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ABSTRACT 

Faculty Orientations in ESL Professional Development 

Jason T. Jay 
Department of Instructional Psychology and Technology, BYU 

Master of Science 
 

 The role of teacher educators is vital to education, but when the population of public-
school students shifts, or progress and advances in knowledge of the field or knowledge for 
teaching emerge, teacher education faces challenges. One such challenge involves a continuing 
increase in the proportion of second language learners entering primary and secondary schools, 
English learners (ELs) in this case. In such situations, teacher educators often do not have deep 
knowledge of second language acquisition or how to integrate attention to ELs within their 
regular courses. One response to this challenge is to provide professional development (PD) for 
teacher education faculty. This qualitative study explored how faculty responded to a PD focused 
on developing understandings of second language acquisition with opportunity to consider how it 
might be taken up in their own teaching of teachers. We interviewed eight teacher education 
faculty members about their learning and their response to participating in this PD effort. Using 
data analysis methods specified by Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014), we gained a better 
understanding of how faculty responded to the PD in general and how it contributed to their 
positioning as participants within the PD. The importance of this study is that it can help 
professional development coordinators and facilitators understand the importance of positioning 
or orientation of participants as they begin a learning experience. Future research could examine 
ways in which learning opportunities can be designed to take into account the variability in these 
orientations. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THESIS STRUCTURE AND CONTENT 

This thesis, Faculty Orientations in ESL Professional Development, follows a journal 

ready format. Section one presents a description of the structure of this report. Section 2 presents 

the journal ready article for this research project. Appendix A is an extended literature review, 

which describes the challenge of educating English learners (ELs) and explains the need for 

professional development (PD) for teacher educators as well as some of the challenges in 

providing that PD. Appendix A also includes literature on what constitutes effective PD. 

Appendix B contains a copy of the IRB approval letter and Appendix C contains a copy of the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved consent form. 

 More specifically, section 2 of this report includes the complete journal ready manuscript, 

Faculty Orientations in ESL Professional Development. This manuscript is formatted for journal 

submission, including publication requirements for length, citations, and references lists. The 

journals to which it may be submitted are: Professional Development in Education, which is the 

official journal of the International Professional Development Association (IPDA) and has an 

open access option (Impact factor, 1.258); or Frontiers in Education, a new online, open-access 

journal started in 2018 (ranking information and impact score is not yet available). Both of these 

journals use peer-review and publish both quantitative and qualitative research. Studies related to 

improving the education of public-school children through professional development for teacher 

education faculty are welcome in each of these options
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Introduction 

The role of teacher educators is a vital aspect of education as a whole, but knowledge 

within disciplines and methods for teaching those disciplines change over time. Furthermore, the 

characteristics of student populations in primary and secondary education shift. Both of these 

realities require teacher education faculty to develop new and deeper understandings of content, 

students, and pedagogy—since they prepare the next generation of teachers that will educate 

primary and secondary students. In these cases, professional development (PD) is a potentially 

helpful resource for helping teacher educators improve their practice since it can have a 

significant positive effect on teacher effectiveness (e.g., Borko, 2004; Garet, Porter, Desimone, 

Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, & Gallagher, 2007). Well-designed PD 

could support teacher educators in upgrading their knowledge and their pedagogical practices. 

One of the big challenges facing public schools across the U.S. is the escalation of 

immigrant populations who speak languages other than the language of instruction used in the 

schools (English, in this case). In most U.S. schools the law requires that English learners (ELs) 

be provided with instruction targeted at learning English and have opportunities to participate for 

most of the school day in regular classrooms. This means that all U.S. teachers who work with 

even one EL need to be prepared to teach in ways that support these learners in both English and 

content learning.  

ELs are the fastest growing student population in U.S. schools. Their numbers have 

increased by as much as 350% in locations such as North Carolina (National Clearinghouse for 

English Language Acquisition & Language Instruction Educational Programs, 2011). With over 

5 million EL students nationwide, these students represent about 10% of the total student 

population and that number is likely to grow (Batalova & McHugh, 2010; National Center for 
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Education Statistics [NCES], 2018). In fact, by 2025, it is estimated that 25% of all students in 

the U.S. will be English learners (Goldenberg, 2008; Klinger, Hoover, & Baca, 2008; NCES, 

2006), yet currently these students are falling considerably behind their same age native English 

speaking peers (August & Shanahan, 2006; Carlo et al., 2004; Echevarria, Short, & Powers, 

2006; National Assessment of Educational Progress [NAEP], 2013; NCES, 2005; Short & 

Fitzsimmons, 2007).  

In examining the academic performance between ELs and their native English-speaking 

peers, Kim and Herman (2009) found small to medium gaps in mathematics and medium to large 

gaps in reading and science. They also found that the achievement gap widens in upper grades as 

the linguistic complexity of materials, instruction, and assessments increase. By eighth grade, 

only 5% of ELs are proficient or above in math, and only 3% are proficient or above in reading 

(NAEP, 2013).  

Since EL students are increasingly being educated in regular classrooms, all teachers 

must be prepared to differentiate instruction to support the learning of ELs (Daniel & Peercy, 

2014; National Education Association [NEA], 2011). However, few teachers are prepared to do 

so. Although about 26% of public-school teachers in the U.S. have participated in some type of 

ESL PD, only .03% of current public-school teachers actually hold degrees that qualify them to 

work with ELs in regular classroom settings (NCES, 2013). Furthermore, estimates show a need, 

across the U.S., for over 46,000 more teachers who are prepared to work with ELs (Office of 

English language Acquisition [OELA], 2015). For professional teachers, in-service PD lags far 

behind educators’ needs (Leos & Saavedra, 2010), and few higher education institutions offer 

programs designed to prepare bilingual educators. Furthermore, many of these institutions do not 

require mainstream teachers to prepare to work with ELs (Ballantyne, Sanderman, & Levy, 
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2008; Lucas & Villegas, 2013; Menken & Antunez, 2001; U.S. Government Accountability 

Office, 2009).  

