubborn 
behaviour in her regard. She was taking the matter rather personally. I was present during 
one of these instances and I picked up that the teacher was feeling threatened by the 
pupil’s behaviour. I recognised that there was a sense of helplessness from the teacher’s 
perspective, which was not allowing the issue to be resolved. Guiding the teacher through 
a set of reflective questions, she managed to understand better how she could approach 
the matter (FN 12-2018). Self-awareness enabled her to widen the scope of her 
reflection. I also took this opportunity to enquire if she saw that the PLD chosen process 
needed some thought in this regard. I enquired if teacher self-awareness was also needed 
in parallel with the reward system they had collectively devised. Linda agreed and 
informed me that the group would soon be reconvening to discuss the reward system.  

Although there was a hint of research on the reward system, this group relied mostly on 
their ‘knowledge based on the experiences gained through [their] past years of teaching’ 
(Excerpt from Group1 PDP). The reason given for their PLD choice was that their current 
used techniques became somewhat ineffective (PDP, Group 1). The latter also needed 
study as it might imply that continuous reflection on and in action might not be so present 
in teachers’ daily practice or is taken for granted, for as Maureen stated, ‘Reflection 
comes natural, even after a lesson you ponder it did not go as planned. It’s only 
normal…but that is like within daily [practices]’ (FG1, 3-2019). 

Group 2, who chose a similar area for PLD, approached the topic from a more personal 
perspective. They proposed to ‘explore, implement and evaluate behavioural issues and 
the teacher’s response to the child’s actions’ (Excerpt from Group 2 PDP). The group 
viewed the management of behaviour more on a relational level than the transactional 
way Group 1 had opted for. Group 1’s approach was mainly based on the operant 
conditioning theory (Akpan, 2020), while Group 2 took a personal critical stance on how 
personally they are applying behaviour management. The latter was based more on 
reflexivity, which needed a higher order skill. The group listed a number of actions they 
were already applying while also giving reasons for the actions and their outcome. They 
also identified what was not being implemented to make the whole system coherent and 
consistent across the grade. Yet, although they seemed to have done a good reflective 
exercise in this PDP, clarity of what was going to be done was missing. The latter was dealt 
with later when the year had started.  

Group 3 brought together subject teachers with the aim of finding a solution to a practical 
standardised assessment approach. The initiative was motivated by a national reform to 
introduce standardised continuous assessment (Learning Outcomes Framework LOF). 
The intent was not the formative assessment, which is incorporated in their pedagogy, 
but to find a system where they could present concrete written feedback for each child. 
Until then, assessment reports were done through rubrics that guided each student for 
self-assessment and the teacher eventually reviewed each assessment. However, the 
teachers were feeling that the system was not reliable and was too challenging for 
particular grades. The teachers in this group had common constraints to overcome, such 
as they taught a great number of students (the whole primary cohort), they met each 
student once or twice weekly, and the skills they taught were generally more practical in 
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nature. Moreover, they felt more compelled to approach this theme since they were also 
foreseeing the implementation of a national standardised assessment reform. One of the 
proposed interventions was to introduce technology. They proposed to explore an 
application that could help students video record themselves by means of a tablet and 
critically analyse their ICT skills. 

Group 4 was the most decided in terms of the goal for the PLD. They proposed to explore 
and apply an interactive hands-on approach to social studies. They were clear that the 
subject had not been attracting the students’ interest for years, and this was making it 
harder for them to keep the students engaged. They felt that ‘Social Studies lessons are 
still teacher centred with too much knowledge to be passed on. We realized that it lacked 
hands-on activities and a student-centred approach. A good number of students still find 
it very boring’ (PDP, Group 4). They gained confidence from positive past experiences 
where they applied the same principle to other subjects, such as science and religion. 
This was directly related to self-efficacy. Teachers in this group expressed a high level of 
efficacy as they transferred their successful experience in other subjects to this topic. 

Group 5 decided to work on the better implementation of the tablet in the classroom. 
They wanted to increase the gadget’s use for more student engagement and 
understanding, specifically in the core subjects. This group’s motivation came after a year 
of having the tablets available for their students. The plan was described openly without 
specific actions to be enacted. This was also evidenced in a number of PDP documents.  

Analysing the groups’ plans of action, as described in their PDP documents against my 
proposed chart of teacher Professional Growth Trail (see Figure 5.1), two common factors 
emerged. Firstly, all participants participated on a voluntary basis (being also part of the 
research ethics), and, secondly, no participant decided to embark on an individual path 
as regards planning. A distinction between planning and implementation is made, as in 
particular groups, although there was common agreement in the planned goals and aims 
to be achieved, there was room for personal interpretation at the application stage. This 
exposes more the concept and validity of contexts which gives teachers space to gain 
efficacy at their own pace, within their class contexts and based on their knowledge base. 
As Frida said ‘we did that plan for our personal level …I like it because everyone could work 
for themselves and for their year group’ (FG 1,3-2019). For instance in Groups 1, 2 and 3, 
although the groups projected the same goals, the way they approached or interpreted 
the implementation was different. This was due to differing variables that individual 
teachers faced and needed to manage. These varied from students’ age, subjects tackled, 
and teacher personal identity. 

The fact that all participants preferred to work in a group is also noteworthy. Most of the 
participants expressed that the school’s culture of collaboration was very supporting. It 
has reflected in how the participants have organised themselves.  

I will always keep saying that the fact that we work in a teamwork here 
and that everyone, like … there is no issue in sharing of ideas and [we are] 
open, in the sense, for the reciprocal critique and each other’s ideas. That 
for me is very positive. (Tatiana, Int. 10-2018) 



150 
 

I liked the fact that we could work together, that we could join with 
another year group, for example. Even because we could create 
continuity. (Adele, Int. 9-2018) 

You work with people you are comfortable to work with, not like imposed 
on you. (Helena, FG1, 3-2019) 

These statements evidence diverse social structures and level of maturity of this 
community of learners. The openness in sharing, acceptance of critique, comfort to work 
with others and strategic thinking expressed in these narratives show that the pillars that 
underpin this community are strong and developed. 

Table 6.3 lists the five different learning and development areas that the participating 
groups of teachers chose. The teachers opted for two areas in classroom behaviour 
management, two areas on improving pedagogy and one on assessment. It is interesting 
to notice that those teaching the early years (students between five and seven) all opted 
for classroom management approaches, particularly on behaviour; whereas, the older 
grades chose a cognitive activation approach (Chen et al., 2020). Considering that this 
was the first time teachers were given the freedom to choose and plan their PLD process, 
it might indicate which areas demand most energy in their daily work. The supposition is 
that their agency was conditioned from recurring issues that concerned them most 
and/or they felt less confident in.  

TABLE 6.3 Learning and Development Areas chosen by Teachers 

 

None of the groups chose specific personal growth skills such as reflective practices, 
content specific or career development such as mentoring. They mainly covered 
classroom management, knowledge of subject specific assessment, and improving 
students’ learning processes. Such motivations are much in line with research as will be 
discussed in section 6.4 below. The next section studies the methodologies chosen by the 
participants to meet their PLD goals. 

Group Name Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group 5 

Group 
Components 

4 Participants 

Early Years 
Teachers 

3 Participants 

Early Years 
Teachers 

2 

Participants 

Subject 
Teachers 

3 Participants 

Middle Years 
Teachers 

3 Participants 

Middle Years 
Teachers 

Goals Chosen Classroom 
Behavioural 
Management 
techniques.  

Explore, 
implement and 
evaluate 
behavioural 
issues and the 
teacher’s 
response to the 
child’s actions.  

Assessment 
and/ or self-
assessment in 
subject 
teaching. 

Improve 
Social Studies 
pedagogy to 
shift to an 
experiential 
and hands on 
approach. 

To integrate 
more the 
Tablet use in 
the classroom 
practices. 

Professional 
Theme 

Behaviour 
Management 

Behaviour 
Management 

Assessment Cognitive  

Activation 

Cognitive 
Activation 
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6.3.2 Employed Methodologies 

The methods employed for learning in this PLD approach developed mainly as 
collaborating in teams. This form of learning is often regarded as a strong and effective 
learning environment (Cordingley et al., 2015; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Such a 
learning environment was characterised with interactions with colleagues, discussions, 
challenging of ideas, reflecting, doing and experimenting, and reviewing. The context 
conditioned much of how the learning and development was undertaken. As noted 
earlier, teachers are in favour of practical approaches that often means that they value 
what works for their students in class. The purposes chosen and discussed in the previous 
section which classify under cognitive activation of students and classroom management 
have shaped the way planned goals had to be achieved or developed.  

A learning pattern has been noticed by these groups (see Table 6.4). It started from the 
understanding of the PLD approach which demanded a shift in engagement. Participants 
had to reflect on their practices and prioritise areas of growth. The discussed goal, the 
idiosyncrasy of the group and the needs of their students guided the flow of this learning 
process.  

Not all groups covered all the processes though. Group 3 stopped at an earlier stage as 
they could not overcome difficulties in practically finding a solution to implement their 
goals. All other groups advanced to further steps where they all tried their plans in class. 
This process of learning and development exposed the participants to a number of 
challenges that inevitably impelled them to extend their skills and learning. Apart from 
the collaborative skills, they were challenged to reflect on their practices and prioritise 
areas of growth, while considering pedagogical approaches fit for their intents. This 
process was aided through the collective reflective conversations they had along the year 
of the PLD process. There was a common pattern with all groups except Group 3. Table 
6.4 shows the extracted path of learning observed along this PLD process. 

The PDP document had in effect structured much of this learning process. It helped in 
guiding participants of what needed to be done. As this participant explains: 

I think it guided us more to where we are and to where we need to go. So, 
and even now we can refer to it … let’s say at the end of the year.  We see 
again what we wrote and if there’s even more things. It makes it a bit more 
structured.  It helps you focus more.  Cause sometimes we do these things 
but just verbally but then time passes by and you forget what you’ve said 
or decided to do. (Elise, Int. 11-2018) 

However, not all groups completed the PLD document. The planning and progress 
sections were completed by all, but the summative progress review was only finished by 
three groups despite a number of reminders. One possible reason for this might be 
related to the practicality ethic where documentation was seen as superfluous, or 
because in the meantime a new goal had taken precedence. 
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TABLE 6.4 Learning Processes along the PLD Journey 

Process Description 

1.  Adjust to new approach to PLD 

When we were invited for this PLD my initial thought was that it was going to be a tedious session once 
again whereby most of the time was taken up by listening to theories. (EV-6-2018, 11) 

At first we weren’t so sure of how to fill in the details [PDP] but once you explained, I think it is quite 
straight forward. (Elise, Int. 11-2018) 

2.  Coming to know colleagues more and desired areas of learning and development 

we had time to speak with our colleagues and even the teachers which are not in our year group, and 
discuss certain problems and issues which are common (Arianna, Int. 12-2018) 

3.  Engage in reflective discussions, brainstorming, researching 

You’re learning, you’re reflecting a lot.  Learning per se, it’s experiential that eventually…I mean you are 
also taking for granted the reflection (Roderick, FG3, 4-2019) 

I think the fact that we need time to reflect on our methodologies so than we can finally always improve 
because sometimes it doesn’t mean because it is working this year…  

4.  Comparing their teaching practices to the new proposed methods 

to be honest, before for instance I used to focus on groups [behaviour]…I didn’t see it fair that someone 
misbehaves … all the group is affected. I don’t like that. This is much more individualised kind of everyone 
[can aim] for a reward…it's kind of differentiation…(Frida,FG1, 3-2019) 

5.  Agree on a collective goal 

I enjoyed it a lot, for the fact that we worked together, we all agreed to work on the same thing … 
something that helps you learn (Adele, Int. 9-2018) 

6.  Plan and prepare resources 

you reflect, perhaps you research, or someone else did that thing before and tells you that it 
wasn’t that good, so you see that it is better if you change. You need a lot of thinking (Adele, 
Int. 9-2018) 

7.  Experiment with new method by doing 

we are emphasising more that we learn and experience rather than to read (Harry, FG 2, 4-2019) 

8.  Reflect and adjust 

without knowing especially at the beginning when it wasn’t working well, the ideal of the beginning... 
like we discussed and we said I am going to do so and I am going to do [otherwise] (Helena, FG1, 3-2019) 

9.  Review outcome 

Children got used to the system and everyone was motivated to improve his area. We were very satisfied 
at the end. (PDP, Group 3) 

The expectations were partly not met due to technical errors and due to a very busy school schedule/ 
time-table, the activities could not be managed and completed.(PDP, Group5) 

10.  Confirm new method or set a new goal 

you say this worked, now it’s part of our process[es] (Frida,FG1, 3-2019) 

I hope that our aims and goals for classroom management won’t stop here, but we keep on discussing 
and working on improving such strategies together as the years go by. (RW, Linda, 7-2019) 
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6.3.3 Educational Theories vs Personal Experiences 

Teachers in this PLD process unanimously expressed that they based their reflections and 
decisions on their past experiences and knowledge of students’ needs. From all the data 
collected there is evidence that teachers relied most on their experiences as a source of 
knowledge. Moreover, when asked if they consulted any theory in the field, none of them 
answered in the affirmative. Their research along the PLD process was more in search of 
concrete resources that fit their goals and plans. Their belief was that theory was less 
profitable compared to their contextual professional judgments. When asked if they have 
consulted any theory, this resulted in either silence, replies such as ‘not really’ or ‘not as 
such’, or justifications that support experience. Mia, recalling the previous year’s PLD 
theme which addressed strategies how to improve students’ positive behaviour delivered 
by an expert in the field, commented that: 

Once you implement it [theory] in class sometimes it works but very often 
it doesn’t.  So you have to find ways and means how to go about it.  (Int. 
7-2018) 

There seemed to be an emphasis that the context challenged some theories and they did 
not see themselves as able to adapt the theories but it seems more convenient to create 
something that fits them more. As Elise explains: 

They come up with an interesting idea. And sometimes it really is an 
interesting idea but unfortunately who comes up with it like … is rarely in 
a primary classroom in our case so the ideas sometimes are too nice but 
not too realistic.  

Theories are not always realistic and practical as much [as] you know the 
things yourself. (Int. 11-2018) 

This was also a critical phenomenon that needed to be discussed as regards to learning, 
and why educational theory, which is aimed at improvement, gets such a construct of 
inadequacy. Where is the missing link between theory and practice? Are personal beliefs 
a form of theory? How can teachers view theory in different ways? How can their agency 
be linked or supported by theory? 

 

6.3.4 The Prime Motivator 

Wenger’s (2010) perspective that agency reflects the meaning people put into their 
actions is revealed in this research too when the participants were asked what they learnt 
during this PLD process. The meaning of a PLD process for this group emerged through 
this critical question during the focus groups. Similar to when questioned about theory, 
participants were silent and became puzzled. I posed this question to the three focus 
groups at the end of the whole PLD term. Frida said ‘you left us like… I don’t know’ (FG1, 
3-2019), meaning that they were surprised with the question. This reaction happened in 
all three focus groups.  They admitted that they never thought of what they were going 
to learn, but the focus was always on how the children would benefit. They ultimately 
wished their teaching to be effective and efficient. It was evident that their child-centred 
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goals took all the attention in this PLD process: they were not aware of the personal 
learning possibly to be gained or being actually acquired. It seems that personal learning 
was not considered at any stage and was unconsciously assumed and assimilated. This 
phenomenon was interesting as all participants had intentionally embarked on a process 
of self-learning and development.  

After this moment of perplexity, a moment of reflection followed with the aid of some 
probing questions from me. It still seemed hard for most of the participants to shift their 
focus from the outcomes experienced by the students when trying to explain what was 
learnt. The only exceptions were Harry, Roderick and Adele who stated that: 

I learnt that it is important to reflect on what you’ve done and always see 
[be aware]…you need to learn from your own children (Adele, Int. 9-2018) 

I feel that the process [PLD] in itself will help you reflect? Understand! … 
That you have the time allocated to focus on what [you need to learn] … 
therefore the action helps you grow. I think that is the aspect that helped 
me [most] … (Roderick, Int. 11-2018) 

More than I have learnt, I am going to speak for myself, you keep realising 
that the more you involve them [students] … I am one of those that 
sometimes I am afraid of certain activities … not to create disorder in class 
… but the more you let them get involved, and so learn more. Learning still 
takes place, as sometimes I say we’re going to play?! And end up learning 
nothing? But in reality learning still is being done and they’re having fun 
and there is nothing better than being taught and having fun, not just 
learning or just fun. (Harry, FG 2, 4-2019) 

Roderick was part of a group which did not manage to reach their goals but acknowledged 
that he reaped benefit from the PLD process. He considered it as a catalyst for reflection. 
Harry, on the other hand, gave a hint of shifting of beliefs on classroom activities. 
Positively speaking, as it often happens, teachers were always learning something from 
experience not least in this PLD process. The question remains if they were optimising 
the learning from these experiences through reflection. I will discuss this matter in the 
next section while connecting all the findings presented in this chapter to understand 
better what motivators were found within this research. 

 

6.4 Discussion-Motivation 

The discussion in this section revolves around the motivators that have conditioned and 
driven these participants along this PLD process. I tried to understand how personal 
characteristics such as learning-style, grade level taught, and professional stage had 
impacted the path and methods chosen in this PLD approach. These factors were seen to 
be valuable in the understanding of how teachers’ agency occurred in this PLD 
experience. Louws et al. (2017) state that: 
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teachers want to learn about a self-selected learning domain because they 
experience it as interesting (intrinsic reason) and/or because they feel it is 
important to learn about (identified reason). This shows that teachers' 
reasons to learn about self-selected learning domains is highly 
autonomous (p.181) 

There is much to ponder in this statement that asserts that learning is an autonomous 
matter for an individual. Yet, how much control does a teacher really have to consider 
that choices are taken freely? The matter of freedom of choice is critical because a 
recognised underpinning of agency is intentionality (Bandura, 2006). Intentions activate 
motivators, or vice versa, that drive an individual. In this research the strong conscious or 
unconscious influence of nature, socio-cultural structures, environments and causality 
(Harteis and Goller, 2014; Priestley et al., 2011) on intentions have been observed. A quid 
pro quo between personal/collective, attributes, beliefs, skills, attitudes, behaviours, 
aspirations and the context made actions rather difficult to be absolutely free (Bandura, 
2006).  However, the interplay between the acting forces have also served as learning 
stimulants that made the exhibited agency the best a person or collective capacity could 
do in the circumstances. Collaborative actions are learning spaces of reflection and 
sharing of the group experiences (Kayes et al., 2005). 

 

6.4.1 Joint Development 

Pacherie (2014, p. 30) argues that joint actions are more complex than singular actions in 
terms of ‘specification and control’. There is a greater need of coordination between 
individuals in a group as they need broader capacity to predict not only their projections, 
but also the effects of their companions’ actions and how they will eventually come 
together. The prediction is based on the prior reciprocal knowledge of the individuals in 
this context. It is a ‘sense of us’ which ‘is a pre-intentional awareness’ (Martens, 2018, p. 
15), or what Schmid (2014) has termed ‘plural pre-reflective self-awareness’. The 
participants in this research had much awareness of the colleagues that engaged 
together as they had the opportunity to interact as working colleagues. Moreover, the 
shared context was characterised by a collaborative culture based on PLC principles 
(Farrugia, 2015). The prior constructs on the group members and the socio-cultural 
structures have influenced the agency of these groups of participants. Some groups had 
more knowledge and evidenced more compactness, effectiveness and efficacy in 
reaching their goals. Group 2, Group 4 and Group 5 demonstrated more cohesion as 
regards the choice of the goals and their implementation, which is considered to be an 
important team membership trait (Kayes et al., 2005). On the other hand, Linda from 
Group 1 realised the importance of cohesion as she reflected that ‘[o]ne of our setbacks, 
I must add, was that the dynamic of our group changed from when our PLD session 
started’ (RW, 7-2019).  