In order to prepare future teachers for working with ELs, institutions need to create new 

programs or improve existing ones so that attention to teaching ELs is a routine part of teacher 

education, not just an add-on (Ballantyne et al., 2008). Teacher educators are best positioned to 

embed attention to ELs within regular teacher education coursework. However, many teacher 

educators, within their academic preparation as higher education faculty, have not learned about 

second language acquisition and the methods for teaching ELs or how to attend to it in regular 

teacher education coursework (Daniel & Peercy, 2014). Thus, a challenge facing teacher 

education programs is that few teacher educators have the knowledge necessary to integrate 

attention to these issues into their courses and curriculum. As a result, teacher education faculty 

may benefit from PD that specifically prepares them for working with teachers of EL students. 

 Often, however, the siloed structure or general organization of higher education into 

departments and the narrow disciplinary focus of university educators work against such PD 

efforts (Lattuca & Creamer, 2005; Tagg, 2003; Toulmin, 2001; Woolfolk, 1998). As experts in 

their fields, higher education faculty typically have academic freedom or latitude to manage their 

curriculum (e.g., Altback, 2001; Herbert & Tienari, 2013; McPherson & Schapiro, 1999) and as 

a result, faculty, even within a single program, have limited knowledge about what students learn 

in other courses and seldom link the content of other courses to what they are teaching (Tagg, 

2003). Indeed, “there is a lack of continuity from one course to the next” (e.g., Darling-

Hammond, 2006; Levine, 2006) and this limited integration often means teacher educators are 

not holding students accountable for things they have learned earlier in a program. While most 

teacher education programs provide some instruction in second language acquisition and 
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multicultural education, the knowledge future teachers gain in these courses is not applied in 

practice (Samson & Collins, 2012).  

It would be helpful for teacher educators to participate in PD that focuses on the 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions that pre-service teachers should develop for working with 

ELs. This PD should also engage teacher educators in considering how to attend to these issues 

and hold pre-service teachers accountable for that knowledge. Teacher education coursework 

that increases pre-service teachers’ knowledge of how to diversify instruction and attend to the 

needs of ELs requires that knowledgeable teacher educators attend to these issues in their 

curriculum (Freeman & Freeman, 2014). Such PD could allow faculty to integrate knowledge of 

teaching ELs based on their own experience and perspective, thus maintaining academic freedom 

and control, while adding to their knowledge and skill set. 

Literature Review 

Various searches within the EBSCO database (Academic Search Premier, Education Full 

Text, ERIC, and Professional Development Collection) with combinations of the search terms 

teacher educators, professional development, attitudes towards, and English language 

learners/ELL/ESL did not turn up any studies that addressed how teacher education faculty 

engage in PD that focuses on preparing pre-service teachers to work with ELs across all teacher 

preparation courses. However, by searching separately for the key terms professional 

development, teacher educator development, higher education professional development, and 

faculty development there were many studies that examined various aspects of PD in general, in 

teacher education, and in higher education. Examining the references that were common across 

most of these studies led to a collection of readings that were used for an extended literature 

review of the topic. Only a sample of the most relevant readings is provided in this article. 
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For more than two decades, studies have examined practices that contribute to effective 

professional development for teachers. These practices include teachers learning in collaboration 

(Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, Thomas, & Wallace, 2005; Day, 1999; Jackson & Bruegmann, 2009) 

and learning within the context of classroom practice (Horn & Little, 2010; Huberman, 1993). 

Research has also shown that effective PD does not happen in short, one-time seminars or 

workshops. Instead, it needs to be continuing and thorough, focused on subject matter, include 

hands-on activities, and be based on the local context of participants (Day & Leitch, 2007; Garet 

et al., 2001). 

It is the combination of all or most of the above-mentioned characteristics that leads to 

effective learning during PD activities and positive change in the classroom (Birman, Desimone, 

Porter, & Garet, 2000; Desimone, Porter, Garet, Yoon, & Birman, 2002; Garet et al., 2001). 

Therefore, PD should be designed with the following characteristics in mind: it should be 

collaborative, classroom-based, linked to research, ongoing, active (hands-on), coherent 

(context-based), and content focused (Desimone, 2009; Desimone et al., 2002; Garet et al., 2001; 

Penuel et al., 2007). While helpful for considering the design of PD activities, this body of 

research was developed for use in the context of classroom teaching. The question then arises as 

to whether these principles apply to PD in higher education settings. 

Bouwma-Gearhart (2012) found that Science, Technology, Engineering, and 

Mathematics (STEM) PD explicitly focused on faculty does improve postsecondary education, 

yet also stated that there is a small body of research on faculty participation in reform efforts. 

Sunal et al. (2001) stated that while there is a great need for PD in higher education, there are 

also many barriers to change at that level, namely, culture that inhibits change, lack of ongoing 

PD and follow-up, institutional structures that led to ineffective practices, and the ingrained 
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mindset of the instructors. Understanding institutional and individual barriers to change can help 

PD designers address these barriers. 

In reference to change in higher education, Tagg (2003, 2008) also describes barriers that 

impede the type of progress expected from PD efforts. For one, the siloed nature of colleges or 

individual faculty causes a disconnect between departments, faculty, courses, and ultimately 

students’ understanding of material from course to course. This disconnect can cause faculty to 

be unengaged in PD efforts, which results in little to no learning and little to no change in 

practice. One way for PD coordinators and developers to bridge the gap between faculty and 

subject areas is to better understand who the faculty are—their background, interests, current 

assignment, and teaching area. It may also be important to know how faculty position themselves 

in relation to the PD being offered. 