There is a growth process that shifts ‘from a group of individuals into an effective learning 
system, [where] members share the functional tasks necessary for team effectiveness’ 
(ibid., p. 333). Pór (2014, p. 6) describes that ‘collective leadership’ exists ‘when people 
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are attuned to each other so well that, even when separated, they naturally act in 
harmony with each other and the goals of the common enterprise’. This phenomenon 
was witnessed during the implementation phase. With the exception of Groups 1 and 3, 
who found difficulties to implement their goals, teachers did their utmost to achieve the 
goal to the best of their abilities. Hargreaves and Fullan (2012), for instance, stress the 
importance of social capital, which in their analysis, is the most influential in achieving a 
productive professional capital. According to them, social capital can compensate for the 
weaknesses in human capital and decisional capital. In this learning space all elements 
(social, decisional and human) that could improve the ‘professional capital’ were 
supported. This meant an opportunity for school improvement. 

 

6.4.2 Membership 

Teachers also grouped by grade level or teaching subject characteristic, a phenomenon 
which has already been observed in educational research and considered as beneficial 
(Desimone et al., 2002; Moolenaar, 2010). This behaviour may have been rooted in the 
beliefs they already held of each other and the common prior-meanings they have 
constructed. Thus, in this cohort of participants, a sense of us and the clear awareness of 
the context has determined the collective agency both on setting the goals and on the 
capacities of the collectives. Pacherie (2014) considers that: 

[T]he strength of the sense of agency one may experience for a joint action 
is a function of the accuracy not just of self-predictions but also of other-
predictions and joint predictions and that this accuracy may vary 
according to the type of joint action and to the role one plays in a joint 
action. (p.16) 

It is also worth noting that actions in this PLD process were not solely through a collective 
action, but had a good balance between collective and individual action. Brainstorming, 
reflection, goal setting and adaptations were done collectively, but when goals were 
implemented in class, teachers were acting through their individual agency. Linda wrote 
in her reflective writing that ‘[i]n fact when we met some months afterwards to discuss 
what has worked and not, we have realised that we have worked with the strategies 
differently but still were a success’ (RW, Linda, 7-2019).  Therefore, a personal process 
took place in parallel to the collective. The individual process had in itself been a reflective 
process and a degree of autonomy that gave space for personal identity in interpreting 
the goal. However, the ‘sense of us’ was unconsciously supporting all along the PLD 
process adding to the sense of security discussed in section 5.4. This balance is 
commendable as noted by Opfer (2016) in the analysis of the TALIS 2013 (OECD, 2014), 
where she noted that PLD knowledge is more impactful when there is a balanced level of 
co-operation, as too much may minimise individual self-efficacy and increase 
dependency. Thus, in summary, the school culture had a strong influence on the agency 
of these teachers, which seems to have superseded other influences such as learning 
style. 
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6.4.3 Learning Styles Influence 

In this study, I tried to observe if learning styles had any impact on agency, and in 
particular the chosen modes of learning. This appeared to be subsidiary to culture as 
regards influence. There were some individuals who had learning styles that tended to 
work better individually but did not do so in this context. Learning styles were more 
evident in the formed groups and in the roles taken within the group. In group 
organisation the individual learning traits could be more evidenced, but still not clearly 
distinct. Pacherie (2014, p. 3) states that ‘when acting together with others, an agent may 
also undergo a transformation of her agentive identity and experience a sense of we-
agency rather than of self-agency’. Though participants in this study tended to lean 
towards their personality traits in chosen roles, they likewise adopted other roles when 
needed (Kayes et al., 2005). Therefore, flexibility to adopt a personal learning style can 
benefit learning since the learner is comfortable with his/her preferred mode of learning, 
but though susceptible, it seems not so detrimental to agency.  Notwithstanding, the 
learning traits exhibited within the groups have been experienced as resourceful. 
Occurrences could be noted such as individuals who take the lead or take care of planning 
or inspiring that correlated with their style. There were numerous examples where traits 
correlated with particular roles or observed actions.  

Apart from culture, there seem to be other key factors that take priority over learning 
preferences. There was evidence from this research that commitment to the group and 
the achievement of the purpose had a bigger influence on agency than learning style. 
Thus, learning styles may be an interesting factor to be aware of in a given time but its 
influence is minimal when it is compared with stronger moral purposes such as collegiality 
and the improvement of students’ learning experience. The above observations thus, 
question how learning styles with their flexibilities is something worth focusing on. It 
seems that enacting other metacognitive skills through supportive structures is more 
practical. 

6.4.4 Shared Goals 

The shared sense of purpose or the goal was the motivator that was observed to hold a 
converging effect on the whole learning process. Besides, the ultimate purpose observed 
in these groups was to the benefit of the students. Borko et al. (2010, p. 549) observed 
that ‘two features stand out as content characteristics of high quality PD: the content 
should be situated in practice and it should be focused (at least in part) on students’ 
learning’.  Literature confirms that the purpose is the gelling factor to cement a team 
(Kayes et al., 2005). It starts by a ‘lower-mechanism’ of knowing each other’s needs and 
agreeing on a collective goal but gains greater cohesion with ‘deeper commitments of 
planned coordination and collective intentionality’ (Martens, 2018, p. 13). All the groups 
gained this level of group functioning. However, the difference was in the group level of 
conviction of the goal and methods to achieve it. Group 1 and 3 were weaker for two 
different reasons. According to Zimmerman and Moylan (2009, p. 302) learners’ goal 
orientation predicts ‘forethought phase strategic planning’. Group 1 lost strength 
because the goal shifted from teacher identity in the classroom for better classroom 
management to an elaborate system of resources to achieve that. Group 2 became stuck 
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between the goals and how to achieve them as they were too insecure to compromise 
by making any changes to their established pedagogy. These may be seen as obstacles to 
learning and outcomes in the complexity to challenge personal beliefs; thus, shifting the 
problem onto an external factor such as resources or structural system. The other groups 
were advantaged because, due to their mature connections, they may have started faster 
due to a prior awareness of needs. 

The goals chosen were a mix between ‘cognitive activation’ addressing teaching 
strategies to cognitively engage the students better, and ‘classroom management’ that 
was aimed mainly at positive reinforcement (Chen et al., 2020). Both chosen areas 
somewhat correlate with their stages of professional identity.  Though the classroom 
management learning groups had different goals, both attracted teachers of early years’ 
students. Both groups needed strategies that helped students’ self-discipline through a 
reward system. In these groups there was a mix of life phases. The other groups 
confirmed that they are sustaining a strong sense of identity, self-efficacy and 
effectiveness since their goals were built from previous experiences. The evidence shows 
that the context and the students’ needs prevailed over personal needs when it came to 
motivation. 

6.4.5 Personal Learning 

It’s true … I need to learn as a teacher… we never took notice…It is one of 
the things you don't think … today what am I going to learn, what I'm 
learning?  I mean we learn every day! You learn every day because every 
day is a new experience, you don’t realise! 

 (Helena, FG1, 3-2019) 

The notion that full attention on students’ improvement and learning inhibits reflection 
on personal learning and development merits critical discussion (Guskey, 2002). One is 
not exclusive of the other but it seems that the reflection on personal learning from 
experience often is not consciously contemplated.  

The practicality ethic that gives teachers efficacy in their practices seems to suffice and 
satisfies their expectations. Though working contexts were a good ground for teacher 
learning, by preparing studied lesson plans, looking for information and resources online 
or reflective discourses with colleagues (Meirink et al., 2007), experiences were not 
reflected upon especially in terms of personal learning. This phenomenon has been 
discussed by Evans (2019) who advocates for the recognition of unconscious learning 
when she likens it to an iceberg where the submerged and hidden part is the largest.  I 
believe that activating a mechanism of surfacing this knowledge will empower teachers 
with a conscious knowledge base on which to build upon. The need for more reflection 
was also discussed in the previous chapter. It is often believed that there is no meaning 
making which is the basis of learning without reflection (Taylor, 2006). Yet, the 
unconscious mind is quite influential in how we think and behave (Simons, 2012). Taylor 
and Marienau (2016, p. 87) state that ’reflection is…a bridge between tacit and explicit 
aspects of knowing’. Reflection is thus the medium whereby new neural connections are 
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created as a result of assimilation (ibid.), which means learning. The challenging of beliefs 
is central in the learning process, and through reflection the process is more effective. 
Teachers’ work is characterised by a high degree of social interactions and complex 
experiences which can in part be demanding but can also be seen as a rich opportunity 
for learning (Hawkins and James, 2017). Coupling reflection with action is a means of 
empowering the self into a growth process that makes the work more rewarding and 
effective (Day, 2017). As a result, professional growth would be rooted in reflection that 
in turn would be characterised by new habitual reflective practices. It has been noted in 
section 5.4 that participants were stimulated more by their colleagues through reflective 
discussions. Day (2017) noted that it needs a level of readiness from teachers that 
engages them on a continuum at particular times of their careers. 

A learning pattern had been noted that started from the pursuit to understand and adapt 
to self-directed learning PLD. The cognitive conflict experienced at the start of the PLD 
process challenged the participants to adjust to the demands of the new approach. It 
developed through a cycle of inquiry and reflection along the implementation year.  

1. Adjust to new approach to PLD 
2. Get to know their colleagues more and their needs 
3. Engage in reflective discussions, brainstorming, researching 
4. Compare their teaching practices to the new proposed methods 
5. Agree on a collective goal 
6. Experiment with new methods by doing 
7. Reflect and adjust 
8. Review outcome 
9. Confirm new method or set a new goal 

 

This learning itinerary conforms to models of PLD suggested in the literature (Bubb, 2013; 
Tobia, 2007) and to the patterns created in social adaptive systems and education (Opfer 
and Pedder, 2011; Vermunt and Endedijk, 2011). The patterns of learning created were 
all characterised by an ‘immediate performance directed pattern[s], mainly aimed at 
improving one's immediate performance in the classroom’ (Vermunt and Endedijk, 2011, 
p. 300). This observation also exposed the participants’ beliefs about their own learning 
and learning motivations. 

Self-efficacy has played a critical role in keeping the process progressing. This could be 
seen when groups are compared. The groups who had clear knowledge of what needed 
to be done either through past experiences, like Group 4 (evidence from FG 2, 4-2019 
and FN) or through reflection and research (evidence from PDP and FN) like Group 2 and 
Group 5, had a stronger outcome. Group 1, though having carried out research, 
miscalculated the practicality of their project while it lacked cohesion as regards to 
follow-up during the implementation. The PLD process had given the opportunity for a 
number of lessons that could be learnt from all, irrelevant of the outcome. Timely 
reflection, evaluation of the goals and the process itself were critical instances for 
learning. However, evidence that teachers had done some reflections on their ability to 
learn unfortunately was missing. It would have indicated an expansion of the learning 
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ability as participants as learners in what Hase (2014, p. 10) has termed as ‘triple-loop 
learning’. However, it was only hinted by one participant in the evaluation sheets. This 
critical process would have been one of the highest in cognitive ability that would have 
given teachers a bigger awareness of their capacity as learners (Hase, 2014; Zimmerman 
and Moylan, 2009). 

 

6.4.6 Reflection, Experience and Learning 

The disequilibrium between varied teacher actions such as updating knowledge or 
collaborating and reflection has often been observed in literature (de Vries et al., 2012). 
The personal reflective hypo-activity had also surfaced when participants were asked if 
they had consulted any particular theory. The moment of silence or puzzlement when 
approached with this query evidenced the relationship with teachers’ understanding of 
theory. Most of the teachers did not consult any specific educational theory during the 
PLD process. They all expressed that they mainly got the knowledge from their 
experience. This was also noted by Day (2017) when discussing a research study on 
teachers’ PLD in England. He states that ‘[b]y far the greatest influences on their 
professional development, however, were their own experiences, beliefs and convictions 
and those of their colleagues’ (ibid., p. 55). This phenomenon is also often defined as craft 
knowledge which refers to everyday professional practices of individual teachers when 
dealing with classroom complexities (Black-Hawkins and Florian, 2012). 

So, what did they mean when teachers spoke of knowledge from experience? It perhaps 
refers to their connections to observed phenomena that positively or negatively had 
conditioned their beliefs and actions. Yet, the underlying casual connections sometimes 
remain unconscious and unquestioned. Educational theories are often a re-description 
of ‘educational processes and practices…already described in some way by those 
involved’ (Biesta, 2013, p. 7). Theory is thus a different interpretation of a phenomenon 
through alternative perspectives. The intent is that a new interpretation can offer a 
potential approach to the improvement of practices or problems (ibid.). However, the 
reinterpretation is somehow alienating teachers from theory. Their belief is that theory 
is not practical and only seems to fit in academic courses. Hennissen et al. (2017) identify 
six reasons why this rift exists: 

1. historically accumulated teachers’ complex perspectives about practical teaching 
and learning that mismatch theories in education 

2. the rationalistic and cognitive nature of teacher training 
3. the lack of knowledge base pre-service teachers own for transferability which 

creates a feed forward system 
4. the generalisability of theories in relation to the idiosyncratic contexts 
5. the socio-learning component of the teaching profession which is dependent on 

the school 
6. memory compartmentalisation due to lack of practical connection that makes 

theories difficult to access  



161 
 

Thus, this PLD process had also exposed areas of development that needed to be 
accounted for in order to strengthen professional growth. Matters like this shed light on 
the need of improvement in approaches that date back to the start of teachers’ 
professional training. A PLD approach like this one can serve as a medium to bridge the 
gap between these discrepancies. With adequate planning, this approach can serve to 
empower teachers to gain the educational language needed to reflect critically and 
improve their practices also noted in research as a teacher deficiency (Priestley and Drew, 
2019). 

 

6.5 Conclusions on Motivation  

‘He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.’ 

Friedrich Nietzsche (Frankl, 2006, p. 76) 

The challenges that teachers face in their daily work can be understood if we study ‘why’ 
they resort to their choices. In this PLD process, teachers were empowered to decide and 
self-determine their learning. It was an opportunity analysed in Chapter 5. In this chapter 
I tried to understand what motivational factors influenced the choices made along the 
whole process. These choices uncovered beliefs that have driven teachers into actions, 
hence shedding light on their agency. Underlying assumptions and beliefs were also the 
fibres of self-efficacy.  

Teachers have evidenced that their prime motivator for learning and development was 
the learning effectiveness and experience of students. This objective is a moral purpose 
that is broadly sustained by the research literature. It is the foundation of schools that 
brings educators in a learning space with the aim of improving the learning society 
(Hargreaves, 2003). Collective agency for these learning groups in this PLD process was 
highly driven by this principle. Self-efficacy was expressed in areas whereby, through their 
forethought, they believed they could make a difference to their students’ learning 
experience. However, their strong moral purpose towards students had overshadowed 
the necessity to reflect on their own learning: the PLD process was ultimately aimed 
towards the development of the professional with the intent of improving self and 
practices. In this research, practices took most of the attention. Though learning and 
development might have taken place unconsciously, timely reflection on the self would 
maximise professional growth (Day, 2017). This growth is assumed to support further the 
possibility of agency and sustain self-efficacy (Bandura, 2006). The more conscious 
awareness of self-ability, competences, self-regularity skills and efficacy, the higher the 
steps on the ladder to professional expertise (Tschannen-Moran and McMaster, 2009). 

Another force observed to have had an influence on participants’ decisions was school 
culture. All teachers preferred to approach this PLD process in groups. The collaborative 
culture cherished at the school has conditioned all participants to form learning groups. 
These groups were formed through common interests and challenges. These interests 
influenced the membership of the groups which saw teachers from the same grades or 
nature of teaching coming together. The concerted effort was always guided by the 
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collective goals planned through reflective discussions during planning and evaluative 
times. The actions taken towards the agreed goals took each group through a social 
system functioning that, apart from consolidating the group connections, it also 
generated a pattern of learning. 

Following the establishment of shared purposes, each group member contributed 
according to her/his capacities to achieve the goal/s. It was observed that teachers took 
roles within the groups that correlated to their learning style, but likewise they regulated 
their styles according to the needs of the group and the set goals (Kayes et al., 2005). 
Learning styles in this cohort were seen as an enriching resource to the group and not a 
detrimental force.  Culture and purpose were seen to play a bigger role in setting collegial 
and communitarian attitudes that supersede personal inclinations. The goals organised 
the groups in a division of labour for the successful achievement of the end goal. 
However, personal learning traits were in action in particular contexts to drive the goal.  

Another phenomenon observed in this research was teachers’ beliefs about theories. 
There was a rift between theory and practice. Most of the teachers’ actions were based 
on personal experiences and/or influence by practical resources discovered through 
research. Teachers did not consult specific theories and their belief was that interpreted 
theory was not much use to them on a practical level. The latter reinforces the practicality 
ethic discussed in Chapter 5 and that of ‘mastery experience’ as a foundation of self-
efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Therefore, teachers’ agency in this study had been motivated 
primarily by the aspiration to improve children’s learning based on beliefs in self-efficacy 
and practicality accumulated through personal experiences. The driving beliefs and 
values underpinned reflections, discussions, plans and actions that aimed at addressing 
context needs. Modality of teachers’ agency was influenced mostly by the purpose and 
school culture. These finding are much in line with Borko et al. (2010, p. 549) who 
identified two features that ‘stand out as content characteristics of high quality PD: the 
content should be situated in practice and it should be focused (at least in part) on 
students’ learning’. The other feature that would perhaps give a higher level to the PLD 
process was reflection on professional metacognition. 

The next chapter builds upon this and the previous chapter to study how self-efficacy and 
agency were expressed and developed throughout this research period. What were the 
narratives and actions that expressed self-efficacy? How did the PLD process enhance 
self-efficacy? How was agency exhibited?  
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  FINDINGS - CAPABILITY 

7.1 Introduction  

In this final chapter discussing the findings, I have studied evidence that indicated the 
effect on self-efficacy and the kind of agency teachers exhibited. I have adopted the 
‘capability’ lens through which I could trace hints of any learning and development in 
these phenomena. Michie et al.’s (2018) definition of capability - ‘the individual’s 
psychological and physical capacity to engage in the activity concerned. It includes having 
the necessary knowledge and skills’ - was the working definition in this study. I will analyse 
what Evans (2014) identified as the competential and intellectual components in 
teachers’ behaviours in this PLD process. This PLD approach had different phases and 
each one offered opportunities and challenges which provoked varied reactions from 
teachers about learning. While Chapters 5 and 6 addressed the first RQ, this chapter takes 
on a more in-depth focus on the second and third RQs: 

2. What trends emerge in relation to teacher agency? 

3. What difference does it make to their self-efficacy towards 
determining their professional growth? 

Personal beliefs, behaviour, and interaction with the contexts have shaped the 
participant teachers’ decisions and behaviours. The capacity lens has been considered 
appropriate as both self-efficacy and agency depend on specific skills and knowledge. 
Self-efficacy is seen as the belief on personal capabilities to learn or take actions to varied 
degrees (Bandura, 1997). Teacher professional agency on the other hand ‘is considered 
as a capacity that prepares the way for the intentional and responsible management of 
new learning, at both an individual level and community level’ (Pyhältö et al., 2015, p. 
813). Both phenomena emerge from social cognitive theory which stresses the substance 
of empowerment that comes from agency (Bandura, 1989b). ‘Gaining power through 
goal-directed actions [agency], and self-efficacy is an integral means for becoming more 
empowered’ (Schunk and Dibenedetto, 2016, p. 35). 

7.2 What Happened to Teachers’ Self-efficacy? 

This PLD approach offered a learning opportunity where participants were given space, 
time to reflect, discuss, collaborate and apply self-directed learning in context for their 
personal and professional growth. Self-efficacy, or the belief that teachers can and are 
able to make a change from their capacities, and underpinned the whole approach to this 
PLD. The first belief was that they could self-determine their learning and development. 
Indeed, teachers did manage the PLD process on diverse levels as discussed in the 
previous chapters and will be further discussed here.  