For the purposes of this study, the term position is used to refer to how the participants 

responded to the PD: their attitude toward, or impression of, the content and delivery of the PD 

and their openness to learn, their willingness to cooperate and engage, and their overall 

disposition towards the PD. This paper also uses the terms orient or orientation to refer to an 

individual’s positioning. Understanding the potential types or patterns that exist across 

participants’ orientations could help program designers and PD coordinators be better prepared 

for the diversity of experiences and interests that individuals bring as they begin learning 

activities. Teacher education is one area where such an understanding is not only important, but 

crucial. Due to the increasing need for effective PD for teacher education faculty and the lack of 

research on how attitudes, beliefs, and content focuses influence participation in and learning 

from PD, this study will explore faculty responses to a PD program designed to expand their 

understanding about preparing future teachers to support ELs. Thus, the purpose of this study 
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will be to examine the positioning of participating teacher education faculty and describe how 

that positioning may have influenced learning. The question that guided this study was: 

How do teacher education faculty position themselves as learners within a professional 

development program for attending to pre-service teachers’ understanding of the issues 

related to learning a second language and about second language learners? 

Method 

 This study examined how higher education faculty in teacher education positioned 

themselves in response to a PD initiative. The initiative focused on educating the faculty about 

the content of the required second language acquisition course being offered in their teacher 

education program as part of the Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) K-

12 endorsement. The PD was designed according to research-based best practices in professional 

development—collaborative, classroom based, linked to research, ongoing, hands-on, context 

based, and content focused (Desimone, 2009; Penuel et al., 2007). The PD design and 

implementation also attended to theories of adult learning—specifically principles of andragogy 

(Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2015)—as a way to inform the faculty about what was being 

taught to teacher education students about educating ELs. The idea was that faculty could then 

hold preservice teachers accountable for their knowledge of teaching ELs throughout the entire 

program. This study did not examine what teacher educators learned about teaching ELs but how 

they positioned themselves within and responded to the PD. This section will explain the 

methods and methodology used in this study. It will also explain the theoretical framework and 

the processes used in the PD. Next, the elements of the study (participants, setting, and sampling) 

will be explained, followed by a description of the data source, the interview procedures, and the 

data analysis. The final section will discuss attention to trustworthiness of the analysis.  
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Theoretical Framework for the PD  

 Complexity theory (Mason, 2009) and andragogy (Knowles, 1980, 1984) provided the 

theoretical lenses that guided the development of the PD sessions for the faculty. Complexity 

theory holds that in creating change within a system one must be mindful of as many of the 

variables impacting the system as possible and act in ways that push toward desired change. 

Complexity theory, then, suggests that there is a need to simultaneously attend to as many 

aspects of the system as possible (Mason, 2009). Therefore, the PD coordinators tried to be 

cognizant of the various aspects of the teacher education system, such as faculty commitment to 

their own disciplines and content areas, and possible resistance to what they may see as imposed 

content (Toulmin, 2001). Additionally, they wanted to be mindful of the participants as adult 

learners. In this regard, they drew on the theory of andragogy, and were thus concerned about 

participants’ readiness to learn, motivation to learn, and orientation to learning, as well as their 

background and experiences that could have an effect on their motivation to engage and 

ultimately, their learning (Knowles, 1984; Knowles et al., 2015). While andragogy did not 

inform the methods used for data analysis or interpretation, it did impact decisions regarding the 

design, development, and implementation of the PD sessions. 

 The PD was designed according to research on adult learning as well as quality 

professional development. To support these efforts, the coordinators attended to research on what 

makes PD effective: that it should be ongoing, collaborative, provide opportunity for practice, 

connect to local context, and enact the pedagogy promoted by the PD (Desimone, 2009; Penuel 

et al., 2007). Six PD sessions were organized according to these principles. Each of the six 

sessions were designed to educate the faculty about key ideas, concepts, and skills that pre-

service teachers were required to learn in the second language acquisition course. At the end of 
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each session participants were asked to consider how their own course assignments and class 

activities could hold pre-service teachers accountable for this content. In addition, the PD 

coordinators were cognizant of the various aspects of the teacher education system, such as 

faculty commitment to their own disciplines and content areas, and possible resistance to what 

they may see as imposed content (Toulmin, 2001). Additionally, they wanted to be mindful of 

the participants as adult learners. In this regard, they drew on andragogy, a learning theory 

specifically developed to explain theories and methods for working with adult learners 

(Knowles, 1980, 1984; Knowles et al., 2015). The ideas of andragogy led the coordinators to 

consider participants’ readiness to learn, motivation to learn, and orientation to learning, as well 

as participants’ background and experiences that could have an effect on their motivation to 

engage and ultimately, their learning.  

Process of the Professional Development 

The content of the PD for this study focused on the concepts, principles, and skills that 

were taught to pre-service teachers in the second language acquisition course. The purpose of the 

PD was to educate faculty about what students were being taught, without expectation that 

faculty would teach this content to their students or in their classes. Instead, the faculty were 

asked to discuss and consider how they might update readings, alter class activities, and 

otherwise hold pre-service teachers accountable for the content and skills they learned in the 

course, related to the teaching of ELs. 

A total of six PD sessions were conducted across two semesters, with each organized to 

engage faculty in learning about the endorsement course using the sociocultural learning and 

teaching strategies that were considered best practices for teaching ELs. Further, these strategies 

were those that preservice teachers experienced while taking the course. During each session, 
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faculty were taught about the course content and then provided with opportunities to collaborate 

and consider ways in which they might hold pre-service teachers accountable, within their 

respective courses, for the concepts, skills, and issues related to learning a second language and 

about second language learners. The focus was not on educating faculty to teach second 

language acquisition, but to identify the intersections between the knowledge and skills pre-

service teachers were learning in the second language acquisition course and the content of the 

courses they were teaching.  