Though it was a new approach to PLD for the participants, which challenged their 
preconceptions and which has shifted more responsibility of learning on them, it did 
appear to be beneficial although to varying degrees. The participants’ self-efficacy did fit 
with Day and Gu’s (2007) professional life phase of ‘identity and efficacy in the classroom’ 
(pp.434-438). This could be evidenced from different data collected and at different 
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stages of the research. The motivation could be sensed from the beginning, as this 
participant wrote in their evaluation sheet: 

It was one of the best PLD I have ever done. The fact that you have the 
total freedom to work and improve on whatever subject you need 
motivated us more. I believe that the end result is going to be highly 
beneficial and efficient. (Ev, Par. 14) 

This enthusiasm was considered to support efficacy through ‘emotional arousal’ 
(Bandura, 2010, p. 3). Participants alternated between self-efficacy and collective-
efficacy at different moments throughout the research period. This alternation served as 
reciprocal moral and professional support along the whole PLD process. This was another 
medium through which self-efficacy was being reinforced mainly through ‘verbal 
persuasion’ and ‘vicarious experiences’3 (ibid., p. 2). The collective element served much 
as a support during the first phase, though it continued with less input during the school 
year. It made participants connect, associate, appreciate strengths and share 
intelligences as can be seen from the following quotes: 

Even the experiences and the group [itself] … it helps in further thinking. 
(Roderick, FG3, 4-2019) 

Perhaps someone else already did it and tells you this wasn’t that much 
[effective] so better see how to adapt it (Adele, Int. 9-2018) 

Working collaboratively always helped me in becoming a better person, a 
better teacher … In my seven years’ experience at the school, we have 
always emphasized on the benefits of working as a team, [and] reflecting 
on each other’s good and bad practices and helping each other improve 
in particular areas. (RW, Linda, 7-2019) 

The influence of this PLD process was conditioned by self-beliefs mixed with beliefs of 
colleagues within the groups. The belief that a goal could be achieved was weighed on 
the capabilities of the group and the individuals that make up the group. Though 
collective efficacy is not the sum of individual efficacy, chosen goals were shared and 
gauged on the level that they could be attained both as a group and as individuals. Thus, 
the drawing of plans considered each member’s efficacy and context in retrospection. 
Most of this evaluative process of efficacy took place unconsciously through the 
discussions and negotiations carried out during the process. Perhaps this is a reason why 
teachers tend to work in similar year or grade groups where apart from similar contexts 
there is a greater intuitive understanding of personal needs. The awareness of this had 
given most groups a starting point and set success criteria which most groups attained. 
Diversity and respect have also facilitated the build-up of collective efficacy. None of the 
participants commented that they felt left out or were not considered during the process. 
Nonetheless, negotiation was not excluded.  On the contrary, critical observations were 

                                                        
3 Verbal persuasion-verbal reinforcement by significant others like family, colleagues, mentors and leaders,  

Vicarious experiences - inferring from others’ successes and failures  
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appreciated and considered as genuine interest and stimuli. For example, as noted by 
Linda: 

You think that you’re final, you have everything set, but there will be 
someone that seems to pinpoint that matter that you didn’t consider, so 
it helps you rethink. (Linda-Int. 10-2018) 

However, the PLD programme was not an easy and straightforward process. It was a 
situated experience that presented challenging moments, equivalent to the complexity 
of everyday life at school. It was characterised by emotions that arose from successes but 
also from others that were less successful. The latter instances were presented mainly 
when projections and intentions had to be reconsidered.  However, they did not seem to 
directly affect self-efficacy. It was, however, observed that these moments were maturely 
evaluated and objectively analysed from an improvement perspective. For example: 

There needs to be some kind of support … you recall you brought us Tim 
[facilitator] Tim was of support but was not … kind of … did not catch up 
… we needed more … [than that] There was problem identification but not 
problem solving. (FG, Roderick, 4-2019) 

The process is good but it seems we have found a barrier. (FG, Tristan, 4-
2019) 

Grade 1 and 2 tackled something on behaviour but I think it was rigid, they 
kept to it and it seems they are not making developments as much as … 
[us] (FG1, Helena 3-2019) 

… and frustrations … for instance that with this kid nothing works (FG1, 
Maureen, 3-2019) 

I felt though some students were not really affected by such a chart as 
some either forgot about the Smiley Chart or simply ignored it as it did not 
really matter to them (only a few were observed to be affected in this 
way). In fact, such students were either referred to sometimes to the 
Assistant or Deputy Head of the School for further support or were also 
seen by the Guidance Team due to other personal reasons which 
sometimes I felt were out of my control. (RW, Frida, 6-2019) 

A mix of behaviour and attitudes was observed that encouraged or supported self- or 
collective-efficacy. As discussed earlier, the most influential source of self-efficacy was 
‘mastery experiences’. Teachers valued these experiences more than educational theory. 
It seems that practical prior knowledge was considered more reliable and valid for 
teachers as a reference resource for self-efficacy. This element also encouraged agency. 
Two participants from the same group but with different past experiences stated that: 

We started this change in science I think, then we shifted on English and 
now on social studies, and hope we keep going for all subjects (FG2, Elise, 
4-2019) 
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Me, let’s say, I kept myself in my comfort zone as downstairs [younger 
grades] we did a lot … obviously we had more leeway. (FG2, Tatiana, 4-
2019) 

However, Tatiana further explained that one needs not be afraid to challenge oneself. 
This was also an important element of self-efficacy and the enabling cultures that sustain 
it. She stated that ‘[i]t is important not to be afraid, as fear keeps you back. I have 
experienced it now…’ and noted that time might be one of the stressing factors (FG2, 
Tatiana, 4-2019). Maybe the least daring was Group 3 which became stuck mid-process. 
However, in general most of the participants had a good self-efficacy starting point (noted 
in the previous chapters) and further reinforced it through this PLD process.  Perhaps one 
of the most comprehensive expressions was that of Adele, the youngest of the 
participants, who stated that: 

I feel that this PLD helped me grow in my profession when compared to 
the first two years of my teaching career, as I became more confident and 
not afraid of change.  I feel I am more capable of addressing certain needs 
and challenges I face in the classroom.  Additionally, through this PLD I feel 
that us educators have collaborated and worked together towards a 
common goal! (RW, Adele, 7-2019) 

There were others too who registered success and efficacy: 

For what we have planned we are doing quite well and children seem 
more interested than before … even from one lesson to another, while 
revising, you notice children … seem to keep the knowledge (FG2,Elise, 4-
2019) 

Definitely, till now what didn’t work, we amended and now we are in a 
successful phase. Now we’ll see by the end of the year! (FG1, Helena, 3-
2019) 

In fact when we met some months afterwards to discuss what has worked 
and not, we have realised that we have worked with the strategies 
differently but still were a success. (RW, Linda, 7-2019) 

Considering all, this PLD process served as a good platform for reinforcing self-efficacy 
already cherished by the participants. The fact that they took the plunge into the 
unknown for the PLD process and were motivated to devise ways for improvement in 
their practices was a hint of their self-efficacy. Thus, apart from the capacities related to 
self-determined PLD, which was for many the first experience, they did have a starting 
level of self-efficacy and collective efficacy. These two elements are further discussed in 
section 7.4 together with agency. The next section considers how agency was exhibited 
during the research period. 
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7.3 How was Agency Exhibited? 

Participants were empowered to take a number of decisions. Considering agency as the 
ability to take action when sensing a demand, participants had the opportunity to decide 
on their learning and that of others. Self-efficacy is not enough if the enabling factors for 
agency are not present. Teachers in this PLD process were given the actors’ role from the 
start. As already discussed, all the participants decided in favour of a conjoint agency to 
decide goals and plans of action. Yet, during the implementation stage teachers had the 
space to apply agency individually. This scenario provided an environment of 
collaboration with a high degree of relational dynamics. These dynamics were 
ecologically influenced which helped teachers relate comfortably with their abilities and 
contexts. A number of data excerpts have already been referenced in previous sections 
that evidence agency but below are some which are more specific to understand better 
how participants experienced agency under the four properties identified by Bandura 
(2006): intentionality, forethought, self-reactiveness and self-reflectiveness. 

7.3.1 Intentionality 

Agency is activated by abstract intentions that are objectified through plans and 
strategies. Teachers had the freedom to draw plans on any subject of their interest that 
in their judgement needed attention. The PDP was a structured document that guided 
participants to reflect, decide, set plans, and follow them during the PLD period. 

We focused on implementing new classroom management techniques, 
whilst also tried to reflect and improve strategies which were already in 
place. (RW, Linda, 7-2019) 

Throughout this Professional Learning Development, since one was free 
to choose which area she wants to improve in her profession, the main 
target was improving the reward system and tackling it in such a way 
where it focuses on whole class, group and individual approaches, so as to 
be able to have better class management. (RW, Adele, 7-2019) 

7.3.2 Forethought 

Plans and strategies are to be moderated by ‘forethought’ where goals and success 
criteria regulate the expectations. For instance, Group 4 targeted the following as their 
desired outcomes for making Social Studies more interesting to their students: 

 Revisiting and amending lesson plans, booklets and resources. 
 Going to various outings and sites to consolidate what is done in class. 
 Delivery of lessons and engaging students in meaningful activities and discussions 

which are hands on. 
 Students will show what they have learned through feedback given (primarily 

during discussions in class) and formative assessments (projects and fieldwork). 
(PDP, G4, 2018)  

Likewise, each group had its own set of goals and during the planning days they 
anticipated possible and desired outcomes for these goals. 
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7.3.3 Self-reactiveness 

These projections expanded their goals and what they would look like; they helped to 
guide and motivate the efforts of their actions. The anticipations also needed to be 
doable in terms of practicality as well as being within their capabilities. Teachers’ plans 
were regulated by their self/collective-efficacy, hence starting from their knowledge and 
beliefs. The chosen courses of action evidenced their ability to self-react. All chosen goals 
and course of actions taken (see Table 6.3) evidence the teachers’ self-reactiveness.  This 
property has identified from the groups their ability to take action and moderate their 
expectancies. While all the groups evidenced the ability to react and implement, Group 
1 and Group 3 faced difficulties that resulted from overambitious strategies or 
adaptability. 

7.3.4 Self-reflectiveness 

The ability of self-reactiveness was supported by self-reflectiveness. Reflection along the 
whole process was imperative to keep the action functional and valid. Teachers reported 
that they reflected on their actions and set meetings to evaluate the goals and their 
implementation. For example: 

We have realised that the strategies may work with one class but not with 
another. (RW, Linda, 7-2019) 

Through trial and error, one found that certain systems were not always 
very effective, hence by self-evaluating and reflecting one’s needs in the 
classroom, certain reward systems were amended. (RW, Frida, 7-2019)  

The link between self-reactiveness and self-reflectiveness was determining in the ability 
to attain the targets. As noted earlier, prior experience and group cohesion played a 
critical role in the progress of the PLD process. The discussion can be viewed from a 
perspective of reaching the set goals or through what capacities the participants have 
gained irrespective of outcome. Though both are important and success might breed 
success, for the purposes of the PLD process, lessons learnt even from failures are 
fundamental.  

An example was an incident that happened during one of the focus groups which 
generated the grounds for further reflection on agency. When asked their views on the 
PLD process so far, one participant asked ‘which PLD?’. The reaction was a surprise, as 
the participant was involved in all the processes along the research from the consent to 
participate, the planning days, compiling of PDP, follow-ups etc. This group was also 
provided with a facilitator at a certain point. This incident triggered in me a series of 
reflections about agency especially in relation to all the properties that define it. This 
incident is discussed further below. 
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7.4 Discussion – Capability 

The skill and capability perspective helps us understand the underpinnings needed for 
teacher agency for a PLD process. Understanding of teachers’ experiences, life phases 
and scenarios, as well as creating the adequate support, promotes security which in turn 
encourages teachers to be agentic and take risks (Biesta et al., 2015; Day and Gu, 2007; 
Priestley et al., 2015). It seems that when a number of aggregating elements is present, 
teachers’ agency for learning and development can be more active and effective. The 
beliefs on self are the connections that make knowledge become explicit into concrete 
actions (Bandura, 2010). Though a teacher may have the necessary skills for action, the 
enactment depends on personal beliefs, together with the values or perceptions of 
whether the capabilities are adequate to cope with situations or to attain a goal at a 
desired level (Bandura, 1997).  

The reification of knowledge is made possible if an adequate sense of efficacy is present. 
Participants exhibited a sense of self-efficacy that made it possible for them to plan and 
act for the improvement of theirs and others’ learning. Self-efficacy manifested itself in 
different formats, such as self-regulated/determined learning, collective endeavours, 
instructional capability or collective instructional capacity (Schunk and Dibenedetto, 
2016).  

7.4.1 Self-efficacy and the School Environment 

A determining factor for efficacy was the school environment. The effect of the school 
culture and the approach designed for this PLD process have already been noted. The 
exposure of the teachers’ self-efficacy was made possible due to the enabling factors 
presented in this particular context – one that believed in the capacity of these teachers 
and believed that their capacities could be further nurtured by enacting self-regulated 
learning processes. This context was supported through structures and enabling of 
relationships. Teachers in this study experienced psychological arousal when they were 
given recognition of their abilities. This is strongly evidenced through their evaluation 
cards (see Appendix D). This arousal served as a confirmation of their self-efficacy and 
the value that it has to improve learning of self and others (Bandura, 1997). Their sense 
of efficacy was being moulded through interactions within a social system that shared 
collective values, goals and visions. The collaborative culture found in this school and the 
self-efficacy of the individual participants had generated collaborative efficacy. The 
collective-efficacy is not the collection of beliefs or the collection of individual self-
efficacy of a group, but a common belief that is collectively held that together there is 
the potential intelligence and capability to take action in a given situation (Bandura, 
2006). The context, thus, served as a ‘mediator and moderator’ (Desimone, 2009, p. 185). 

7.4.2 Sources of Self-efficacy  

In these created collaborative systems other supporting and shaping mechanisms have 
been observed. Instances of ‘verbal persuasion’ and ‘vicarious experiences’ from 
colleagues were reinforcing collective and self-efficacy (Bandura, 2010, p. 2) through the 
interactions along the PLD process, to decide goals, set plans, implement, and evaluate. 
Yet, the most evident form of reinforcement was evidenced through ‘mastery 
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experience’ (ibid., p. 2). Fackler and Malmberg (2016) have also noted that teachers 
experience more mastery through their daily work. Teachers were strengthening their 
efficacy as their plans came into reality and received successful feedback from colleagues 
and, most of all, students. The robust sense of efficacy was also observed in challenging 
moments or setbacks. Bandura (2010, p. 4) contends that ‘[p]eople who regard 
themselves as highly efficacious attribute their failures to insufficient effort, those who 
regard themselves as inefficacious attribute their failures to low ability’. Participants have 
generally shown sustained efforts and resilience when faced by obstacles, and when 
things were stuck the rationale was that of hope, that they still needed to find the right 
way. Reflection was paramount to make sense of these experiences (Kolb, 2015). 

This phenomenon regarding reflection partly contradicts my previous observations on 
reflective practices within this cohort. Teachers seem to rely much on the transitional 
reflections they do ’about’, ‘in’ and ‘on’ action’ along their daily work (Day, 2017). It is 
often an accumulated unconscious knowledge that strengthens through self-beliefs, the 
transformation of efficacy (Schunk and Dibenedetto, 2016).  The implication leads to an 
interactive process, whereby transformation of knowledge acquired from experience 
could be decoded into conscious professional development and learning. Underpinned 
by reflection it would in turn engender self-efficacy, and further enterprise (Tschannen-
Moran and McMaster, 2009). This is a transformation that is not exempt of challenges 
and failures. In this study there were moments of cognitive conflicts which seem to have 
not disheartened the participants, but through critical evaluation they have objectively 
understood what went wrong and what might be an alternative way. Reactions varied 
according to individuals and groups. It seems akin to the positive cycle Durrant (2020, p. 
53) refers to where teachers work on ‘resilience in circumstances of failure and setback, 
capitalising on successes leading to a greater sense of self-confidence and self-efficacy’.  

7.4.3 Group Cohesion, Idiosyncrasy and Efficacy 

Collective-efficacy was stronger where groups had a strong cohesion. This was a 
determining factor for success in terms of synergy and outcomes. One group experienced 
a number of membership changes. Consequently, they encountered challenges that 
determined their PLD outcome. Gibson and Earley (2007) have noted that cohesion is a 
moderator of efficacy in collaborative teams. Though the other noted influential 
moderators they identified were present and positive within this group, cohesion limited 
the potential teachers could develop in terms of outcome from the PLD process. 
Contrastingly, a teacher who ended up implementing the PLD plan individually showed 
resilience and managed to complete a full cycle of the PLD process. This perhaps shows 
that self-efficacy is a complex phenomenon that is conditioned by a number of agents 
and confirms social cognitive theory ‘of reciprocal causation’ where ‘behaviour, cognition 
and other personal factors, and environmental influences all operate as interacting 
determinants that influence each other bidirectionally’ (Bandura, 1989b, p. 2). Another 
determinant noticed in this research was the need for resilience and determination when 
confronted with complex implementation of an innovation. Differences were noted 
between participants who found obstacles in the practical implementation of their goals. 
Resourcefulness and adaptability also made a difference. 
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7.4.4 From Efficacy to Agency 

Factors that weave self or collective efficacy in turn determine agency. Agency is not 
simply action and how it’s done, but it is about the command we have in a given situation 
(Biesta and Tedder, 2006). Teachers enjoyed the autonomy entrusted to them to self-
determine/direct their PLD process, and the ‘perspective transformation’ along the way 
empowered them and gave them a renewed sense of ‘agency and personal responsibility’ 
(Mezirow, 1981, p. 9). Teachers had to actively reflect, discuss and ponder on possible 
ways of action, thus, prompting them in what Priestley et al. (2015, p. 3) encouraged, and 
that is, to make teachers ‘reflectively available’. Even though teachers may have had a 
high level of self-efficacy, without the enabling factors teachers may still have ‘low self-
perceptions of agency’ (Butler et al., 2015, p. 7). Thus, the increased opportunity in 
decision-making, setting of goals, modes of implementation, and methods of evaluation 
improved the community self-perceived agency. 

The facilitation of agency through supportive structures has empowered teachers to 
challenge routine practice, respond and renegotiate their meanings (Wenger, 2010). If 
we metaphorically view this empowerment in terms of space, the expansion of space 
given increased freedom of movement which in turn resulted in added responsibility and 
the need to broaden the skills and capacities when properly exploited. In terms of 
complexity theory, the increased possibility of interaction has also increased the 
probability of creating more emergence (Mason, 2008). Goller and Billett (2014, p. 36) 
have advocated that giving more responsibility to determine a PLD process at work has 
ripple effects that lead to ‘introspection’. Indeed, participants did express that reflection 
was one of the gained learning modes experienced throughout this PLD approach. They 
expressed that reflective discourses with colleagues were a benefit that should be further 
facilitated through periodic moments where teachers can meet to discuss. 

 

7.4.5 Harmonic Agency 

‘Conjoint agency’ defined as ‘groups of teachers working together in ways that influence 
one another’s professional behaviour’ (Watson and Scribner, 2007, p. 457) characterised 
this research. Teachers consistently exhibited a ‘developed’ sense of agency which was 
‘externally oriented’ according to Harteis and Goller’s (2014, p. 44) conceptualisation. 
This type of agency is characterised by actions intended to make a difference to others 
or to work practices. Bandura’s (2006) contention that in our daily endeavours we use an 
interplay of forms of agency could be confirmed through this research too. Teachers had 
varied occasions where they had to apply individual agency when organising their plans, 
research at home or while in the classroom, and they also had moments of collective 
agency where they collaborated to generate goals, plans and resources. There were also 
moments of ‘proxy’ mode of agency, where teachers were assigned particular tasks as a 
distribution of labour (ibid., p. 165) (see section 6.4). The fact that teachers were not 
totally dependent on each other adds to the strength of this PLD process, as it gave space 
for the growth of both individual and collective dimensions of agency (Opfer, 2016). 
Mutuality in coordination and sense of contribution engenders esteem and efficacy when 
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working in collaboration (Bolt et al., 2016). Yet, the collective agency exhibited within this 
group cannot be defined as fully ‘conjoint’ or fully ‘individual’. It had elements of what 
Pór (2014, p. 6) defines as ‘collective leadership’, which refers to when individuals, 
though separate, are attuned to each other through values, beliefs and actions. Thus, the 
agency exhibited in this context is better described as ‘harmonic agency’ where teachers 
worked together in retrospect and prospect while acting individually for implementation. 
Moments of collective reflection and evaluation were punctuated intervals for attuning. 
All moments offered teachers the opportunity to experience efficacy reinforcement 
mechanisms of varied nature (see section 8.3).  

 

7.4.6 Agency and Level of Reflection 

However, it is not clear how to interpret agency of the participant who, during the focus 
group, evidenced perplexity when asked about his impression about the PLD approach. 
The difficulty in understanding this incident arises from the fact that this participant went 
through a whole cycle of the PLD process over an extended period of time only to end up 
not aware that it had been intended as an exercise in self-growth. This participant and 
colleagues collectively shared intentions, set projections, evidenced self-reactiveness, 
and contributed to reflections. Endedijk et al.’s (2012) interpretation of dimensions of 
self-regulated learning might offer an explanation. Their dimensions are set on an active-
passive dimension which is determined by the level of individual agency towards learning. 
On the passive side one could indicate that learning was determined by someone else or 
by the context, while on the active side the individual takes the maximum responsibility 
within the parameters of the capacities and capabilities. The other dimension is set on a 
prospective-retrospective dimension. Prospective regulation refers to the forethought 
phase of the learning process which involves the goal/aim setting and planning, while 
retrospective regulation is the reflective process that monitors and regulates action. 
Thus, my theory is that though action in the form of agency might be observed, degree 
of agency was determined by the depth of reflection or cognitive involvement. Agency 
robustness was determined on the cognitive level of critical reflection. Leijen et al. (2020) 
support the view that reflection is a necessary catalyst for agency and propose three 
types that support teacher agency: 

1. procedures aimed at articulating the theory of action, including effective 
strategies, rules and principles for practice 

2. procedures of practical reflection, aimed at fostering the conceptualization of 
practice and the understanding of oneself as a teacher 

3. procedures of critical reflection, which help to address the inequalities and 
malpractices of education and society (p.295). 

Yet, what if individuals act through imitation while reflection is left to others? What if the 
intentions for actions are just for association and membership? Diversity is also evident 
in the level of engagement, urge for learning and reflective disposition (de Vries et al., 
2014; van den Bergh et al., 2015). However, this leaves us with a dilemma as although 
this participant was active within the group, diverse intentions and adaptations might 
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have motivated actions, which were also driven by a personal and professional identity. 
This teacher ticked all properties of agency but if one can evaluate, agency was regulated 
by a lower value-laden purpose and reflexivity level. The exhibited agency was much on 
the level of the perfunctory. 

Thus, agency is as complex as the elements that contribute to it. Though one might 
identify patterns of agency, the diversity of the variables that constitute action in a given 
moment generate as much diverse modes and levels of agency. Priestley and Drew (2019) 
have thus proposed an ecological perspective of agency which has also regulated agency 
along this research. Decisions taken for actions and agency thus gain their strength 
according to their appropriateness to the context, values that support them and 
reflective sagacity. 

 

7.5 Conclusions: Capability 

Agency presupposes choice. 

(Bruner, 1996, p. 136) 

Capacities are those abilities we gain during our lives that account for our growth. 
Throughout this research teachers have evidenced that they are able and motivated to 
plan and conduct their PLD process. It has reinforced self-efficacy and engendered 
agency. There is a symbiotic interrelation between self-efficacy and agency. During this 
research teachers were given the opportunity to apply their professional judgments to 
organise their own PLD process. Teachers started from a good level of self-efficacy that 
was expressed during various circumstances during the research that also shaped their 
agency. The fact that they were given choices further motivated these teachers to act on 
areas of their own interest. The dynamics created were encouraging as they further 
augmented teacher efficacy both in the classroom and as learners themselves. The school 
culture contributed to the development of a collective efficacy which was reflected in the 
collaboration generated along the PLD process. Teachers joined teams to apply their 
conjoint or individual agency to obtain their goals. The goals were oriented towards 
immediate performance that could improve learning in the classroom (Vermunt and 
Endedijk, 2011). I have argued that from the nature of relationships and actions created 
over the period of the research, ‘harmonic agency’ defines how agency was enacted by 
these teachers and in this context. Teachers have applied modes of agency according to 
their professional and personal judgments. It was also observed that agency was 
dependent on reflection as regards to its robustness. Robustness was measured on the 
level of reflection and the values that supported the decisions and actions. 

In the next chapter conclusions from this thesis are made. These conclusions are gleaned 
from knowledge assembled from the literature and from the main findings of this 
research.  
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  CONCLUSIONS 
 

I think and think for months and years. Ninety-nine times, the conclusion is false. The 
hundredth time I am right. 

Albert Einstein (Barnes, 2020, p. 88) 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter is the culmination of all the knowledge gathered within this research. This 
knowledge was accumulated mainly through literature review and through the analysis 
of data gathered in chapters five to seven. It is my contribution to some new perspectives 
on teachers’ agency and deeper awareness on how to improve teachers’ efficacy through 
self-determined professional learning and development. This objective is further 
explained in section 8.2 where the main findings are listed. Subsequently, the limitations 
of this study are presented. Sections 8.4 to 8.7 outline core theoretical concepts 
proposed by my research.  This final chapter concludes with a section that pragmatically 
suggests how these theories can be applied in the educational field.  

8.2 Research Main Findings 

This research started with an exploration on what happens when teachers are given the 
autonomy to self-determine and direct their PLD process. This query was first motivated 
from experiences and beliefs which I myself as a teacher and leader have formed during 
my career. It primarily focused on teachers’ agency towards their PLD process. The 
underlying hypothesis was that teachers would be more engaged and profit more in 
terms of efficacy and relevance if their PLD process was self-determined and situated. 
Yet, this proposition needed to be tested even though research and literature in the field 
already reported positively (Butler et al., 2015; Durrant, 2020; Priestley and Drew, 2019). 
Research into teacher agency is still sporadic and is much dependent on contexts.  
Similarly, the research for this thesis was a case study that would have limitations in terms 
of generalisation. No research of this kind had previously been conducted in Malta. In 
addition, this investigation attempted to contribute to calls from researchers seeking to 
understand better teachers’ professional development from a complexity and agentic 
perspective (King, 2014; Opfer and Pedder, 2011). My research was therefore designed 
and informed by a number of theories such as complexity, constructivist and social 
cognitive theories. 

As argued earlier, due to the complex nature of schools as social adaptive systems, trying 
to find universal answers is difficult. Though schools are governed by linear structures, 
the agents that make up a school are complex and their behaviour cannot always be 
predicted (Davis and Sumara, 2014). The teachers and their agency towards learning was 
the focus of this study. Teachers are likewise complex agents within school systems as 
they self-organise differently to emergent situations who in their turn create emergence 
(Keay et al., 2019). Teachers’ unique physical, cognitive, social, cultural and emotional 
elements influence behaviours regulated by personal beliefs accumulated during the 
course of their lives. Teachers’ personal and professional identities are the prime 
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moderators that mediate with the immediate and more distant interactors such as 
students, colleagues, policies, reforms and environments. Consequently, teachers’ 
predictable behaviours will remain allusive. Conversely, if teachers’ unpredictability is 
viewed as a potential for creativity, it would take a more productive orientation vis-a-vis 
arising complexities. It is this creative potential that needs to be mentored, enacted and 
supported with the hope to create efficacy that engenders agency according to the 
arising needs. 

Thus, such a perspective that teacher agency and its development becomes critical. 
Teachers’ agency can be understood by deconstructing their discourses, actions and 
beliefs. Like leaders in a school, teachers in a classroom become an analytical bank of 
data about their students and their environmental needs. The latter is what Davis (2005) 
viewed as ‘the consciousness of the collective’ as teachers have the responsibility of 
understanding and addressing the developing needs of the collective. Teachers’ 
unpredictability is a creative potential and a human capital that through direction and 
support is capable to improve practices for the benefit of the collective. The collective is 
understood to be teachers themselves, students and the school community. However, 
the power of the collective cannot take place unless the responsibility is shared equitably. 
Professional equitable responsibility in a school would arise when there is reciprocal trust 
and the belief that individuals hold in each other’s potential. There is a stronger ability to 
optimise learning and its experience for all with the sum of the collective intelligences 
and capacities. This is a key ingredient of collective agency. The big idea is that teacher 
complexity is orchestrated to resolve complexity, independently or conjointly. Perhaps, 
through this viewpoint, it would be resolved what Evans (2014, p. 183) critically viewed 
that PLD concepts lack the ‘capacity for explaining, inter alia, deviance, atypicality, 
relationality and causality’.  Consequently, school structures, policies and reforms will be 
also conditioned by this axiom, with structures that value and promote more shared 
leadership and decision-making particularly in professional development and learning. 
This precept was the underlying principle that also drove my research design.  

Through this research I attempted to understand what happens when a school creates 
structures that empower teachers to take responsibility for their own PLD process. I 
wanted to identify the agents that effected teachers, how they affected them and why 
they were influential in such a setting. The outcomes of this research were encouraging 
where data have generated a mix of insights that can form the base for educational 
leaders and policy makers. The main findings were: 

 Teachers value a process of self-determined PLD with supporting structures that 
create space for collective reflection and action 

 Teachers prefer to learn through practical, hands-on experiences based on 
mastery experience rather than reinterpreted theory 

 Teachers need more practice and support in reflection, self-observation and 
metacognition 

 Strength of teacher agency depends on the depth of reflection 
 School culture is critical for teacher self-efficacy and their agentic growth  
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 Collaborative cultures support collective and harmonic (individual/collective) 
agency  

 Personal learning factors (such as learning-styles and individual learning) are 
secondary to the purpose of learning (student learning) and collective needs. 

These findings can serve as the base for school or system improvement and/or the 
inspiration for further research. However, there are limitations to generalisability of the 
findings since it was a single case-study. Yet, this study considered theories that were 
generated elsewhere and that have proved to be transferable to the study’s context and 
participant teachers. Some theories which support effective PLD approaches, self-efficacy 
and teacher agency have been confirmed during this research. While wishing that this 
research has broadened knowledge it is hoped that it has also managed to deepen it. The 
following sections will thus discuss some propositions, following a discussion of perceived 
limitations of the research. 

 

8.3 Limitations and Further Research 

In my critical review of this research a dilemma has arisen. It is to which perspective I 
should look at - whether I see ‘a glass half-full or half-empty’. Initially, I resolved to look 
just at the glass. Regarding the glass as the capacity or the potential, looking at it as such 
would transform the whole reasoning. This research had great potential as regards the 
beliefs and intentions.  It was based on an extensive review of literature in the field of 
teachers’ PLD and agency. The research on teacher agency is a developing interest in the 
educational field that, if properly supported, would yield great benefits to educational 
field.  

The potential of this research was limited from the common constraining factors of time 
and resources. The project was substantial and its demands were unfolding as it went 
along and started to be implemented. There was a degree of challenge with regards to 
the multiple roles I had to manage, along with approximately 14 months of 
implementation and gathering of data. The variety of data, the amount and management 
were challenging. Evaluation on its own would seem unproblematic, but when the roles 
of a researcher, observer, participant and especially leader intertwine, it led to a different 
matter.  

Reflecting on my insider researcher effect, I feel it was more of a challenge to me than to 
the participants because the difficulties encountered were mainly about the juggling of 
my roles. However, my natural presence probably has contributed to more authentic 
data. I had the capability to corroborate data and gather critical incidents more, due to 
my daily presence and involvement at school. The research did not seem to attract much 
attention from the participants. The only times awareness of the research was felt were 
during the interviews and focus groups, as questions made participants think more about 
what they were implementing. I did not become aware of any negative power issues with 
the participants. I have already noted, that to my knowledge I enjoyed a very good 
rapport with the teachers: they trusted me. Perhaps some teachers wanted to do their 
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best to help make the research a success, due to their respect for me. This bias could be 
interpreted from various viewpoints: as an alternative motivator or as an interference to 
a natural setting. However, if this could be quantified it was probably rather limited 
compared to the rest of the activity.  

Nonetheless, due to my natural approach as a researcher during this research my 
observations might have also missed some obvious incidents. Thus, as an insider I was, to 
a degree, limited in the ability to observe the obvious. Though through a strong 
committed effort on my reflexivity I did my best, I am sure there were moments I was 
absorbed with other responsibilities that limited any valid observation. However, when 
one considers these limitations as regards this aspect, I suspect benefits would similarly 
outweigh the outsider research option. Perhaps this is an area of research where two 
separate researchers, one insider and one outsider, are concerned with the same aims, 
same participants and contexts and corroborated in the end. It would compare 
governance and outcomes of two different approaches on the same topic. 

Learning styles have often created debates. There are those who see connections to 
learning and others who do not. I have decided to unturn as many stones as I could in this 
research to understand teachers’ learning agency of which leaning styles was one of 
these inquiries. This study had little evidence that learning styles were detrimental to 
teachers’ PLD processes. In effect it had relatively little influence when compared to other 
social and contextual forces. The dominant learning preference was learning through 
practice. Retrospectively, this probe could have been omitted to allow more attention to 
the teachers’ chosen processes of learning and development. 

Further research would also help overcome another limitation of this study. Being a case 
study, transferability is restricted. External validity would be gained if more research 
studies of this kind were repeated in different contexts: ones that were characterised by 
similar or different cultures and more varied cohort of teachers. The school had 
progressed well in developing a PLC culture and teachers were homogeneous in terms of 
teaching experience and professional identity. These factors may have restricted more 
diverse outcomes. However, a number of theories such as those that support the 
centrality of school culture (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2013) or the characteristics of 
effective PLD processes (Cordingley et al., 2015), generated elsewhere, have been also 
corroborated in this context. This shows that perhaps generalisations are not that 
confined either. Moreover, this research was limited with time and only one cycle of this 
approach was studied. Further study of consecutive cycles would reinforce conclusions 
and observe other phenomena such as the growth of skills in self-determined learning, 
metacognition and reflection. It would also enrich knowledge on the relationship 
between these skills, self-efficacy and agency. 

Nonetheless, the conclusions are intriguing which prompt the need for further research. 
The claims proposed by my study widen the perspective on the approaches to teachers’ 
professional learning and development, while deepening the understanding of agency 
and learning.  I am grateful to how this research has generously contributed to my growth 
and that of others. This research was in itself agency towards learning, especially mine. 
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The following sections will theoretically discuss the accumulated knowledge within this 
research. 

 

8.4 Teacher Agency in Professional Learning and Development 

The research plans were based on characteristics evidenced from literature that support 
PLD effectiveness. The intent was that if a PLD structure had to be put in place it should 
reflect our knowledge of the field. Section 2.5 noted the foundations gathered to plan 
the whole project.  

I have woven the characteristics into the plan by creating a structured document (PDP 
see Appendix A) that would serve as a reference for teachers on the steps to follow. The 
document guided the teachers to discuss critically a theme emerging from their data or 
needs, which considered the collective and/or the individual capabilities in expertise, 
knowledge, skills and experience of stakeholders. In creating this tool, I was aware that it 
contradicts with some concepts underpinning this study, such as complexity theory and 
self-determined learning. However, I was also aware that this was the first experience of 
such an approach for participants.  The main intent was to accomplish improvement in 
self and others. Consequently, teachers’ actions were driven by precise, realistic 
purposes, together with aims and goals that were regulated by responsive evaluations. 
Responsive evaluations were critical to align or adjust the activity to its goals, learning 
intents and policies. This meant the creation of time to meet and discuss during the 
school year. This approach gave the PLD process an organic aspect, which made it flexible, 
adaptive and evolutionary (Easton, 2008). The process was supported by co-intelligence 
and consequently, the planned course of action and learning was inevitably varied, rich 
in content, and consuming considerable time. The need for time was a common 
denominator which demanded a structure that gave space and time for discussions and 
planning. Time was critical, mainly dependent on the set goals it was much needed to 
pace the implementation with professional diligence, while giving every participant 
punctuated opportunities for reflection during the whole process.  

Figure 8.1 is my graphical representation of the common characteristics that governed 
the PLD experience in this research. The illustration attempts to depict the salient 
features for an impactful agentic PLD process. This figure represents the trajectory, 
starting from the left, of an individual’s agency while experiencing learning and 
development. The branching (also known as fractal) design in the middle indicates the 
probable paths in a non-linear manner which expresses a more realistic occurrence, 
especially when one considers that it was applied in context where the unexpected was 
a possibility. It also represents the organic nature of the activity as it evolves and reacts 
as it progresses. The spiral format of the fractal symbolises the developing enquiry activity 
through action learning. This spiral grows as it progresses to an extended time towards a 
specific data-driven or need-driven goal set at the start of the PLD process. The growth 
of the spiral represents the growth of the teacher during the experience. The goals have 
emerged through collaborative critical discussions and reflectivity. 
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Figure 8.1 Graphical Representation of Conditions for High Impact of a PLD Process 
(Individual) 

 

Reflectivity was one among several other pillars that sustained a productive and impactful 
PLD process, also represented in Figure 8.1. The set goals are confined, with a degree of 
flexibility, through a set of success criteria. This demarcation supports the complex reality 
(see section 3.2) that often appears in the classrooms and in real-life, where sometimes 
a goal planned with a certain extent of knowledge over time, has to be redirected 
according to accumulated thoughtful insights during the process. The historical value of 
knowledge and its coupling with growth was imperative in this context. 

I have designed Figure 8.2 to illustrate a collaborative scenario that has developed in this 
research. Though not featuring in the diagram for the sake of clarity, all the other 
supportive systems in Figure 8.1 are accounted for and taken to be assumed. From the 
diagram, it can be seen how the involvement of more participants enriched the activity. 
A collective or individual drive is alternating through instances of collaboration and 
personal action. The alternating between moments of collaborative action and moments 
of individual action has distinguished between individual agency and collective agency. I 
am proposing another form of agency that is a variant between individual and collective 
agency. It is a mode of agency that connects both actions in a third space which I call 
‘harmonic agency’. 
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Figure 8.2 Graphical Representation of Conditions for High Impact of PLD Process 
(Collective) 

 

8.5 Harmonic Agency 

Bandura (2006, p. 165) refers to individual agency when ‘people bring their influence to 
bear on their own functioning and on environmental events’, while collective agency is 
when people ‘pool their knowledge, skills, and resources, and act in concert to shape 
their future’. Watson and Scribner (2007, p. 457) define ‘conjoint agency…as the 
concertive work of pluralities of interdependent members of the organization’. These 
authors refer to the words ‘in concert’ or ‘concertive’ which literally mean a joint action. 
Watson and Scribner (2007, p. 461) later specify that ‘concertive action’ is the result of 
conjoint agency that changes the organisational structure. 

Teachers in this research had moments of collective or conjoint agency especially during 
the planning days or evaluative meetings. During these days they collaboratively 
discussed, reflected and negotiated a goal and resources for their PLD process. Together 
they also generated a common forethought where they anticipated desired outcomes for 
their actions. These outcomes served as milestones for evaluations and adjustments. 
They also coordinated their actions to collect and create resources for action. 

However, implementation took place individually in their classrooms and no element of 
co-teaching was observed which could have given a broader collective element to their 
actions. Teachers had also evidenced that they interpreted the plans according to their 
classroom needs, while engaging in reflection ‘in’ or ‘on’ action. Nevertheless, individual 
teachers, though separate, were attuned to each other through the values, beliefs, goals, 
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plans and actions shared in collaborative times and spaces. In these moments, though 
teachers operated through individual agency, they were supported and influenced by 
accepted socio-cultural dynamics of the collective. Teachers were acting conceptually in 
harmony with their peers. A ‘sense of us’ served as an encouragement, support and 
guidance (Pacherie, 2014, p. 3). In their respective classrooms, teachers acted as 
ambassadors of their group’s collective conscience.  Thus, I am proposing the term 
‘harmonic’ as I understand that it better defines how these teachers’ agency was 
exhibited. Harmonic is here meant in feeling, effect and agreeing. During evaluative times 
teachers returned to conjoint where through reflective discussions they contributed to 
reciprocal learning. These intervals acted as attuning and re-empowerment.  

Teachers appreciated this approach as they were benefiting both from their colleagues’ 
critical discussions and from their autonomous agency they could interpret in their 
classrooms. This engendered both self-efficacy and collective-efficacy. This balance is 
commended in the literature (e.g. Opfer, 2016) as a high sense of collective-efficacy is a 
catalyst for innovative creations for an evolving society (Bandura, 2006). Thus, harmonic 
agency is a third space that is characterised by a sense of self/collective efficacy that 
considers and applies a collective retrospection and prospection through a 
representative action. It is an agency that mirrors a collective conscience while providing 
the capacity to apply personal interpretations. School systems have the capacity to 
promote agency to learning through designing supporting structures that allow a mix of 
initiatives and actions. The next section will thus suggest how a school system can be 
evaluated to better foster teacher agency. 