Participants and Setting 

 Nineteen full-time faculty, at a private university in the Intermountain West region of the 

U.S. participated in the PD, which was provided as a series of regular department level meetings. 

At the time of the PD, the college of education required all teacher education students to 

complete a TESOL K-12 minor, thus faculty were strongly encouraged to participate in this PD 

opportunity to better understand some of what their students would be learning. Faculty were 

also given the incentive that if they attended all six PD sessions, they would be entered in a raffle 

for a new tablet device. Of the 19 faculty who participated in the various sessions, eight agreed 

to be interviewed and participate in this research study. No extra incentives were offered for 

participation in the research. Each of the eight participants were professorial faculty within the 

department of teacher education at the sponsoring institution and held a PhD in their specialty 

area. The faculty specializations represent a range of content and responsibility within the 

teacher education program (see Table 1). 
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Table 1  

Selected Demographic Information for Study Participants 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Participant 

 
Gender 

 
Years in Field 

 
Subject Area 

 
Education Program 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Barrie M 37 Math Education Elementary 
Mallory F 40 Math Education Elementary 
Wendy F 9 Multicultural Education Secondary 
Cindy F 20 Multicultural Education Elementary 
William M 27 Literacy Education Elementary 
Fiona F 11 Literacy Education Secondary 
Ryan M 25 Educational Psychology Elementary 
Emily F 39 Social Studies Education Secondary 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Sampling 

 Participants for this project were selected through purposive and convenience sampling 

procedures. More specifically, participants had to be teacher education faculty that participated 

in the PD provided through a National Professional Development grant (purposive). Participants 

were also those who agreed to be interviewed about their experience within the PD 

(convenience). For this study, only interview data from professorial faculty were used. 

Data Sources 

 Data for this study was collected as part of a larger study involving the collection of 

faculty interviews, PD attendance numbers, syllabi, and a series of exit tickets (surveys collected 

at the end of workshops). For this study, the faculty interviews were analyzed to gain insight into 

how faculty positioned themselves as learners within the professional development program. The 

patterns that exist across faculty responses to interview questions about the program will also be 

discussed. 
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Interview Procedure 

 The interviewer began by explaining the purpose of the interview and reviewing the 

consent form. Participants were informed that the interview would be audio-recorded, but a 

pseudonym would be used in place of their actual name and raw data would not be shared 

outside of the research team. Each participant agreed to a single interview which lasted between 

30 and 45 minutes. Participants were asked to answer a series of the semi-structured interview 

questions. These questions are as follows: 

1. Think about the courses you have taught pre-service teachers in the past. How do you 

think you have attended to second language learners in your past curriculum in terms 

of content messages, readings, assignments, and class activities? 

2. What do you think was the most important thing you learned in the Faculty 

Professional Development about learning a second language and about second 

language learners? 

3. As you begin to think about preparing your course(s) for next semester, where do you 

think attention to teaching pre-service teachers to work with second language learners 

might fit in your course? (e.g., What adjustments will you make to your curriculum? 

What content messages, readings, assignments, and class activities might you include 

that you haven’t in the past?) 

4. What questions, comments, or suggestions do you still have? 

5. Would you like someone to work with you as you think about how you might adjust 

activities or other materials based on the TELL training (PD)? 

 During the interview, the researcher asked each question and allowed participants to 

respond for as long as they chose. If clarification was needed, the question was asked again, or 
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rephrased. Each time a participant stopped speaking s/he was asked if there were any additional 

comments they would like to add to their answer. 

Data Analysis 

Before analysis, each interview was transcribed using the following procedure: First each 

interview was listened to at partial speed and an initial draft of the transcription was created. 

Second, punctuation and formatting were inserted to improve flow and understanding. Third, 

each interview was listened to at regular speed and transcriptions were adjusted, adding missing 

words, deleting extra words, and making corrections to punctuation. Next, each interview was 

listened to again at half speed and final edits were made as necessary. Finally, transcripts were 

reviewed both by the researcher and the participants in order to verify that the content, as 

presented in the transcript, accurately reflected the interview. 

 This study employed a three-stage thematic analysis with an emergent coding approach 

based on Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014). The first stage of analysis, or “first cycle 

coding” (p. 73), employed a holistic coding approach. This approach helped provide preliminary 

insight into the overall content of each interview and the possible themes that could emerge 

through later cycles of analysis.  

 The second stage of analysis, which still falls within the scope of first cycle coding, 

consisted of emergent, in vivo coding. Through this approach, codes were named closest to the 

concepts they were describing, using the language of participants wherever possible (in vivo 

coding). In using this approach, each transcript was read several times, each time with a different 

focus. The first reading served to better familiarize the researchers with the data. The focus of the 

second reading was for the researchers to work independently to identify and highlight 

statements and sections of each interview that were of interest for the research question. Next, 
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the researchers discussed the codes that emerged and created a code sheet. Codes and definitions 

were negotiated by the researcher and a research assistant until consensus was reached on each 

code. This was encompassed the third reading. During the fourth, fifth, and subsequent readings 

the researchers used the code sheet to code each transcript, negotiating where necessary, and 

adjusting codes and definitions as needed. Throughout the coding process, researchers ensured 

that key aspects of participants’ interviews were accounted for by the codes being utilized. 

The third stage of analysis reached the level of what Miles et al. (2014) call “second 

cycle coding” or pattern coding (p. 86). It is called pattern coding because it allows the 

researcher to combine themes into larger holistic patterns across the data. Pattern coding is a way 

to reorder and group codes into a larger pattern or network of codes, showing the 

interrelationship amongst the codes. This helps the researchers to condense data into smaller 

units and develop a more elaborate understanding of the context wherein the data was gathered. 

It also supports cross-case analysis and pattern recognition. For this final stage, codes were 

reviewed and clustered to generate themes. Once themes were identified they were collapsed 

and/or combined with other themes that were similar. Throughout this iterative process, themes 

were expanded and adjusted to take into account the nuances of each participant’s positioning or 

orientation. This led to the development of patterns or the clustering of codes into patterns 

(Maxwell & Miller, 2008; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Miles et al., 2014). 

The results of this pattern coding are represented below, in Table 2. In this table, each 

theme is listed, including our working definition of the theme, a percent of the total number of 

codes represented by that theme, and an exemplar quote for that theme. We present this here 

since we attended to the advice of Maxwell and Miller (2008) to push beyond simple coding as 

outlined by Miles et al. (2014) and seek for patterns represented by the coding.  
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Table 2  

Identified Themes-Including Descriptors, Percent of Total, and an Exemplar Quote  

Name of 
Theme 

Definition of Theme Percent of 
Comments 

Exemplary Quote 

Adaptations Expressing a need or desire to 
adapt curriculum, course 
material, or teaching practice 

2.2 “One change I did make based on the in-
service was I have them do a shared or guided 
reading lesson…. I point students to the 
textbook where they’ll see those EL 
adaptations.” 
 

Already 
Knowledgeable 

Comment that participant 
already knew the subject matter 
or didn’t need the PD 
 

6.6 “I…knew the content…but it was good to 
review it.” 

Attention to 
ELs 

Expressing the importance of 
paying attention to EL needs or 
attending more to EL issues 

16.5 “The way I’ve attended to second language 
learners…has been indirect.… [It has] never 
been directly addressed.” 
 

Authentic 
Instruction/ 
Integration 

Expressed a need for 
approaches to be authentic or 
integrated into curriculum and 
context 
 

14.8 “Embedding instruction in real life context, 
which I think is huge for ELLs because real 
life context supports learning in general.” 

Awareness Expressing an individual’s 
increased awareness of EL 
issues or need to have greater 
awareness of EL issues 

14.8 “Those workshops were helpful, I think, in just 
increasing my awareness of the issues; an 
awareness of some of the ways that instruction 
is more or less effective for English language 
learners.” 
 

Balancing 
Curriculum 

Expressing the importance of 
balanced curriculum; not over-
emphasizing one thing 
 

3.8 “I think before the workshop I was sort of in a 
more reductionist point for ELL. I felt like I 
really needed to balance the language piece.” 

Language 
Types 

Referring to ways of 
communicating or different 
types or uses of language 
 

4.4 “The arts...are a language unto themselves.” 

Need More Expressing a recognition, need, 
or openness to learning more 
about ELs or EL issues 
 

17 “In the future…more conversations among 
faculty members [would be helpful].” 

Personal 
Comment 

Comments related to PD but not 
to the questions asked 
 

14.3 “Many of the faculty perceived [the 
presenters] as, ‘Oh they’re just master’s 
students.’” 
 

Uncertain Unsure whether they were 
meeting EL needs and/or how 
to use information from the PD. 
Often said, “I don't know,” “I’m 
not sure,” or “I think.” 

5.5 "Maybe, I don't know...but there are some 
things that are already there that are helpful." 
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 Throughout the analytical process, the researcher and research assistant created “jottings” 

(Miles et al., 2014, p. 93); a type of journaling where researchers write analytic notes or 

annotations about sections of the data. These jottings were done through writing notes in the 

margins on hard copies of the transcripts, typing notes after a coding session, and typing notes 

after interactions between the researchers. These jottings were reviewed during regular 

interactions between the researchers. These interactions occurred weekly or bi-weekly as needed. 

Trustworthiness 

 This research project, based within a qualitative paradigm, did not attempt to produce 

generalizable findings, nor did it deal with validity or reliability, in the traditional quantitative 

sense. Instead, the value of this project is based on the credibility of the research work that lead 

to the findings and in the transferability of those findings to similar contexts, i.e., teacher 

education PD, and possibly other contexts involving PD for adult learners (Miles et al., 2014). 

 A major goal of this project was to attend to the individual context, or story, of each 

participant (e.g., Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Kim, 2016). As part of this, the researchers 

conducted the interviews and reviewed each transcript for accuracy. They worked closely with 

each other to develop the coding procedure, create the code book, and code each transcript based 

on methods suggested in the works of Miles and Huberman (1994) and Maxwell and Miller 

(2008). Throughout this process, transcripts were read and re-read several times in order to 

ensure immersion in the data for both the main researcher and the research assistant. Becoming 

extremely familiar with each participants’ story was helpful in understanding not only what was 

said, but also, how each comment was part of the larger whole. 

 Throughout the coding process, the researchers compared and deliberated on what was 

coded and how it was coded. If differences of opinion occurred, the researchers discussed the 
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analysis until consensus was reached, and when necessary, an expert in qualitative research was 

consulted to help with this process. The researchers also completed a plot-line analysis and an I-

poem analysis as a way of checking our coding against other methods of interpretation (Gilligan, 

2015; Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg, & Bertsch, 2006). The plot-line and I-poem analyses were 

not included in the findings of this study but helped shape the researchers’ understanding of the 

participants. These methods of triangulation, i.e., inter-coder consensus and checking for 

alternative interpretations through multiple analyses, strengthened our understanding of each 

participant’s story as well as our understanding of the data as a whole. It also increased the 

amount and quality of our engagement with each transcript. 