 

8.6 System Evaluation to Support Teacher Agency 

Recapitulating on the discussion and research above, there are structural and cultural 
factors that need to be present in order to foster agency for PLD. A multi-dimensional 
evaluation of the school systems that support PLD processes will help in understanding 
this endeavour. Clarke and Hollingsworth (2002, p. 974) note that ‘if we are to facilitate 
the professional development of teachers, we must understand the process by which 
teachers grow professionally and the conditions that support and promote that growth’. 
The evaluation needs to study aims and goals, capacity, ability, capability and degree of 
gained competence to weigh the potential impact. The evaluation has to be a continuous 
process, formal or informal, where it involves a continuous critical reflective process, 
which in turn informs the planning and practices. In so doing, depth and robustness is 
gained with every reflective and active process. This reflective process is conditioned and 
determined by both retrospection and prospection towards the desired aims and goals, 
which are consistently making learning (children’s and teachers’) as their subject.  Greater 
awareness is thus gained and self-efficacy gradually built (Bubb, 2013). In the evaluation, 
the developmental point in time or ‘developed baseline’ (Earley and Porritt, 2014), which 
I am representing here as ‘capacity’ and ‘ability’, needs to be considered.  

‘Capacity’ deals with the parameters of possible means and the influential culture. 
Capacity stands on a three-dimensional perspective: the personal, interpersonal and 
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organisational. On a personal dimension, the capacity to learn is reliant on the individual’s 
motivation, metacognitive abilities, reflective incentive, room for agency and currency. 
Currency refers to the awareness and application of new scientific knowledge and best 
practices (Sackney et al., 2005; Sleegers et al., 2013). Interpersonal capacity, the second 
dimension, refers to those capacities that are shared within a group, team or community. 
These may be beliefs, values and visions, the capacity of group learning, and the level of 
sharing of that learning (Sleegers et al., 2013). The third dimension is organisational, 
which denotes the leadership style, supporting structures, resources (time to meet, 
materials, financial), policies and systems. The distinction between capacity and ability is 
that the latter often depends on the elements of the former to be activated. Capacity is 
seen as the enabling or supporting factors of ability. Killion (2008, p. 28) states that 
‘capacity means human, fiscal, time, technology and material and leadership advocacy. 
Both professional learning and its evaluation require these resources and advocacy’. For 
instance, this occurs when a group of teachers have the desire and the ability to share 
good practices and the school leaders enable this by creating the time and structures for 
it to happen. 

‘Ability’, thus, deals with the actual perception of knowledge, attitudes, skills, aspirations 
and behaviour, both personal and/or collective. Ability much reflects self or collective 
efficacy or the awareness of the personal potential to make a change (Bandura, 1998). 
Through retrospection and prospection (two dimensions of agency, see section 3.4), a 
‘developed baseline’ is recognised, setting a milestone for a new goal. The new target will 
indicate the ‘capability’ or zone of proximal development, i.e. ‘the distance between the 
actual development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 
potential development as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance or 
in collaboration with a more capable peer’ (Vygotsky, 1980, p. 86). Improvements in 
knowledge, attitudes, skills, aspirations and behaviours are identified and transformed 
into goals (Killion, 2008).  

‘Competence’ then explores the proficiency level aspired to be gained or actually gained 
to reach a specific goal. Competence is evident when the individual and groups obtain a 
level of self-efficacy to reach the goal/s comfortably or, in other words, expertise. The 
impact can be consequently qualified when compared against a demarcated evaluative 
point on the continuum of learning and development, and the potential difference 
evaluated. The reflective process about every extent will indicate the corresponding 
warranted ground in capacity, ability, capability and competence and how each step was 
achieved — creating a ‘glass-box’ rather than a ‘black-box’ effect, where every process is 
consciously followed (Killion, 2008, p. 31). Figure 8.3 illustrates the reflection that might 
take place along this process on an individual or school level.  

Figure 8.3 is a representation that illustrates how the ability at a point in time on a 
learning and development continuum is projected towards a goal within the capacity and 
capability of an individual or a school. When the conditions of the goal are required and 
practised, competence is achieved (represented in spiral patterns meaning repetitions of 
the same activity). The pattern representing competence is also characteristic of how 
adaptive social systems evolve from emergence to pattern creation (Davis, 2008; Mitchell 
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and Sackney, 2011; Semetsky, 2008) (see also section 3.2). A pattern is created when a 
new action becomes routine and the system gains a degree of expertise. 

 

 

Figure 8.3 Evaluative Dimensions Model for Professional Learning and Development 

 

The development of competence and its impact consequently will in itself develop self-
efficacy and expand capacity further (represented in the widening of space on the 
capacity border). The model can be interpreted in a bi-directional fashion. From left to 
right, it shows the potential improvement evaluated from a starting ability towards a 
capability or an alternative practice. If followed from right to left, it describes when there 
is a change in the learner’s behaviour or through modelling, a change in practice occurs 
that exposes the leap in learning and development when compared to past practices. 
Feedback from the critical evaluation will reinforce or discourage any practice (Earley and 
Porritt, 2014).  

The prediction of impact, thus, is as complex as the evaluation of learning, development, 
and all that leads to it. The performance of the agents involved in a school is relative to a 
multitude of factors (Bryson et al., 2018; Leckie et al., 2010) such as school culture, 
supporting structures, professional knowledge base, teacher self-efficacy and the 
challenging level of the PLD goals.  Cameron (1963, p. 13) states that ‘not everything that 
can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted’. Similarly, 
measuring the impact of a PLD process might be complex. 
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Table 8.1 Evaluative Questions of Professional Learning and Development 

 

 Individual Level School Level 

Ai
m

s/
Go

al
s Why is the need felt, and for what purpose? 

What is the intended goal? 

What is the purpose of the PLD process? 

What is the intended goal? 

Ca
pa

cit
y 

What kind of structures and support are 
needed? 

How are the needed support and structures 
going to be developed? 

Who is going to provide the support? 

What are the probable side impacts of the new 
structures and supports to be created? 

What is my present morale as regards to 
learning motivation? 

How did I come to be this way? 

What kind of structures and support are 
needed? 

How are the needed support and structures 
going to be developed? 

Who is going to provide the support? 

What are the probable side impacts of the new 
structures and supports to be created? 

What is the morale of the community as 
regards motivation? 

How did we come to be this way? 

Ab
ili

ty
 

What skills and knowledge (expertise) are 
present? 

How are these skills and knowledge (expertise) 
being currently employed? 

What collective skills and knowledge 
(expertise) are present? 

How are these collective skills and knowledge 
(expertise) being currently employed? 

Ca
pa

bi
lit

y 

What present and/or new skills and knowledge 
need to be learnt and developed? 

Why is this capability needed? 

What is the next level of learning and 
development?  

How is the named capability going to be 
developed? 

What are the possible obstacles that need to 
be addressed? 

What present and/or new collective skills and 
knowledge need to be learnt and developed? 

Why is this collective capability needed? 

What is the next level of learning and 
development? 

How is the named capability going to be 
developed? 

What are the possible obstacles that need to 
be addressed? 

Co
m

pe
te

nc
e 

What level of competence is present? 

What is the expected level of competence to 
be reached? 

How is the level going to be obtained? 

Why is this level of competence a necessity? 

What level of collective competence is 
present? 

What is the expected level of collective 
competence to be reached? 

How is the level going to be obtained? 

Why is this level of collective competence a 
necessity? 

Im
pa

ct
 

Who is going to be impacted? 

How is/are they going to be impacted? 

Why is this impact needed? 

What are possible outcomes of the projected 
impact? 

Who is going to be impacted? 

How is/are they going to be impacted? 

Why is this impact needed? 

What are possible outcomes of the projected 
impact? 
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8.6.1 How can Teachers Learn through Professional Agency? 

I have designed a conceptual learning cycle to guide my observations that incorporates 
the challenges of beliefs, agency properties and experiential learning (see Figure 4.2 
Agency Learning Cycle). The cycle is linear and does not equate to what is happening at 
different stages incorporated in the cycle. Substantiating the complexity of learning, 
every stage on this cycle is idiosyncratically processed and learning can take different 
routes. As I have stressed on many occasions throughout this research there are many 
variables that effect learning. In Figure 8.1 and Figure 8.2 this effect is illustrated through 
a fractal shape. Fractal can be understood from the branches of a tree. Though trees may 
experience the same conditions as they are planted in the same environment and 
climate, they branch out randomly and different to the adjacent tree. They may all give 
produce but even that may vary. Metaphorically, this explanation can be projected onto 
teachers’ learning and development. Though conditions may be the same, individuals 
may experience and render back a different impact. Figure 8.4 tries to depict probable 
learning processes that can take place as a result of PLD experiences. The model is 
inspired by Evans (2014, p. 191) ‘componential structure of professional development’. 

Figure 8.4 is an open model that considers processual and procedural paths of gaining 
learning and development. It is multi-directional as learning and development in a 
complex adaptive system is unpredictable. It assumes both conscious and unconscious 
learning. For instance, the interaction between a teacher and a student during a moment 
of informal formative assessment can be a base for conscious or unconscious learning 
(Figure 8.4 Blue arrow). Similarly, that same moment can result in an immediate source 
of learning and development but can go through a longer path were knowledge needed 
to be learnt that leads to a change in belief that resolves into learning and development 
(Figure 8.4 Yellow arrow). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.4 Teacher Learning and Development Processes Possibilities 
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The consciousness of learning and development depends on reflective skills. One will 
never understand the full extent of personal knowledge and skills gained over the course 
of a life or career, but consciousness of knowledge and capacities have always been the 
drivers of innovation. Gravity, for instance, was always present on earth until a simple 
question that prompted reflection made a metaphysical phenomenon acknowledged 
with all the science and development it brought with it. Similarly, with teacher learning 
and development, the ability to self-observe and reflect on action will serve as a firmer 
knowledge base that might have a multiplier effect. The reflective dimension adds more 
meaning to action. It is argued that there is no agency without intention. However, even 
intentions vary. The next section discusses how depth of reflection and its product 
conditions the type of agency too. 

 

8.7 Agency Variance on Reflective Dimension 

Harteis and Goller (2014) propose that agency stands on a continuum between 
developed and undeveloped dimensions. The position on this continuum is determined 
on the capacity to set intentions, make choices, and take regulated actions in relation 
those choices and their goals. They make a further distinction between intentions, which 
are individually oriented or externally oriented types of agency (see Table 3.2). However, 
they, also note that ‘individuals practising this passive or undeveloped agency tend to 
react and comply with external forces and conditions. Such individuals may either not 
have the capacity to make intentional choices, chose not to act or do not succeed to act 
on their choices’ (ibid., p. 40).  

Intentionality is central to human agency (Bandura, 2006). A question arises though, on 
the nature of intentions. While Harteis and Goller (2014) argue that reactivity by passive 
individuals is opposite to agency, I feel that choice not to act can also be considered as a 
form of agency. For instance, passive aggressive behaviour is a kind of behaviour that 
though it lacks action it is intended to leave an effect. The same applies where not taking 
action is wiser than taking any. Equally, a decision to comply with other’s actions without 
employing one’s cognitive activity can be also an intentional choice. There are also 
choices involved in instances when an individual or group react to an incident. One might 
argue that choices in such circumstances are not sufficiently reflected upon. Though 
reactions might be unconscious, similar to the argument of the unconscious learning 
(Evans, 2019), the choices involved arise from previous conscious/unconscious 
awareness of knowledge or capacities. It is also how people discover that they have the 
capacity for something which was forced through an incident that was never previously 
pondered or thought of.  

Thus, similar to Harteis and Goller (2014), my proposition is that agency can be classified 
on a continuum that is determined by: a) the level of reflexivity involved; and b) the value-
laden intentions and beliefs that influence the choices and goals. Mercer (2011) agrees 
and conceptualises agency under complexity theory. She states that ‘[a]gency is also not 
readily quantifiable and is perhaps best discussed in terms of degrees of agency on a 
continuum from highly agentic to moderately or weakly agentic’ (Mercer, 2012, p. 55). 
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Edwards (2015, p. 780) stresses the ‘need to be able to make responsible strong 
judgements about the worth of…intentions’. However, apart from consciousness and 
reflexivity, agency also depends on will (Fuchs, 2001) and the motivation to make choices 
and combine modes of behaviour and action. It is not the intent of this research to open 
any discussion on ‘will’ per se, and/or if will is free or not. However, it is pertinent to 
discuss the will to engage into an action both physical and/or cognitive to conceptually 
or physically be considered as agentic or otherwise. 

The relevance of the discussion has been motivated from an observation during a focus 
group where an interviewee evidenced a moment of perplexity when asked about the 
PLD experience (see section 7.3). This teacher seems to have drifted along a stretch of 
time of the PLD process complying or relying on others. It is hard to establish what the 
motivation behind this behaviour was due to the subjectivity of the personal espoused 
principles, but it is critical to consider non-action (physical or cognitive) as agency. Zöller 
(2018, p. 120) notes Schopenhauer’s arguments that ‘the will, rather than being engaged 
by a motive, is disengaged and effectively suspended by a non-motive or quieting 
cognition (“quietive”)’. Thus, inaction can be considered as a willed and reflected decision 
not to act and serves as agency with the intent of achieving an end. As Fuchs (2001, p. 
26) succinctly puts it ‘[h]umans have free wills; they can always do otherwise or nothing’. 
It is thus through this conceptualisation that agency can be viewed on the continuum that 
is dependent on reflexivity and individual maxims. Reflexivity and what to reflect upon is 
conditioned by the ability to observe and the values that subject it (Schön, 1987), 
confirming how agency is a complex dynamic system in itself (Mercer, 2011). I have thus 
proposed a tier of agency that expands from inaction or abstinence to full consciousness 
of action. The baseline rests on the ability to reason and take decisions, or better still ‘the 
capacity to exercise control over one’s thought processes, motivation and action’ 
(Bandura, 1989a, p. 1175). Table 8.2 is my suggestion for a tier of agency conceptualised 
from an intentional and reflexive subjectivity dimension. I have given meanings to the 
properties of agency as presented by Bandura (2006) according to the assumed 
characteristics of the agency level. 

Table 8.2 Agency Tier by Intention and Reflection 

 

 Intentionality Forethought Reactiveness Reflectiveness 
Abstinent 

Agency 
 

To abstain Political Reserved Gauged 

Perfunctory 
Agency 

 

To passivate 
/Comply 

Economic / 
Inhibited 

Imitated Minimal 

Incidental 
Agency 

 

To react / 
Unconscious 

Limited Constrained Limited 

Reflexive 
Agency 

To Act Conscious Composed Rich 
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Returning to the incident that triggered this conceptualisation and through a deductive 
evaluation, the teacher in question may have exhibited a form of perfunctory agency 
where through an intention to comply, the forethought might have been inhibited and 
thus limited reflection and action was only in mirroring others. However, it might also 
have been a decision to be passive for many reasons, reluctance due to the demand of 
reflection for instance (de Vries et al., 2014), thus prompting an economic manner of 
behaviour as a form of adaptation. It may have also been a decision to keep the group in 
harmony due to decisional power issues.  

Consequently, it is hard to certify which of these agency levels is weak or strong on the 
continuum as Mercer (2012) has suggested. What I regard as a critical conclusion from 
this research, however, is that agency can and is beneficial to be trained. A key finding 
which emerged from this research is that agency needs to be supported and nurtured 
with the awareness that it is a strong medium of teacher PLD. Policy makers and school 
leaders’ awareness of teacher agency and its diversity can support teacher reflection on 
a broad improvement of learning. Knowledge of how to interpret, activate and support 
teacher agency can improve school development in terms of school culture and climate. 
Consequently, the next section makes suggestions for practice to sustain agency for 
teachers.  

 

8.8 Implications 

The propositions presented in this chapter can be reified if they are translated into 
strategies. The strategies suggested here are underpinned by the triadic reciprocal 
determinism of social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1989b). It is believed that if strategically 
addressed, cognition, behaviour and the environment, teacher agency for their PLD 
processes could be improved. If opportunities are created, the right motivations are 
enacted and capacities are supported, teacher agency could be enhanced. The capacities 
to learn and self-develop is core for teacher agency. In effect, teacher agency for PLD is a 
capacity that can be nurtured (Edwards, 2015).  Nonetheless, nurture demands specific 
conditions where the enabling and supporting factors are much determining as discussed 
below (Durrant, 2020; Priestley and Drew, 2019). Teachers in this research commended 
the PLD approach but certain fundamental skills for learning, such as observation, 
reflection and meta-cognitive skills needed more depth. I also hypothesise that the more 
opportunities to practice self-determined learning and its skills, the stronger the efficacy 
and agency exhibited by teachers (see Figure 8.5).  

The broader the knowledge base, the deeper reflectivity and the strong meta-cognition 
skills gained through practice will further augment a teacher’s self-efficacy and enacted 
agency. Consequently, the stronger the skills the less support is needed in certain aspects 
of learning as teachers grow into learners that are more autonomous. 
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Figure 8.5 Teacher Capacity vs Growth 

 

Though such skills can be obtained and developed through practice, proactive strategies 
may help. First, it is believed that if teachers are immersed into a self-determined 
approach from the start of their training, it would introduce them earlier to learning skills 
needed for this approach. Self-determined pedagogies are new in today’s learning society 
and most of the candidates for the teaching profession have not yet been exposed to this 
learning model (Edwards, 2015).  Consequently, with the awareness that teachers are 
conditioned by past experiences as students, immersive experiences would generate 
comparative grounds for criticality while providing an opportunity to adapt to the system 
(Allen, 2018). Initiating prospective teachers through self-determined learning would also 
serve as an opportunity to connect to the science of varied pedagogies. Consequently, 
the possibility of the practice and theory divide could be expected to be reduced. 
Teachers hypothetically would start appreciating theory through their transformation of 
beliefs about their adaptations and self-generated theory of practice (Day and Gu, 2007; 
Hennissen et al., 2017). The gap between theory and practice should be shifted more on 
the personal level through skills that enact awareness of the dissonance between their 
espoused theories and their theories in use (Argyris, 2008). These gaps would serve as 
learning and development baselines and motivators (Evans, 2014). Thus, the immersion 
in self-determined learning with adequate academic support would also provide the 
opportunity for teachers to practice other skills such as self-observation and reflexivity 
(Gibson and Ross, 2016). Evidence from this research indicated that reflexivity and self-
observation were modest and parallel analysis suggest the need for more support and 
depth in these skills. Pragmatic application of observation skills and reflection from the 
start of teacher training would also support their criticality and efficacy. Addressing skills 
from a practical perspective is more promising when addressing teacher PLD as it is one 
of the strongest motivators for their learning (Doyle and Ponder, 1977; Guskey, 2002). 
Teacher training programmes modelled on self-determined learning would from the start 
provide teachers progressive, safe contexts for practice mentored by experts in the field 
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(Butler et al., 2015; Hase, 2015). It would also equip new teachers with a better initial 
self-efficacy nurtured through reinforcement of good practices and support in 
challenging experiences and failures (Durrant, 2020).  

The journey to self-determine their learning and the development of self-learning skills 
would provide experiences that would strengthen metacognition (ibid.). The importance 
of metacognition, critical thinking, reflection and challenging of beliefs are noted within 
the professional development literature, but they are not treated as imperative 
fundamentals that should precede any PLD process (Calderhead, 1987; Kramarski and 
Michalsky, 2009; Kuiper and Pesut, 2004). Evidence of metacognition was virtually non-
existent during this research. Teachers were overly absorbed with achieving their 
student-centred or subject-centred learning goals. Teachers were altruistically oriented 
towards their students’ success rather than their own. Both can serve as learning and 
development motivators where research evidence that student orientation goals are 
correlated to PLD engagement (de Vries et al., 2014; Earley and Porritt, 2014), show 
balance between other and personal learning is commended.  Teachers need to be more 
aware of their own learning and the symbiotic relationship that is created between the 
learner and the teacher. The latter roles are interrelated through an alternating process 
where the student is viewed as a source of learning for the teacher (Vaughn and Parsons, 
2013). Symbioses at school is the awareness of the mutual worth in the contribution to 
reciprocal learning (Sun and Van Es, 2015). Teachers need to view themselves more as 
learners (Ginsburg, 2012; Sachs, 2005) and treasure interactions and experience as 
opportunities for growth. Mutuality for learning is a maxim that also binds collaborative 
cultures.  

Collaborative cultures would also augment the development of these skills (Wenger, 
2010). As participants involved in this research have noted, reflection was richer 
collectively. Distribution of work has moreover celebrated idiosyncratic capacities. It was 
noted, however, that personal preferences were subsidiary to the purpose of the PLD 
process and collective needs. This demonstrated that teachers were sensitive and 
adaptable to higher valued ideals. Collaboration supports self-efficacy and encourages 
collective agency. Collective agency was a major factor observed in this research. Early 
experience of collaborative cultures and the feelings tied to them would also engender 
efficacy and hypothetically equip new teachers for schools with challenging cultures. The 
ideal experienced during their training days would eventually serve as a reference point 
of the benefits of such cultures and hopefully furthermore serve as a model and 
alternative reality (Cordingley et al., 2015). Teachers would thus be more equipped with 
leadership skills, and have the understanding and enough self-efficacy to be agents of 
change towards these cultures where missing (Allen, 2018). 

The element of culture leads to the second strategy that would help in the nurture of 
teacher agency for a PLD process. In the absence of the first strategy, fostering 
collaborative cultures at schools can serve as a medium for the development of teacher 
agency and efficacy (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2013). This research has demonstrated that 
teachers were highly influenced by school culture. The influence was evident in their 
choices, attitudes, behaviours and mode of learning. Teachers need to feel appreciated 
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as professionals, where their judgments and capacities are valued, challenged and 
supported. Teachers need to sense that they are important trusted agents in a 
community of learners that are able and capable of addressing challenges (Bubb and 
Earley, 2007). Trust is an imperative element in learning communities (Dochy et al., 2014). 
They need to experience the support of the collective as through collective efficacy they 
will be encouraged to take action (Donohoo et al., 2018). Similarly, as discussed above, 
opportunities for self-determined learning cycles will help teachers acquire meta-
cognitive skills through reflected teaching practices and self-analysis. Collaboration can 
serve as a good medium for teacher learning through reflective discourses, storytelling 
and modelling amongst some (Meirink et al., 2009a). 

Nonetheless, having collaborative cultures does not guarantee the development of core 
skills needed to generate deep learning through teacher agency. Learning collaborative 
cycles need to be supported through enabling structures that are goal oriented and that 
specifically spiral to the development of underpinning skills for learning and 
development; such as the named reflexivity, self-observing and metacognitive skills 
(Bubb, 2013). The centrality of reflection for teacher agency has been broadly noted in 
the literature (e.g. Day, 2017) and confirmed through this research. 

High level of reflection can generate different levels of agency and also add worth to the 
intentions of projected actions (Leijen et al., 2020). Intentions are linked to the 
professional stage and the interests of the participants. However, though the research 
aimed at observing agency for teacher PLD none of the participants had set clear 
intentions or goals specifically for their own learning. As already stated, students’ learning 
took much of the focus of teachers’ goals. Though the goal is noble and much acclaimed 
by literature, the awareness of self-learning would make learning more conscious with 
the eventuality of increasing self-efficacy and agency (Taylor and Marienau, 2016). 
‘Reflexive agency’ (see section 8.7) is seen as the most productive and profitable type of 
agency, both for the teacher and the student. It is an agency which is aware of the 
personal, reciprocal and environmental capacities which can be extended for the 
improvement of learning.  It might sound idealistic but educational theory is guided by 
ideals; reaching high for that ideal is an agency to be supported. Wenger (2010, p. 11) 
states that ‘learning capability may be one of the most important characteristics to 
cultivate in social systems. But it is still an elusive aspiration. We need a social discipline 
of learning’. Social discipline of learning is mainly acquired through the constant open-
minded search and support for the improvement of learning capability. It is this capability 
that will ultimately promote self-efficacy and teacher agency. 

 

8.9 Post-Research Developments 

One advantage of an insider researcher is that s/he can still be immersed in the same 
context even after the doctoral research had concluded and thus has the opportunity to 
keep critical observations of the studied phenomenon active, subject to the researcher 
motivations. This happened also to me as the post research was a particular period 
conditioned by the COVID-19 pandemic. This specific time gave me the opportunity to 
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keep observing teachers’ responses to the challenging demands posed by the restrictions 
of the pandemic. Teachers’ self-efficacy and agency resolved to be very strong within this 
group of teachers most of whom took part in the research. However, no particular 
difference in self-efficacy and agency could be noticed between participant teachers and 
those who did not participate, except for one. It was observed that those who took part 
in the research have underpinned more their practices with theory. A group of participant 
teachers during the pandemic have analysed the validity of gamifying learning. Shifting 
more to online resources they were studying how using portals that gamify knowledge 
was more effective for students’ learning. They substantiated their choices on research 
which examined the pedagogy and particularly formative assessment. They wanted to 
verify how effective it was in their context. It resulted in a new unexpected shift into their 
beliefs and practices. They admitted that before the pandemic they had a dichotomous 
belief between learning and games in contrast to a stronger belief that pedagogically 
designed games are a valid vehicle of learning. 

Another instant can similarly be corroborated with this development, independent from 
the pandemic, related to the early-years group who took part in this research. Group 1 of 
this research had experienced difficulties in their PLD goals due to a shift of resources. 
Following the research year this group on their own volition felt that they need to address 
a weakness in the teaching of Maltese language. It had long been felt that students were 
becoming more English speaking to the detriment of the native Maltese language. The 
reason was that most media that Maltese children follow are in English and are 
consequently less exposed to the language. These teachers have undertaken some 
research and have proposed some changes to the delivery of Maltese that can be 
harmonised with the teaching of English, thus easing transference of literacy knowledge 
for students. 

Both phenomena described above evidence the budding and enactment of agency. It also 
provides evidence of the strengthening of self-efficacy as in both instances they believed 
that their professional actions would improve students’ learning and their experiences. 

 

8.10 Final Word 

This research was underpinned by choices. Choice to act or not - a basic tenant of agency. 
How and why to act are other aspects of choices. Our response to choices can always 
lean to act in safety without extending capabilities and without challenging capacities. 
Schools have often become too much of safe havens where what has worked in the past 
is repeated, preserved or where prescribed answers are expected. Yet, are schools 
enough intriguing that generate adequate inquiry for learners?  

The enactment of the learner’s critical enquiry is paramount to resolve present and future 
complexities. This research has evidenced that under favourable circumstances teachers 
who are learners as much as teachers have advanced in growth. It has also taught us how 
and where to improve such an approach. Through a self-determined learning approach 
teachers have acted and gained self-efficacy to deal with phenomena that influence their 
students’ learning. This is a research of hope for the learner, the teacher and the leader. 
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It has evidenced that agency towards a PLD process can be possible, enacted, 
determined, directed and most of all rewarding. Let us keep reflecting on Limbeck and 
Gage’s (2014, p.24) observation, inspired by Goethe, that ‘if [we] treat people as they 
are, they will become worse. If [we] treat them as they could be, they will become better’.  
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APPENDIX 
 

Appendix A 
Teacher Professional Development Plan (PDP Specimen) 

Teacher/s Name/s Grade Level/Subject PDP starting date: 
September 2018 Ms Bettina  Grade 2 

Ms Lucia Grade 2 PDP estimated end date 
May 2019 Ms Sandra  Grade 2 

 

Area Identified for Learning & Development of Professional Practice  

Area Identified for Learning & 
Development 

Reasons Why/Sources of Evidence * 

We will explore, implement, and 
evaluate balanced literacy in our 
classrooms with emphasis on guided 
reading so that by year three, the 
students will make substantial yearly 
gains based on beginning and ending 
assessments related to the national 
reading standards 

Reading sessions are still teacher centered and a 
number of students are not engaged enough due 
to the big number of students and mixed ability 
present in our classrooms. Evidence is brought 
from our reflective discussions and from the 
reports of our classroom observations from SLT 

 

Professional Learning Goal and Activities  

Professional 
Learning Goal 

Skills and 
Knowledge 

Activities Resources Needed 

Explore and evaluate 
balanced literacy 
with a focus on 
guided reading, 
including the use of 
reading assessments. 

Background 
knowledge of 
theory in 
teaching 
balanced literacy 
skills for 6-7-
year-old 
students 
Knowledge 
about how to 
conduct 
effective guided 
reading classes 
Knowledge on 
reading 
assessment 
methods 

Visit a literacy 
classroom at my 
grade level 
Discuss 
assessment used 
in literacy 
programs with 
the Literacy 
Support Unit 
Read 
professional 
sources on 
guided reading 
Engage in self-
reflection 
Participate in 
workshops and 
conferences 

 

Time to meet 
and coordinate 
the activities 
Levelled Reading 
Books 
Possibility of 
support from 
other staff 
during the 
sessions 
Access to 
journals and 
books about 
guided reading 
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Professional Learning Goal Evaluative & Success 
Criteria 

Timescale 

Explore and evaluate balanced 
literacy with a focus on guided 
reading, including the use of 

reading assessments 

We have gathered the 
required knowledge 
Have visited a model 
reading session 
We got the required 
reading books for the 
sessions 
We are confident in 
managing the reading 
activity 
Begin to implement 
classroom routines, 
assessment techniques, 
quality small group 
instruction. 
Confidence in reading 
assessment mode 
The activities are well 
coordinated 
Students are engaged 
and showing progress 
Invite Reading Specialist 
to observe 
Students level on the 
appropriate standardized 
reading score 

 

November 2018 
End November 2018 
December 2018 
 
December 2018 
 
January 2019 
 
 
February 2019 
January 2019 
January 2019 
March /April 2019 
May 2019 

 

PDP Progress Summary 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Demonstrated Progress Sources of Evidence PDP Revisions (if 
applicable) 

Review 
Date 

We are more versed in guided 
reading techniques and 
children are more engaged and 
interested in reading. Students 
are showing a higher degree of 
interest and some of them 
have also increased fluency 

Self-reflection 
Feedback from peers 
Positive feedback from 
students and parents 
Reading assessment 
data 
Literacy Support Staff 
observation 
Using the Level of Use 
rubric to help us keep 

Not applicable, time 
scale was adequate 
except some delay in 
book delivery. 
However, we 
managed to choose 
some books from our 
school library as a 
contingency 

N/A 
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Summative Review of PDP Progress 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Professional Learning Goals Expectations 
Met (Y) or 

Not Met (N) 

Sources of Evidence * Summative 
Review 

Date 
Explore and evaluate balanced 
literacy with a focus on guided 
reading, including the use of 
reading assessments 

Yes Self-reflection 
Feedback from peers 
Positive feedback 
from Students and 
parents 
Reading assessment 
data 

May 2019 
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Teacher Professional Development Plan (PDP) – Group 1 
Teacher/s Name/s Grade Level/Subject PDP starting date:  

July 2018  
 

 
Ms. Adele 
Ms. Linda 

Ms. Arianna 

 
Year x Teacher 
Year x Teacher 
Year x Teacher 

PDP estimated end date 
June 2019 
 

  

 
Area Identified for Learning & Development of Professional Practice  

Area Identified for Learning & 
Development 

Reasons Why/Sources of Evidence  

We will explore, implement and evaluate 
our current Classroom Management 
techniques. Based on this reflection we 
will plan out different strategies with 
which we can strengthen this area.   

We feel that the strategies that we have been 
using in our past classrooms have not been 
rendered fully efficient. Some of these methods 
may have become outdated and we feel that 
each new class represents new challenges.  

 
Professional Learning Goal and Activities  

Professional 
Learning Goal 

Skills and 
Knowledge 

Activities Resources Needed 

We are aiming for 
an improved 
classroom 
management and 
in so doing this will 
create an 
environment 
which is more 
conducive to 
learning.  
 

Knowledge based 
on the experiences 
gained through 
our past years of 
teaching.  

Engage in self 
reflection.  
Critical friend will 
observe and provide 
feedback on what has 
been discussed and how 
behavioural 
management skills can 
be further enhanced.  

Time to meet and 
coordinate the 
techniques 
discussed.  

Different reward 
systems and 
behavioural charts 
discussed.  
Access to different 
websites which 
further discuss this 
topic.  

Professional Learning 
Goal 

Evaluative & Success Criteria Timescale 

We are aiming for an 
improved classroom 
management and in so 
doing this will create an 
environment which is 
more conducive to 
learning.  
 
 
 
 

Everyone had to adapt 
according to his classroom 
needs however some 
behavioural systems are still 
common among the classes.  
 
For instance an ‘Uh oh’ card is 
given when a boy was not able 
to finish a task because of 
talking or playing. This was 
effective at the beginning of 
the year, thus stopped using it 
since everyone was trying his 
best to finish the task given in 

Term 1 and Term 2 
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class. However, in the Yr 1 
classes this was rarely being 
used, because it was not being 
effective. 
 
HW Fine: Ms Linda started 
using this in the beginning of 
the year but is barely using it 
now since most children get 
their HW on time and have no 
issues for homeworks. 
 
However, other Yr 1 teachers 
started using it in the 
beginning of the year, but 
some students started 
removing the card attached to 
the work and  it lost its 
purpose.  Instead we write HW 
not done (date) and please sign 
and expect the signed work the 
following day. Missing or 
incomplete work is also being 
tracked in MIS. 
 
Group system: Groups will get 
points (1-2 coupons). At the 
end of the week, teacher will 
count the points. The group 
with the most points will get a 
reward. - This worked very well 
with Ms Linda’s class. All 
groups strive their best to gain 
points. Points given are never 
taken back by class teacher. 
However, if a particular group 
misbehaves, the teacher will 
give points to the other groups 
and not to that particular 
group.  
 
Another teacher uses a smiley 
reward system for the 
groups.  The groups who strive 
to do their best and reach the 
targets discussed beforehand, 
will earn a smiley face.  The 
group with the most smiley 
faces will then earn a 
reward.  On the other hand, 
when a group misbehaves they 
will earn a frowny face.  This 
system is working well as it is 
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also helping the students to 
work within a team. 
 
Individual system: Students 
who get 5 points or reach the 
Outstanding step will be given 
a reward - This system is very 
effective in Ms Linda’s class. 
Students really work hard to 
reach outstanding and does 
not like going down to time out 
and parent contact. Some 
students also help each other 
in improving in the behaviour 
ladder and points it out to the 
teacher on purpose.  
 
Ms Linda also gives a star of 
the day tag to the student who 
does something extraordinary 
during the day, or does his 
work well, or behaves perfectly 
in class.  
 
In Ms. Adelle’s class the 
individual system is displayed 
on a cloud, visible to the 
children.  Each child has his 
number written on the cloud 
and depending on his 
behaviour he can earn up to 
five stars.  Once he earns all 
five stars he is given a reward 
and then will start all over 
again. 
 
Ms. Arianna is using an online 
system as an individual reward, 
where the children are given 
points according to various 
criteria: eg. completing their 
work on time, helping others, 
participating, persistance, 
teamwork, using my manners. 
These criteria were set after 
being discussed with the 
students themselves. At the 
end of the week, the students 
which reach a set target, will 
be rewarded. 
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PDP Progress Summary 

Demonstrated 
Progress 

Sources of Evidence PDP 
Revisions (if 
applicable) 

Review 
Date 
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Professiona
l Learning 

Goals 

Expectation
s 

Met (Y) or 
Not Met (N) 

Sources of Evidence  Summativ
e Review 

Date 

Uh Oh Card: 
Most of the 
pupils did 
their best to 
finish their 
classwork 
on time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes 

 

 

HW Fine: When this card 
was used being used, some 
of the students in Yr 1 used 
to remove it to avoid 
consequences at 
home.  instead Yr 1 
teachers used to write HW 
not done (date) and please 
sign, and tracking the 
missing work in MIS 

Missing assignment report in MIS for student A 
in Term 2

 
 

Missing assignment report in MIS for student A 
in Term 3

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



229 
 

Teacher Professional Development Plan (PDP) –Group 2 
Teacher/s Name/s Grade Level/Subject PDP starting date: 

25th June 2018 Ms Helena 
Ms Frida 

Ms Maureen 

 
Year x 

 

PDP estimated end date 
Ongoing (Experimental date: Till June 2019) 

  

 
Area Identified for Learning & Development of Professional Practice  

Area Identified for 
Learning & 

Development 

Reasons Why/Sources of Evidence  

We will explore, 
implement and 
evaluate behavioral 
issues and the 
teacher’s response to 
the child’s actions.   

We feel that this is a common concern amongst teachers. At times 
teachers/LSAs argue that they do not have a standard, clear process 
of discipline to refer to whenever they need and in fact they feel 
insecure when giving a consequence. 
  
Area of growth: how the teacher responds to misbehaviour 

What is being done: 

 rewarding system and behaviour charts 
o reason: attractive and visible for all 
o result; those who behave well are more 

stimulated to keep it up but those who 
continuously misbehave might become even more 
discouraged to behave.  Eventually it will be 
ignored as students get too used to it 

 names of students written on whiteboard 
o reason: visual reminder and for the children to be 

continuously reminded 
o result: it might impact the child negatively since 

he might feel exposed in front of his peers 
 one to one chats (teacher and student) 

o reason: to give reasons why such a behaviour is 
not acceptable and the child understands what he 
has done wrong 

o result: students tend to give more sense to the 
consequence he receives 

 immediate verbal correction and consequence 
o reason: misbehaviour is dealt with immediately 
o result: student might feel bad as it is done in front 

of this peers and at times they might not really 
understand what they did wrong 

 involving third parties: sending the child to the 
administration office or guidance 

o reason: getting a consequence from another 
person rather than from the teacher might have a 
greater impact. This can also be done when the 
teacher feels that she lost control of the child/fed 
up 
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o result: at times the teacher will get to know some 
information about the child which would not have 
been shared before. Some students may still be 
indifferent to such a strategy. 

 observing /discussing what is triggering such a 
misbehaviour 

o reason: to realise what is making the child act in 
such a way and help him to deal with it in a better 
way 

o result: once the triggers are identified, such 
circumstances are avoided 

 praising the child; show him that you believe in him and 
that such a misbehaviour will not be repeated 

o reason: to promote self-confidence in the child 
o result: some students appreciate this and improve 

their behaviors 
 At times students who are considered as ‘naughty’ are 

more prone to get an immediate consequence (at times 
different from the consequence given to a boy who is 
considered as ‘good’) since the teacher will be ‘fed 
up/tired’ of repeated misbehaviour. Other students 
observing such an incident may realise that the 
consequences given were not identical even though the 
actions were exactly the same. 

o reason: At times this happens without even 
realising. Gossiping amongst teachers will 
encourage this even more. 

o result: ‘naughty’ students are discouraged even 
more. Other students will sense an atmosphere of 
preferences 

  

What is not being done: 

 a common, clear, structured system of consequences 
(both positive and negative) which is implemented with a 
whole school approach 

o reason: a common, clear, structured system is still 
not found and agreed upon 

o result: students do not have a clear common 
process of consequences 

 sometimes the teacher is not being consistent in the 
consequences 

o reason: no clear, consistent system to follow and 
refer to 

o result: students get a sense of insecurity and 
consistency from the teacher 

 the rewarding system; in the beginning of the year it is 
given a lot of importance and attention, but throughout 
the year it will not be so effective anymore 

o reason: the teacher tries to use a common system 
for all the students in class 
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o result: students get used to it and become 
ineffective. It has to be changed quite often 

 discussing and reasoning the consequence with the child 
or giving a choice 

o reason: putting more responsibility on the child 
o result: when the child has more say in the 

decision, he appreciates it more and has a positive 
reaction 

 calming down breaks 
o reason: gives the child the chance to relax and 

refresh 
o result: the child acts better after the break 

 
 
Professional Learning Goal and Activities  

Professional 
Learning Goal 

Skills and Knowledge Activities Resources Needed 

To explore, 
implement and 
evaluate 
behavioral 
issues and the 
teacher’s 
response to the 
child’s actions.  
 
 

Previous 
experiences in the 
classroom 
environment 
dealing with 
misbehaviour. 
  

       The teachers have to 
be aware of certain 
information about 
students with 
particular 
backgrounds or 
needs.  

Read professional 
sources. 
  
Evaluate the present 
school policy. 
  
Meetings between all the 
stakeholders to discuss 
different ideas, 
experiences and 
concerns with regards to 
dealing with 
misbehaviour and 
responding to it. All 
individuals are 
encouraged to share 
good/bad practices 
which were 
implemented and tested. 
  
Attend available courses. 
  
Discuss such an issue 
with other teachers/LSAs 
who work in other 
schools. 