 A next step in the triangulation process was to consult with participants. Interviewees 

were invited to review the transcript of their interview and clarify or add to any of their previous 

comments. The researchers also discussed the findings with two separate individuals who were 

present during the PD. These participant facilitators were part of the teacher education program 

and were responsible for the implementation of the PD sessions. They organized the materials, 

scheduled meeting locations, provided the daily welcome, and sat in on each session. As 

participants of the PD, they were familiar with the other participants and how they responded to 

the PD in general. As facilitators for the PD, they were familiar with the content that was 

delivered. Our discussions with them provided further insight into the actions and involvement of 

the participants during the PD as well as their actions and involvement, within the department, 

outside of the PD.  

 Throughout this study, the researchers consulted with an expert in the field of qualitative 

research. This served as a check on the methods used for gathering, organizing, and analyzing 

the data as well as checking for disconfirming evidence or interpretation and negative cases that 
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could change our interpretation of the data. It also reminded us to focus on the context 

surrounding the participants’ participation, which supported improved understanding of the 

results of our analysis.  

Findings 

There were two kinds of orientations evident in faculty members analysis of and response 

to the PD. The first was their central focus as they came to the PD. The second was related to the 

constellation of the participants specific responses.  

The first orientation was toward a central focus in their learning and indicated that their 

background and experience greatly influenced their participation. However, our analysis revealed 

that their decision about the value of the potential learning within the PD was also an important 

indicator of their orientation to learning from the PD. In terms of this orientation, analysis 

indicated that participants’ responses were predominantly representative of one of three attitudes. 

These attitudes can be characterized as willing to engage, experienced, and focused elsewhere. 

While these attitudes are distinct from each other and participants exhibited a predominance of 

one attitude and could be categorized accordingly, participants’ responses also exhibited some 

fluidity, meaning that there were elements of other orientations within their individual response. 

In unpacking the results of our analysis, we discuss the influence of participants’ academic focus 

and their responsibilities within teacher education on their central focus during the professional 

development. Next, we explore the three orientations or positions faculty had toward learning 

from the professional development.  

Central Focus 

Participants engaging in a course of professional development come with prior 

knowledge and experience. Even though their background knowledge and experience may not 
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directly relate to, or overlap with, the content being taught in a PD program, they still influence 

what is learned. Faculty academic focus, their responsibilities within teacher education, and their 

sense of the quality of the PD, oriented them in terms of their learning. They seemed to enter the 

PD with an idea of what or whether they wanted to learn. Invariably, their ideas about what they 

wanted to learn and what was relevant, was based on their focus and influenced their discussion 

during the interview. 

Participants occasionally talked about the pedagogy used in teaching their content. We 

identified this as a pedagogic focus. In other words, they talked about the techniques, strategies, 

and activities they used in their teaching. Thus, when participants talked about how they enacted 

their curriculum, it clearly related to the central focus they brought to the PD. For example, 

throughout her interview, Mallory commented on her desire to learn more about authentic, 

constructive, and organic learning/teaching. She said, “I'm always looking for those.” Mallory 

indicated that she looked to the PD as a source for learning new pedagogic strategies for teaching 

her own content. She was mindful of ways that the pedagogy used resonated with, and was 

authentic to, concepts she teaches. In addition, she reported that concepts and ideas relevant to 

her content need to emerge, as much as possible, in organic ways within learning activities and 

class discussion. Her concern then, was with whether she felt the PD content was coherent with 

her content area, the organic and authentic nature of the strategies taught in the PD, and how she 

might be able to draw attention to the learning of ELs in natural, organic ways into her class 

activities, discussions, and assignments. 

In contrast, other participants were more concerned that the content of the PD was in 

harmony and supportive of the content they were teaching. Emily was an example of this content 

orientation. She was preoccupied with issues of equity, democracy, and building community in 
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the classroom, “the way I teach, it focuses on increasing democratic practices in the classroom 

and building community . . .”. Note here her concern is that students understand clearly the 

issues of democracy, equity, and community and their interrelationships. She was oriented to 

whether the content was in concert with her focus on democratic practice. 

Finally, Cindy often mentioned her own qualifications and wanting qualified faculty to 

do the presentations, “this is my background . . . we do have some expertise within our faculty 

that we need to draw upon . . . so doing would have fostered more buy in on their part, more buy 

in on the other professors’ part.” The PD was taught by educators who actually taught the second 

language acquisition course on campus and who had helped develop the course. Cindy felt that 

instead of these instructors, people like herself, who had content knowledge but not necessarily 

curricular and pedagogical knowledge of the specific course, should be the ones who taught the 

PD. Thus, she was resistant to learning and was critical of the content being presented regardless 

of its accuracy and appropriateness. In other words, because Cindy felt that her own knowledge 

of the content was not taken advantage of, she resisted learning.  

Complexity theory and andragogy provide a framework for understanding this finding. 

Mason (2009) argued that we cannot prescribe exactly what will be learned in educational 

experiences. We can only set up parameters for the information being presented and then try to 

guide the learning in such a way that it will be meaningful for all participants at whatever place 

they find themselves. Furthermore, andragogy posits that adult learners are greatly affected by 

their readiness to learn, motivation to learn, and their orientation to learning. Our interviews 

provided clear support for these ideas.  

The goal of the PD was to teach faculty the content, curriculum, and pedagogy employed 

in the second language acquisition course as it was currently taught. The PD provided an 
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overview of what their students were learning about second language acquisition with the 

intention that faculty would be able to hold preservice teachers accountable for this learning 

within their own course and make more explicit connections to the learning of ELs. The six PD 

sessions were designed to attend carefully to the research on effective PD by Desimone (2009) 

and Penuel et al. (2007) and the understanding that we need to honor faculty expertise in 

designing curricular responses to the PD. Ideas were presented, concepts were discussed, 

awareness was developed, but in the end, there were too many variables to predict what the 

participants would take away from the PD (Entwistle, 2009; Mason, 2009). Through this study, 

we gained deeper understanding that adult learners will take up those things that are most related 

to their area of interest, background experience, or those things that will help them problem solve 

within their own field (Knowles et al., 2015). 