Time and venue 
to meet and co-
ordinate the 
activities. 
  
Support from 
all the 
stakeholders. 
Access to 
journals and 
material 
related to 
topic. 
  
The present 
school policy. 
  
Contacts with 
other 
professionals. 

Professional Learning Goal Evaluative & Success 
Criteria 

Timescale 

 

To explore, implement and 
evaluate behavioural issues 

and the teacher’s response to 
the child’s actions.  

 

After sharing, 
discussing and 
evaluating all the good 
and bad practice, a 

 

If successful, this can be on-going. 
  
Experimental phase: September 
2018 – June 2019 
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Children will be aware of a 
clear, structured discipline 
procedure to be followed 

when they misbehave 
 

clear and structured 
school discipline policy 
is established. 
  
A calmer classroom 
environment. 
  
Students still behave 
when the teacher 
leaves the classroom. 
  
The children are 
already aware of the 
consequence that they 
deserve even before 
the teacher 
intervenes. 
  
Students take 
responsibility of their 
actions. 
  
Students’ behaviour is 
based on morality 
rather than on fear 
from consequences. 
 

 
PDP Progress Summary 

Demonstrated 
Progress 

Sources of 
Evidence 

PDP Revisions (if 
applicable) 

Review 
Date     

 
Professional Learning Goals Expectations 

Met (Y) or 
Not Met (N) 

Sources of Evidence  Summative 
Review Date 

 To explore, implement 
and evaluate behavioral 
issues and the teacher’s 
response to the child’s 
actions.  

  children will be aware 
of a clear, structured 

y Children got used to the 
system and everyone 
was motivated to 
improve his area. We 
were very satisfied at the 
end. 
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discipline procedure to 
be followed when they 
misbehave 

 

 

Summative Review of PDP Progress 

 
Professional Learning 

Goals 
Expectations 

Met (Y) or 
Not Met (N) 

Sources of 
Evidence 

Summative Review 
Date 
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Teacher Professional Development Plan (PDP) –Group 3 
Teacher/s Name/s Grade Level/Subject PDP starting date: June 2018 

 Mr Roderick Subject 1 

Mr Tristan Subject 2 PDP estimated end date June 2019 

 
Area Identified for Learning & Development of Professional Practice  

Area Identified for Learning & 
Development 

Reasons Why/Sources of Evidence  

ASSESSMENT AND OR SELF 
ASSESSMENT IN SUBJECT SPECIFIC 
TEACHING 

THERE IS THE NEED FOR MORE EFFECTIVE METHOD 
OF ASSESSMENT FOR A NON-ACADEMIC SUBJECT  

 
Professional Learning Goal and Activities  

Professional 
Learning Goal 

Skills and Knowledge Activities Resources 
Needed 

EXPLORE AND 
EVALUATE 
INNOVATIVE WAYS 
OF SELF-
ASSESSMENT 
WHERE STUDENTS 
ARE MORE 
CRITICAL 
THINKERS. IN THIS 
WAY CHILDREN 
WILL KNOW THE 
DIRECTION THEY 
ARE HEADING TO.  
 

  LEARNING HOW TO 
ANALYZE THEIR SKILLS 
BETTER. ALSO LEARNING 
HOW TO GIVE 
CONSTRUCTIVE CRITICISM 
TO PEERS AND TO 
CRITICALLY EVALUATE 
THEIR OWN WORK WHILE 
DETERMINING WAYS FOR 
IMPROVEMENT.  
 

DOWNLOAD AN APP 
WHICH IS USER 
FRIENDLY THAT CAN 
BE USED FOR 
PARTNER SKILL 
ANALYSIS VIDEO 
 
CREATE SELF-
ASSESSMENT SHEETS 
 
PARTNER SKILL 
ANALYSIS USING 
TABLETS 
 
COLLABORATIVE 
TEACHING/CROSS 
SUBJECT TEACHING 
 
FIRST VISUALLY 
RECORD THEIR OWN 
WORK TO CRITICALLY 
ASSESS IT. 
 

TABLETS AND 
RECORDING 
CAMERA 
 
SELF-
ASSESSMENTS 
SHEETS 

Professional Learning Goal Evaluative & Success 
Criteria 

Timescale 

GETTING AN EFFECTIVE AND 
PRACTICAL ASSESSMENT 

WHICH IS USER FRIENDLY FOR 
PRIMARY STUDENTS 

 

GROUP/PERSONAL 
EVALUATION WITH 
SPECIALIZED  SUBJECT 
TEACHERS 
SELF ASSESSMENT SHEETS 
 

JUNE 2018 
 
JULY 2018 
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PDP Progress Summary 

Demonstrated Progress Sources of 
Evidence 

PDP Revisions (if 
applicable) 

Review 
Date 

listing and compiling of LOFs for the various 
subjects which would help in the assessment 
process.  

LOFs 
  

 

Professional Learning 
Goals 

Expectations 
Met (Y) or 

Not Met (N) 

Sources of 
Evidence  

Summative Review 
Date 

    

 

Summative Review of PDP Progress 

 
Professional Learning 

Goals 
Expectations 

Met (Y) or 
Not Met (N) 

Sources of 
Evidence 

Summative Review 
Date 
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Teacher Professional Development Plan (PDP) –Group 4 
Teacher/s Name/s Grade Level/Subject PDP starting date: 

September 2018 Ms Elise Grade x 
Mr Harry Grade x PDP estimated end date 

May 2019 Ms Tatiana Grade x 
 
Area Identified for Learning & Development of Professional Practice  

Area Identified for Learning & 
Development 

Reasons Why/Sources of Evidence  

We will be going through the Social 
Studies topics to make them more 
hands on and interactive for student 
and study its impact..  

Social Studies lessons are still teacher centered with 
too much knowledge to be passed on.  We realized 
that it lacked hands on activities and a student 
centered approach. A good number of students still 
find it very boring. 

 
Professional Learning Goal and Activities  

Professional 
Learning Goal 

Skills and Knowledge Activities Resources 
Needed 

Explore and 
evaluate a variety 
of social studies 
topics in a more 
interactive way. 
 

Background knowledge of 
six chosen topics from the 
syllabus. 
Being aware of the 
students’ needs and 
preferences to instigate 
motivation and interest 
during Social Studies 
lessons.  

Engage in  self 
reflection. 
 
Search for hands on 
activities related to 
the topics. 
 
Consider outings/ 
lessons outside 
class related to the 
topics done. 
 
Use of technology 
available. 
 

 
Time to meet 
and coordinate 
the activities. 
Possibility of 
support from 
other staff 
during planning 
and lessons. 
Revised booklets 
and other 
tangible 
resources 

Professional Learning Goal Evaluative & Success 
Criteria 

Timescale 

Explore and evaluate a variety of 
social studies topics in a more 
interactive way. 
 
 

Revisiting and amending lesson 
plans, booklets and 
resources. 
Going to various outings 
and sites to consolidate 
what is done in class. 
Delivery of lessons and 
engaging students in 
meaningful activities and 
discussions which are 
hands on. 

Students will show what they 
have learned through 
feedback given (primarily 
during discussions in class) 

September 2018-June 
2019 



237 
 

and formative assessments 
(projects and fieldwork). 

 
PDP Progress Summary 

Demonstrated 
Progress 

Sources of Evidence PDP Revisions (if 
applicable) 

Review 
Date 

Students are more 
engaged when having 
an active role in all 
lessons. 

Students are more engaged and 
are showing interest in Social 
Studies lessons and its diverse 
topics. Students also show 
extended interest by going 
beyond what is presented. 

We will continue 
to evaluate until 
the end of the 
scholastic year. 

 

 
Professional Learning 

Goals 
Expectations 

Met (Y) or 
Not Met (N) 

Sources of 
Evidence  

Summative Review 
Date 

    

 

Summative Review of PDP Progress 

 
Professional 

Learning Goals 
Expectations 

Met (Y) or 
Not Met (N) 

Sources of Evidence Summative 
Review 

Date 

 Explore and 
evaluate a variety 
of social studies 
topics in a more 
interactive way. 

Y  Children relatively were 
more engaged than 
previous years. We had 
a problem to contain 
students at times as 
they got very excited 
with the projects we 
have planned. 

 23-5-2019 
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Teacher Professional Development Plan (PDP) – Group 5 
Teacher/s Name/s Grade Level/Subject PDP starting date: 

25th June 2018 Ms Tara 
Mr Oliver 

Ms Moana 

Middle school 
 

PDP estimated end date 
September 2019 

 
Area Identified for Learning & Development of Professional Practice  

Area Identified for Learning & Development Reasons Why/Sources of 
Evidence  

Including more (tablet) applications during lessons.  
We will explore the applications available and analyse 
them.  We will then implement them and include them in our 
daily lessons. At the end we will evaluate their use and 
efficiency.   

To increase the use of the 
tablet in the classroom. 
To make lessons more 
interesting for the children. 
To explore ways in 
increasing the children’s 
understanding. 
 

 
Professional Learning Goal and Activities  

Professional 
Learning Goal 

Skills and Knowledge Activities Resources 
Needed 

Explore, include 
and evaluate 
tablet 
applications in the 
main subjects 
(Maths, English, 
Maltese and 
Science).   
 

Knowledge and skill of how to 
use the different tablet 
applications.  Knowledge of 
how to link the application to 
the learning objective of the 
lesson.   

If support is 
needed, contact 
the designated 
person 
regarding 
technical 
difficulties.   
Engage in self-
reflection and 
feedback from 
the children. 
 

Time to meet and 
plan the 
activities.   
Tablets and 
internet 
connection.  
Access to 
available 
applications on 
the tablets. 
Possibility of 
support from 
other staff 
regarding 
technicalities.   
 

Professional Learning Goal Evaluative & Success 
Criteria 

Timescale 

Explore, implement and evaluate 
the tablet applications during main 
subjects (Maths, English, Maltese 

and Science).  
 
 

 
From June 2018 till June 
2019 
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PDP Progress Summary 

Demonstrated Progress Sources of 
Evidence 

PDP Revisions (if 
applicable) 

Review 
Date 

We did the first term Maths 
and the second term 
Religion assessments on the 
tablet. 
 
We included games on the 
tablet which are related to 
some  lessons.  In a 
particular Maths lesson, as 
homework, the children 
were required to take a 
photo of an object being 
measured (length lesson).  
 
Some quizzes also served as 
revision of the lesson done.    
 

Moodle quiz 
(Maths 
assessment) 

Kahoot quizzes 
(Religion 
assessments and 
other subjects 
such as Maltese, 
English, Science 
and Maths). 
 

Games which are 
tablet friendly.   

Moodle Maths quiz: there 
were technical problems 
(such as too many tablets 
usings the internet at the 
same time and low 
battery on tablets). After 
the quiz was done the 
children know the mark 
immediately and what 
they got wrong.   
 
Kahoot quizzes were 
useful and fun however 
sometimes there were 
problems with the 
internet and the quiz 
itself. 
 
Games were used and the 
children could also play 
those same games at 
home.   
 
The children enjoyed 
using their tablets during 
lessons and the Kahoot 
quizzes were a good way 
to revise topics done.   

26/03/2019 

 
Professional Learning Goals Expectations 

Met (Y) or 
Not Met (N) 

Sources of Evidence  Summative 
Review Date 

 Some activities have to be 
shorter and it would be a good 
idea to present a timer to set a 
time for the  students so they 
will not linger to start the 
activity. 
 
The tablet motivated  children 
during lessons. 

Partly met 
 

The expectations were 
partly met because we 
used the tablet and the 
children enjoyed using the 
tablet during lessons. 
 
The expectations were 
partly not met due to 
technical errors and due 
to a very busy school 
schedule/ time-table, the 
activities could not be 
managed and completed. 
 

26/03/2019 
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Summative Review of PDP Progress 

 
Professional 

Learning Goals 
Expectations 

Met (Y) or 
Not Met (N) 

Sources of 
Evidence 

Summative Review 
Date 

The children 
enjoyed the quizzes 
and games found 
on the tablet.  The 
applications on the 
tablet made lessons 
more interesting 
for them.  Some 
applications were 
even used as 
revision of the 
topics done.  The 
children were 
exposed to various 
applications on 
their tablets. 
 
The tablet was used 
mostly in the Main 
subjects (Maths, 
English, Maltese & 
Science).   It was 
also used for the 
second term 
Religion 
assessments.   

 
Y 

 
 
 
 

           
 

     

Moodle 
(Maths) quiz 
Kahoot 
quizzes  
Applications 
(games) found 
on the tablet.  
PowerPoint 
presentations 
and videos 
found on the 
tablet. 

 Overall the children 
enjoyed using the 
tablet during the 
lesson.  Often, the 
quizzes served as 
revision and these 
helped the children 
remember the topics 
done previously.  The 
tablet was used during 
lessons however some 
games/quizzes might 
not have been done 
because of the 
school’s busy schedule 
and the school’s 
activities.   
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Appendix B 
PLD Three-Day Programme Booklet 
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Appendix C 
 

 

 

Agency Learning Cycle 
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Teacher Professional Growth Trail 
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Appendix D – Three Day PLD Programme Evaluations 
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Appendix E –KOLB’S LEARNING STYLE INVENTORY  Results 
 

First 
Name 

ACCE AERO Learning 
style 

Learning 
Flexibility 
Index 

Learning Flexibility 

Tatiana 21 -3 Analyzing 0.69 Deciding, Thinking, Imagining, 
Reflecting, Balancing 

Adele 7 7 Balancing 0.64 Thinking, Analyzing, Reflecting 

Tristan 27 1 Thinking 0.89 Deciding, Analyzing, Balancing, 
Initiating 

Harry 16 -7 Analyzing 0.47 Thinking, Reflecting, Balancing 

Frida 17 18 Deciding 0.77 Balancing, Acting, Thinking 

Tara 4 19 Initiating 0.66 Deciding, Balancing, Thinking, 
Acting, Reflecting 

Philip 5 -10 Imagining 0.96 Initiating, Reflecting, Deciding, 
Balancing 

Elise 9 20 Acting 0.94 Experiencing, Balancing, 
Initiating, Imagining 

Mia -5 -7 Imagining 0.74 Balancing, Reflecting, 
Experiencing 

Luana 11 16 Acting 0.88 Thinking, Analyzing, Reflecting, 
Initiating, Balancing 

Arianna 8 12 Acting 0.86 Balancing, Experiencing, 
Analyzing, Thinking 

Elsa 1 19 Initiating 0.94 Analyzing, Acting, Experiencing, 
Balancing, Imagining 

Moana 5 10 Experiencing 0.96 Deciding, Analyzing, Thinking, 
Initiating, Balancing, Reflecting 

Linda 10 22 Acting 0.83 Deciding, Balancing, Analyzing 

Roderick 13 15 Acting 0.78 Deciding, Experiencing, 
Thinking, Balancing, Analyzing 

 

ACCE – Abstract Conceptualization vs ConcreteExperience 

AERO – Active Experimentation vs Reflective Observation 
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Appendix F –Interview and Focus Group Questions 
 

Individual Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
 

1. What is your opinion about the planning mode of this PLD process? 
2. What were your feelings during the three-day planning programme? 
3. What advantages and disadvantages do you perceive in this mode? 
4. Have you encountered any difficulties in setting the PDP? If yes can you 

elaborate? 
5. What would you change if any in the PDP? 
6. Have you consulted any educational theory? 
7. What are your predictions/expectations for your PLD plan? 
8. What characteristics do you feel will potentially make this PLD approach effective? 

 

Focus Group Semi-Structured Questions 

1. How is your professional learning and development proceeding? 
2. Have you done any amendments in your PDP along its implementation?  
3. Can you identify any developments that have taken place through this PLD 

process? 
4. What were the main challenges you had to address? 
5. What have you learnt up till now? 
6. Any further observations?  
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Appendix G – Specimen Interview Analysis– Elise 
 

Interviewer: What is your opinion about the way this PLD is approached or was 
approached?  

Elise:  I think it was very positive as we had the opportunity, mmm, to work on areas 
which throughout the year we don’t have much time to prepare for with all the 
corrections and different activities going on and as a group we focused on a subject which 
we thought needed more, mmm, improvement. 

Interviewer: Mmm, you answered the second question as well.  Is the learning and 
development chosen by yourself or not? 

Elise: Yes and I think that’s what makes it even more positive because it’s one thing 
someone imposes something on you and you are given a topic or a subject and you have 
to work on it because they told you to, and it’s another coming from the group who has 
been working throughout the year and knowing themselves that they, that it needs 
improvement.  I think it works more… 

Interviewer:  How did you feel that it needed improvement? What…? 

Elise: Because in our case the subject we chose was Social Studies and I had been teaching 
this subject for the past 6 years and for me it was something very negative that year after 
year the students were never engaged in the subject.  Now at times I questioned maybe 
it was me because I’m not into the subject much myself but there were topics which were 
really interesting and which I felt confident in delivering and still their approach, the 
approach wasn’t engaging for the students. 

Interviewer: Ok.  So how do you think it will…. the learning you’re gaining …how it will 
affect the learning process and the area chosen? Like… 

Elise: The learning process for the children or for us? 

Interviewer: For you 

Elise: For me I think the fact that we need time to reflect on our methodologies so than 
we can finally always improve because sometimes it doesn’t mean because it is working 
this year it might not work the following year and also sometimes it depends on the 
dynamics of the group. Mmm, so as a teacher I need to reflect ongoingly on the methods 
I’m using with my students.  Mmm, as a group, the fact that we had the same problem 
than you start questioning that it’s more the methodology rather than you as a teacher 
giving out the lesson so then that led us to changing the way we were teaching the 
subject.   Mmm, and obviously it would leave a positive impact finally on the students and 
us as teachers because once you see your students engaged the lesson sort of passes by 
more quickly, you end up enjoying it more and so will the children.  

Time 

Self-determined Learning 

Focus on Students 

Reflexivity 

Reflective practice 

Collective 
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Interviewer: OK.  So you assume that there is…you think there will be more learning 
because there is more engagement. 

Elise: Of course…for sure. 

Interviewer: What do you think about the PDP? The professional development plan, the 
plan that you created. How do you feel about that? 

Elise: At first we weren’t so sure of how to fill in the details but once you explained, I think 
it is quite straight forward. 

Interviewer: You had the model. 

Elise: Exactly…..At least there is something recorded. 

Interviewer: Did it help…Did it help the fact that you have planning… a planning 
document….did it help?  

Elise: I think it guided us more to where we are and to where we need to go. So, and even 
now we can refer to it 

Interviewer:  A clearer…a clearer goal 

Elise: Exactly….and we can refer to it let’s say at the end of the year.  We see again what 
we wrote and if there’s even more things, mmm, to… 

Interviewer:  So you think as a tool it does help to make you focus. 

Elise: It makes it a bit more structured.  It helps you focus more.  Cause sometimes we do 
these things but just verbally but then time passes by an you forget what you’ve said or 
decided to do. 

Interviewer: OK.  Mmm, what advantages and disadvantages… you already 
explained…about this way of approaching your professional development. 

Elise: As I said I think it is positive because it gives us the opportunity to reflect on what 
we are doing and how we can improve it rather than always adding something new, 
mmm, because I think it is one of the problems that we have in our Maltese education.  
We have many good tools but people just dump them, they make a fuss for a period of 
time and they forget all about it.  So people never really get to use that tool hundred 
percent…  

Interviewer: So if I am understanding properly, people don’t actually, mmm, try to 
evaluate its effectiveness, its efficiency…  

Elise: Exactly! They come up with an interesting idea.   And sometimes it really is an 
interesting idea but unfortunately who comes up with it like, mmm, is rarely in a primary 
classroom in our case so the ideas sometimes are too nice but not too realistic.  

Interviewer : Because they are outside of the context, perhaps? 

Elise: That’s what I think….because if they were in the context they wouldn’t say certain 
things.   

Interviewer: So the idea would be commendable but then when you come into practice, 
it’s… 

Evaluation / Goals 
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Practicality 

Contextualised 
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Elise: Exactly 

Interviewer: …another story because there are so many intricacies that make the thing 
not so effective in the end.  

Elise: Because you have to be realistic.  I mean, ok the group might change as I said but 
still there is a syllabus, still there is a certain structure which we need to follow.  So, fine 
we need to still improve and improve in technology for example, different ways of 
learning but we have to keep in mind what our goal is, where we are going. 

Interviewer: Do you see any disadvantages in this way of professional development?  

Elise: Not really. I think something else I like it is not like it’s just one teacher from the 
year group working on it, it’s the whole group.  And since we share our lesson plans and 
resources, it’s good that even tough maybe if I am responsible let say for Science, the 
whole group is involved in the planning. 

Interviewer: It’s like a collective… 

Elise: Ok…there is one person who will finally write the lesson plan but the ideas are 
coming from the three of us not just one teacher. 

Interviewer: A collective effort.  

Elise: Exactly. 

Interviewer: So it makes it more, it makes everyone involved and how you say it… 

Elise: It’s like it’s theirs. 

Interviewer: Own it. 

Elise: Ownership 

Interviewer: Ownership.  OK.  So you don’t see any disadvantages in this way of…. 

Elise: Not really.  No.  Something more positive will be if we had the time to meet up more 
regularly but as I said…. 

Interviewer: Time… Always… A problem.  What difficulties have you encountered in 
constructing the whole think, the PDP and the approach, any particular difficulties? 

Elise: This year I think the difficulty was the time we had to meet up in summer, we had 
to go through the booklet, we were pressed for time to send it for printing so we had to 
rush through the whole thing. 

Interviewer: Being the goal how it was…. 

Elise: Exactly. 

Interviewer: The first goal was to create a new booklet. 

Elise: But we were determined that we wouldn’t leave it like that for another year so we 
did it.  

Collective 

Individual and 
collective 

Agency 
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Interviewer: Ok…so it was the first target like. But then as you went along.  Like…at first 
you said you were a bit unsure about the PDP how it goes, with the model, and then this, 
and then when you started implementing.  

Elise: Then, we finalised the booklet.  Cause those had to be sent for printing.  The person 
responsible for doing the lesson plans is still doing the lesson plans bit by bit along the 
year because it was impossible to finish them all before summer, but we continued to 
give out our feedback as we go along. 

Interviewer:  Ok.  Did you consult any, mmm, or it might not be consult, mmm, physically 
like any theory that supports this project? Let’s say… 

Elise: We didn’t really look into theories but obviously we all have our background of 
theories from university.  Some which we totally forgot about and some which we 
remember.  So… 

Interviewer: But you are still, but you are still working with them… 

Elise: Exactly. 

Interviewer: ….actually.  And some theories you created during experience. 

Elise: As well, as well. 

Interviewer: Because I think this, your project started from a theory that it wasn’t 
engaging.  From a hypothesis.  Let’s say it was a hypothesis.  The pedagogy you were using 
before it wasn’t so engaging.  So you said they need something different for this subject. 

Elise: Exactly….but what I mean we didn’t refer to a particular, mmm, person who wrote 
something…. It’s like…it was more what we learnt, what we really practised, we evaluated 
and we came up with what we wanted to improve. 

Interviewer: So now you created a new theory.  This is going to be your theory that by 
being more hands on they are more engaged and there is more learning.  That is the theory 
you created. 

Elise: Yes.  And this didn’t start this year.  It actually started…  

Interviewer: Mmm… with other subjects 

Elise: …two years ago with other subjects and then we started implementing it in other 
subjects along the years. 

Interviewer: So you see that it is working, actually. 

Elise: Up to now yes. 

Interviewer: Ehe…What are your predictions about this professional development? 

Elise: What do you mean? 

Interviewer: Like…eee…. ok you have a goal but then in the end, by the end of this year, 
you say I think my prediction is going to be that, mmm, I don’t want to like you are like 
but you are projecting something that…One thing is that they are more engaged and you 
are seeing it already in practice, mmm but for yourself. 
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Elise: I wish that all subjects become like this more hands on but again I have to be realistic 
keeping in mind the new LOFs… 

Interviewer: OK… 

Elise: …which even though they are saying that are going to give us, are going to give us 
more leeway from what I’ve seen so far it isn’t really the case. 

Interviewer:  Ok.  The wish is there but in practice…. 

Elise: The wish is there…hopefully we will find a way how to do it in practice but we have 
to be realistic. 

Interviewer: If you can identify some characteristics regarding this process of professional 
development what would you identify like, you like it because there is this, this….some you 
already mentioned but now to wrap up….What would you commend out of it? 

Elise: I think the most thing I like that we are treated as professionals and not as like 
students, always in a classroom where people are telling you what to do from the 
beginning till the end.  I mean now we have a number of years where we have some 
experience, even if it was still our first year, after a year you still start getting more the 
hang of it.  So, the fact that you are giving us the opportunity to reflect and work on what 
we think is best for our groups, I think that is very very positive it gives us, mmm, more 
ownership as we said before it helps us believe more in ourselves that we can do it.  When 
people show you that they believe in you, you want to work more.  When people impose 
things on you unfortunately, unfortunately sometimes it works the other way round.  So, 
I think that is the most positive thing.  

Interviewer:  So, I think it will give you… 

Elise: More confidence in yourself 

Interviewer: We call it efficacy.  Great.  OK.  Thank you 

Elise: You’re welcome 
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Appendix H – Specimen Focus Group 2 
 
Interviewer – How do you feel the PLD process has evolved up till now, I mean you already 
felt good when you started but now after you started working on your goals…? 

Luana- We started from an ideal, what we thought it was best, in reality the first step was 
the individual chart stuck to their table, everyone has smiley faces and we tick as 
necessary. Emm instantly as we stuck it to the table one fourth of the table occupied. If 
they laminate it they can easily erase what we have marked. 

Frida - ..that what actually happened.. 

Luana - … and if we don’t laminate it will wear out and so on, I mean we realised we were 
too idealistic and it did not work out. We scraped it then, emm, I personally discarded it 
more for students who really need most as there perhaps will be those students that in 
reality they get only positive marking and rarely gain a negative, you get that balance, 
then I have briefed it to a smaller card, similar to a trophy race, it’s a race, and with every 
positive reinforcement you wish to award you stick atrophy until they cover the whole 
race track. I have made them more personalised like if I wished to work on a student in 
Maltese, I would motivate him in that emm.. 

Interviewer – so if I am getting it right it is also related to academic subjects.. 

Luana/Frida – With everything! 

Luana- I have other children that need behavioural attention, I make it for them ...  

Interviewer -It is an integrated system?  

Maureen -..like Alessandro.. 

Luana-  Everything! 

Interviewer – Interesting! 

Luana- We let the child choose the area of what he wants to work on. 

Interviewer -I mean is this the first time they are doing this kind of work? 

Luana/Frida – Yes, yes! 

Maureen- I've used it before, because my previous system was with smiley faces too! 

Luana -  Similar ehe! 

Frida-  Exactly! 

Interviewer –You have elaborated it? 

Luana- But it has been like this so far, so if you know that your weak point is Maltese, you 
have to work to come up with, for example, a new sentence or a new vocabulary every 
day to tell me what it means.  

…not just behaviour, also related to the achievement of a task,  

If Frida knows that her weak point is behaviour, with it we add behaviour, i.e. children 
know what they want to work on.  

Focus is on practical 
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Frida-  I didn’t use it with four students here and there, I used it with all of them, but the 
same thing, there are those who focused on behaviour, there are those who focused on 
academics, but that is not all.  

Luana- It is useful wherever you need it.  

Frida- Exactly! I applied what we had made on a piece of emm.. paper and made a large 
one behind the door for everyone to see.  

Interviewer- Ok. And if I seem to understand well it gives you a chance to apply your own 
personality in it ..  

Frida- Also ..everyone seems to fit in  ...  hers ..and its nice  

Luana-..and even the children … if we had just given them that sheet with which we 
originally started it was too vague, would the boy keep asking me what I want to try? So 
like we gave it to them to choose what their weak point is and we target that right point.  

Interviewer –OK! 

Frida- Then of course we will follow what happens as we go along.  

Luana- Exactly!  

Frida- Because then we will always start to discover new things.Luana – Exactly!  

Frida- We will always start to add to what we have done before. 

Maureen- It can work for you, it might not..  

Luana- No, that is obvious.  

Interviewer - You needed to amend, you mean amending was part of the process? 

Luana- Exactly!  

Frida- Obviously! 

Luana- We went with the flow.  

Interviewer- You mean not just have a linear system?! 

Luana- No, no, indeed that’s right!  

Interviewer- It is fluid  ...  

Luana- …if for example that child ... organic rather than fluid, organic in the sense of 
according to need …apply it as needed.  

Interviewer-The principle seems to remain, is always there, no? Am I understanding? 

Luana-Yes, you have to work ... for example, sometimes a boy has a gap where he didn't 
start coming up with new vocabulary or sentences. Sometimes, I just ask him, showed 
him the trophy race and it looks like he remembers. The following morning he comes to 
me with a sentence for example, .. quite informal..he just comes beside me. And for 
behaviour for example, I tell him you know how much I liked how you behaved and not 
that, and I reward him.  

Still focusing on the craft of it 
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Interviewer- Good. What have you learned so far, now on a personal level, i.e. you left 
with an ideal in June and what do you feel you have learned as a teacher?  

Luana- Me the one I just mentioned, the most, I would present them with a list of rules 
and so on and seems like, children…. if we don't narrow it down just they wouldn’t 
understand what's expected of them, I raise my hand, in a line like, they didn't know what 
is their weak point, what they want to work on and stay lost and end up working on 
nothing. While when we narrowed it down .. ..and they have something on the desk.  

Frida- No that we removed it, it was the ideal ..  

Luana- ..because it was too distractive .. But if you went on a behaviour and stick it… you 
saw it. At any time you can come to see it, to see your process and so on.  

Interviewer- Seems to be more concrete.. 

Luana- Exactly!  

Frida- No, No, but not stuck on the desk as we had started in the ideal.  

Interviewer- So like what you feel you have learned?  

Luana- I learned that rather than I wanted to behave well... Something.. I’ve learned 
where before I didn't realize you have to behave well but it was too vague for a child so, 
so, when I narrowed it down, for example, behaviour you have no problems, other 
subjects you have no problems, in Maltese yes,  so he will focus on improving in Maltese, 
if you behave, and also behaviour for example if one gives to children, the more he 
focuses on not giving to children and other ways how to tackle the situation i.e. when we 
narrowed it down you really see improvement. When I left them vague, you have to 
behave well, they didn’t understand exactly.  

Frida- And in this way you feel like you are also enforcing the unjust thing, because I used 
to tell them ...  

Interviewer- But! What have you learnt?  

Frida- No, I'm like Luana , like it's important, to keep focusing on the matter because we 
were a bit generic, but when you focus on something and keep repeating it to them .. did 
you remember!, you are refocusing, cause you kept it in your mind, you set a  goal,  

Luana/ Maureen – Exactly!  

Luana- Before, I admit, for example, there was a gap as if you forget the reward system 
and as if you create a gap, you don't follow it, then even the children, they get the 
message, she uses it whenever she feels like.  

Frida- But even us, the fact that it is in front of us we see it, as if it reminds us, like our 
children, we must also have it in front of us to remember. ....  

Interviewer- Seems very important. You Maureen, is it the same?  

 

Maureen- Didn't get what you said?  

Interviewer- I mean what did you learn from it ..  
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Maureen- ehe, em I think with certain children it works, you tell me that is obvious? With 
certain children you would know if it works with them or not, like Alessandro, to no avail 
...but because there is, there may be a condition or … 

…can be...it is behavior ... but, you seem to know in advance whether the child is going to 
work with him or not. Well I mean ... when I was doing it at year sixes, individually, every 
day ... anyway. You know that with certain kids will work.  

Frida- ... and maybe others less … 

Luana- …time consuming ..  

Maureen- ... what can you do?..  

Frida- Ehe I don't mean that because I did enforce it, it worked with everyone!  

Luana- Ehe, don’t you know!  

Frida- ... but with a majority I started ...we would be looking at the ideal i.e. but some 
development I feel I managed to do …  

Luana- No exactly, where you see a big improvement, where you experince less .. ...  

Interviewer- I would not like to understand only at what you're doing, I mean, I’m trying 
to understand what you're learning from it.  

Frida- No I'm the one who learned for sure that like the children we need to remember 
what we're doing ..gives you a reminder  

Luana- ..Exactly hehe. I have to narrow it down ..  

Interviewer-..and you did that, you created the goal, that also kept you on task .. 

Frida- ehe ..  

Interviewer-But then from the system we also learned something right? I mean in the 
sense you’re saying, Maureen, already knew before with some will work, with others it  
won’t work, but then with this for example, when you compare it to what would have been 
done before what did you feel you have learned?  

Frida- Before, for example, I used to focus more on groups, to tell the truth and I didn't 
see it so fair that if someone did something wrong, the whole group would get stuck. I 
don't like that. This is individual,  like everyone can gain a reward ..  

Interviewer-..it's kind of differentiation ..  

Frida- Well it is.  

Luana- No, it was much more personal because as I told you the most I learned that before 
I was wrong because I did not realize it. I expected to behave well…that’s it…and I pretend 
to feel like overall I see the improvement without telling maybe the room for your 
improvement. I mean now when I narrowed down their own ....  

Interviewer- And if I asked you how you realized that you learned something? 

Luana- Because I am realizing that I am getting more from children.  
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Frida- Exactly! 

Luana- Than before. Ok.  

Maureen- Even the children, how you give feedback, how they react to what you tell 
them.  

Frida- And it was also easy for me for what I'm looking from the boy ... A boy where I left 
him a general before, today was a good day so I drove the car or whatever it was. 
Nowadays I see more if you say, Maltese today, even though you have always had a good 
day, you used to do it because you don't have a behaviour problem, you always behaved 
well for example or in Maltese today you didn't try anything, then did you think you were 
good? So, even more academically I can manage as needed.  

Interviewer-Ok, now you have to share it with the school from the impression I’m getting. 
Which is good and ... hehe  

Frida- I leave it up to you, take out the points ehehehe  

Interviewer- No but it’s worth .... to share ....  

Luana- But, no, even we, between us.. If you make a leap it is important no ... I 
mean..years 1 and 2 also went on something similar but I think it was rigid, they stayed 
with it and it looks like they are not making developments as much as we are ...  

Maureen-But when something is rigid, in the classroom it doesn’t work. There are those 
who then keep it,  which is ..  

Luana- I for example, to be honest, we had a system where it looks like there are steps, 
that first the reward system, then we tackle it in the classroom, then maybe the parents 
will come in, or then the SLT will come in, which is that I'm on that step I'm still shaky 
now. 

Interviewer- Ok.  

Luana- Because I haven’t grasped a system yet, after how many trials. I mean I used those 
SMT steps and the parents but I still don't feel so consistent that maybe... you can be so 
.... you did it three times and you did it after five.  

Frida- Exactly!  

Interviewer- Why? But, why?  

Luana-But I also believe every case is different, I mean at least I can’t cut a line after three 
times.  

Interviewer- Let me tell you! I mean that system was presented when there were a number 
of teachers who were asking to have a system, ok, but deep down though I have created 
it which deep down I didn’t believe in it. Ok, we can create something systematic, but I 
knew it would fail because as you are saying, I mean it’s much more personal. Even you 
know, the threshold of this teacher is such, the threshold of another is..... different.  

Luana- Exactly!  
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Interviewer- I mean the threshold in the classroom ... and the children have to adapt to 
the threshold of the people  

Luana- True!  

Interviewer-So anyway. Emm what difficulties do you feel you have encountered till now?  

Frida- Understand! it is more demanding the fact that you want to, you have to think say, 
listen to that child, I think, I am focusing on that, with the other I am focusing on that. I 
sometimes start saying, because I have written, I listen to this, on what I am focusing on 
because if I had not written I would have lost my mind. But also to write … Time 
consuming… But it is then .. But it’s rewarding   

Luana- No, it’s worth it. When balancing the advantages are much more than the 
disadvantages, i.e. worth it for sure. Cost effectiveness, i.e. the cost you pay for…  

Frida- …and when you see the effect on children, it is cost effective? It is cost effective.  

Maureen- Generally speaking of course, generally speaking because the individuality will 
always stay with you because there are things outside our systems.  

Frida- Exactly!  

Interviewer- How do you feel about it now?  

Maureen- There is nothing in particular but I think especially if we see that now they are 
used to it, they are getting used to it, and they are not paying attention .. we revert… 
change.  

Luana- So far, we are currently in a seemingly established phase.  

Interviewer- Do you talk about it, amongst yourselves?  

Maureen- Not only that hehehe.  

Frida- Yes we discuss it.  

Luana- You cannot do otherwise, especially in the beginning when it was not working, 
that ideal of the very beginning, emm… feels alone without wanting to talk about it and 
we agreed to do it and we would do it.  

Maureen-... and frustrations...that with this boy doesn't work at all or with this one I am 
progressing.  

Interviewer- OK, it was not intended here and maybe it is a bit farfetched at this point but 
how do you look ahead at this point i.e. as a professional development now. Will you look 
forward to do something the same next year? I mean you repeat on something else say… 

Frida- Surely you say this has worked for us now, it's part of our process ...  

Luana- No, no definitely, So far we have changed what didn't work on and we are 
currently in the phase that it is working. Now of course we need to see till the end of the 
year ..  
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Interviewer- But I'm not meaning the same area, i.e. maybe you will have another area 
that say, listen next year we are working on this as a professional...  

Frida- I don't know ....  

Interviewer- No, you are not thinking about it yet? 

Luana- Because to be honest the main issue was as classroom management and behavior 
policy.  

Interviewer- What skills do you think you have used the most so far? In this program, as 
skills?  

Luana- Fairness because as Frida said ...  

Interviewer- No not about the system, for your personal learning to create it. I mean, I 
don't want to influence you but to create this you needed some skills for your professional 
learning? Because this is your professional development. For example working with others 
... there is that skill. Any other skills? Because I think I'm seeing you guys are not 
concentrating on your personal learning. What I am taking as development  

Luana- No maybe to create this system ... generally for example when I create a structure 
of something .... it seems, like I always take the position of a teacher.  

It seemed like this time, I think we put more of ourselves instead of the child where for 
example … before a child could think that the car race done in groups is not good i.e. now 
maybe we thought more of the child, on the part of the child, how they are feeling and 
we tried to fix the system  

Interviewer- You used more emotional intelligence? 

Luana- Exactly! we tried to pay more attention to the feelings of the children before we 
got upset and angry ...  

Interviewer- What do you think you’re taking ... for example say I want to learn to make a 
confectionary properly? that is, you have to learn to do icing, kneading, stuffing ... that is, 
you are learning to do things. Understand? I never did the icing so I will see how I do it, i.e. 
you need to learn the practice. Now in this field as teachers what skill do you feel you are 
using? ... One of them is saying listen we had to get into emotional intelligence of the child, 
how he is feeling he .... big question ... did you reflect? 

Maureen- you do it unintentionally every day because if not we hadn't changed the other 
one. The reflection comes natural, even after a lesson that won't proceed as planned. 
That's very normal. But that kind of comes to you every day.  

Interviewer- Have you asked for example how you like to learn? Did you reflect like I learn 
through practice or visually?  

Frida- Visually, definitely all of us hehehe  

Luana- True I’m visual  

Frida- But I didn’t think about myself i.e. for us.  
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Interviewer- No!?  

Frida- But I realized I needed it.  

Interviewer- Did you feel a lack of for example a skill that was needed?  

Luana- What we needed maybe we started to ideal.  

Interviewer- Isn’t always so?  

Luana- Then we had to mellow down.  

Luana-Frida- Something we didn't think of ! 

Luana- We always think for children and we don't pay attention to what we are learning.  

Interviewer- This process ..... exactly .. one of the element that I am noticing that is not 
just our case, it’s in teachers' case, teachers always think about what children will learn 
but not for themselves ...  

Luana- True! We learnt this now hehehe. 

No, but true we never paid attention. It is one of the things you don't think, what I'm 
going to learn, what I'm learning? That is, we are learning every day. You learn every day 
because it’s always a new experience and you don’t notice it.  

Frida- You don't notice hehe! You left us speechless… heheheh! It's nice  

Luana- No, the last, really, I never… I don't think on what to learn. It’s nice! 

Frida- I don’t think about the effect it has on me.  

Luana- No we always rest our minds and wonder how the child learns and improve the 
child and us never think what we have learned?  

Interviewer- This is an important aspect for this research!  

Luana- True, keep it up, keep it up.  

Interviewer-Thank you 
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