Attitudes and Characteristics 

This section begins by characterizing and describing each of the three attitudes uncovered 

in the process of analysis. The section explores the three attitudes in this order: willing to engage, 

experienced, and focused elsewhere. Next, each attitude is considered in terms of the 

constellation of themes evident or absent in participant responses. We first provide a brief 

introduce of each attitude, then follow these with a more in-depth examination of each. 

The Willing to Engage group consisted of individuals who had a general interest in 

learning more about second language acquisition and the needs of ELs. These individuals 

seemed most open to learning about what students were being taught throughout the program. 

They were willing to change their curriculum to integrate attention to ELs in their courses and 

embrace strategies for holding preservice teachers accountable for what they learned in the 



 

 

22 

second language acquisition course. In addition, they wanted to learn more about how their 

courses could support preparing preservice teachers to work with ELs. 

The Experienced group were participants who had experience with and knowledge about 

ELs. They believed they were already doing all that was needful in teaching about linguistic and 

cultural difference in their courses and saw the PD as review and potentially not relevant to their 

own courses. Unlike the willing to learn group, they did not understand how they might build, 

more than they already had, on what preservice teachers learned about second language and 

literacy development. Although for the most part they were polite, implicit in their comments 

was their position that they did not learn from the PD nor did they need to. However, they agreed 

that the rest of the faculty really needed help with this content. 

The Focused Elsewhere group were the professors that referenced the PD in terms of how 

their content area naturally addressed the needs of ELs. They appreciated the content of the PD 

and agreed they had learned from it but felt validated concerning the current content and 

pedagogy of their own courses, since their courses already addressed EL needs. They were 

uncertain how they might build on what preservice teachers were being taught about second 

language acquisition or how, within their courses, they might hold students accountable. These 

individuals seemed willing to learn more but were less open to changing their curriculum. 

Willing to engage. This section begins by identifying the themes of our analysis that 

distinguished participants who could be characterized by this description. Following this 

explanation, each theme relevant to this attitude is explained and exemplar quotes are given. A 

short summary of the section follows. 

The responses of participants categorized as willing to engage exhibited three prominent 

themes: need more, authentic instruction, and awareness. Another important feature of this 
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group was an absence of responses that could be coded already knowledgeable or uncertain of 

practice. In addition, this group was the only one with responses for the theme of adaptations. 

These were teachable individuals who expressed a genuine interest in learning in general and in 

learning more about ELs specifically. They also seemed to be the most open to change and they 

asked questions, which we interpreted to mean they were interested in learning more. One 

example came from Ryan who said, “I can see the relevance of ESL for this topic.” In this 

statement, Ryan articulated his understanding that ESL is relevant to the topics he teaches within 

teacher education. He, like others in this group, saw the importance and relevance of the PD to 

their own courses. 

Need more. This was the largest theme for the willing to engage group. They accounted 

for more than two thirds of all the need more statements across all groups. This supported the 

idea that members of this group had a strong interest in further learning; they were eager to 

change but wanted more information to help move them forward. For example, Ryan said, “I 

definitely could use more information on it.” The “it” in this example referred to information 

about educating preservice teachers to work with ELs within his content area. As a whole, this 

group was willing to change and wanted more information to facilitate such change. 

Members of this group may have imagined future adjustments to their curriculum, but 

their ideas were not yet fully developed because they felt that while they had learned a lot from 

the PD, they lacked sufficient understanding to act. William indicated this speaking of his desire 

to adjust an assignment, “I need to do something where they get a stronger plan as we do that 

QRI assignment.” Like others in this group, William easily identified specific places where what 

preservice teachers learned about ELs was applicable to the assignments, readings, and activities 

within his course. He, like others, also thought this would lead to improvement in his course and 
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in preservice teacher learning. However, he was still working out how to go about it. Mallory’s 

comment was similar, “I know there are a lot of things I don’t have answers to and I’m not sure 

I’ve got the answers here.” This illustrates that she recognized the value of what was taught but 

was still seeking answers about the best way to integrate it into her own courses. She had not 

only been willing to learn in the seminar, but she also wanted more information. 

Faculty in this group also asked for and were receptive to help. William, for example, 

expressed interest in receiving feedback on his course. He commented, “I would like to actually 

have somebody come into my classroom.” Ryan stated that he “would welcome ideas and 

suggestions.” As these quotes indicate, participants not only acknowledged their lack of 

knowledge, they also expressed a desire to learn more, specifically with making adjustments in 

pedagogy and curriculum. 

Authentic instruction and integration. Integrating attention to ELs within their content 

in meaningful ways was important to this group. This was demonstrated by the high frequency of 

authentic instruction and integration codes; willing to engage participants accounted for just over 

80% of the codes for this theme. In referencing preservice teachers, Ryan said, “I hope that my 

course is, that students see it as relevant.” He believed the activities for his course were authentic 

enough to be valuable to future teachers and hoped that they too would see that. Mallory had a 

strong interest in authentic instruction in her courses and emphasized finding a way to teach 

preservice teachers to provide authentic opportunities for ELs. She said, “how do we teach more 

where they own the language?” Mallory wanted to learn how to integrate authentic learning 

opportunities that support preservice teachers in developing ELs’ language and literacy skills. 

The willing to learn group did not want to just teach the material; they wanted to do it well, by 
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integrating authentic activities into their current curriculum, thus effectively preparing preservice 

teachers to work with ELs. 

Awareness. Comments from this group accounted for over half of all the awareness codes 

in our analysis. This group of participants gained, or already had, a strong awareness concerning 

what they might adjust and why they needed to make adjustments. This awareness seemed to be 

their motivation for wanting more and for their desire to effectively implement what they 

learned. They also referenced experiences that helped increase their awareness of the needs of 

ELs. William shared an experience with an EL student with no English language ability from his 

own past experience as a teacher, “I would do a little minor translating but I didn’t have time to 

do a lot of translating so I look back and I think, boy I wish I would have done things a little bit 

differently.” In this case, the teacher educator expressed an increased awareness of the needs of 

ELs and a commitment to act on their awareness. 

Already knowledgeable. Besides those themes that were most common, it is interesting to 

note which themes were absent. One of those themes was already knowledgeable. This group of 

participants did not assert that they already had foundational knowledge about teaching ELs or 

teaching preservice teachers to teach ELs. They were less fluent when talking about EL 

principles, and were often hesitant, as shown by phrases such as “I think,” “I could,” and “I don’t 

know” in regard to their inclusion of EL strategies. For example, Ryan said the following, “I 

could see, it potentially could be integrated a lot more than what I’ve done. I’m not sure exactly 

how.” His hesitation may have stemmed from a lack of confidence or lack of knowledge. 

William, although his speech was more fluent, still expressed hesitation signaled by his frequent 

use of the phrase “I think.” For example, his comment that, “I think Bill Jackson and I, in our 

textbook, we have EL stuff highlighted.” Again, this hesitation might indicate that they are 



 

 

26 

unsure of their understanding of this content yet are trying to learn and implement to the best of 

their ability. 

Uncertain of practice. Another theme that was absent for this group was uncertain of 

practice. It is important to distinguish that while they were hesitant in discussing EL content and 

not confident in their knowledge, these individuals were very certain of what they did not know 

and that they needed to learn more. Ryan expressed his position with certainty, “I definitely 

could use more information on it.” He did not say, “I think I could use more,” he said, “I 

definitely could use more.” These participants spoke with confidence about their future learning 

and changes to their curriculum. When discussing a class activity or planning an adaptation to an 

assignment these individuals were confident about where they might attend more fully to 

teaching ELs within their courses, yet they were also very aware of their knowledge limitations. 

William used direct language without hesitation when discussing a change, “I have them go 

through that lesson. I have them plan.” He knew what he was going to do and said it with 

confidence. Members of this group are certain of where they stand and that they will need more 

information and more PD to move forward. 

Adaptations. This group wanted to teach principles of language acquisition in their 

courses and could already identify areas of their curriculum where this could be incorporated. 

This is the only group that had any codes for the theme adaptations. They were either attempting 

to implement changes already, planning to make changes soon, or were trying to figure out what 

exactly to change. Ryan, for example, said, “there are many places it would fit” and “it could be 

relevant actually for each section.” These comments demonstrate that he was willing to adapt 

and that he was already identifying sections of the curriculum where adaptations could be made. 

He, as well as others, expressed a willingness to change curriculum and assignments. In response 
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to being asked if he would make such changes he said, “I definitely would.” Participants in this 

group were likely to have already made changes based on this and previous PD opportunities. 

For example, William said that there were “three assignments that I’ve either adapted or included 

now that I wasn’t doing, you know, a semester or two ago.” Not only was he willing to change, 

he had already begun to make some of those changes. 

Summary. By examining the most common themes, as well as absent themes, we can 

better understand the characteristics of this group. The willing to engage participants had a 

significantly higher number of comments expressing a need for more information; in fact, 74% 

of all comments for this theme came from this group, which supports the claim that this group 

had a high interest in learning more. A high number of codes for authentic instruction illustrates 

their interest in effectively integrating support for ELs into their curriculum. However, they do 

not want to just add principles of second language acquisition into their courses, they want these 

additions to be authentic and useful. These participants often commented about an increased 

awareness for EL issues and concerns and they desire to address EL needs within their course 

work, specifically in relationship to preservice teachers being able to attend to the language and 

literacy needs of this population. As a result, they were already trying to make changes to be 

more explicit about issues surrounding the teaching of ELs but are eager to learn more about how 

to do this effectively.  

Experienced. This section first describes those participants distinguished by particular 

themes that illustrate a level of expertise not had by other participants. Second, the themes that 

relate most to this group are explained, including exemplar quotes from participants. Finally, the 

section closes with a summary. 
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The language of a few participants demonstrated that they already had extensive 

knowledge of second language acquisition. These participants viewed the PD as a review of 

concepts they already understood and were currently teaching. Although they were polite and did 

not directly state it, they seemed to indirectly say that they learned very little; yet thought the PD 

was good for the rest of the faculty who did need some help. Mostly, these were individuals with 

previous expertise in ESL. Cindy for example informed the interviewer, “This is my 

background,” and Fiona stated, “my area of research is second language learners.”  

The content offered in the PD was not new to these participants. Fiona said, “I pretty 

much knew the content of what was being taught...I sort of knew the content of it.” Statements 

such as these demonstrated their experience in the content area as well as a degree of disinterest 

in the PD itself. The highest frequency of codes for this group were under the themes personal 

comment, attention to ELs, and already knowledgeable, respectively. Within their interviews, 

there were no instances of codes prevalent in the willing to learn group: need more, adaptations, 

authentic instruction, and uncertain. Furthermore, this was the only group with comments listed 

under the themes already knowledgeable and balancing curriculum. 

Personal comment. The most frequent codes for the experienced group were in the theme 

personal comment. Members of this group spoke about themselves and their thoughts about the 

PD. This might suggest that they were less interested than other participants in discussing 

content. They were likely to critique the PD and comment on the presenters and how the material 

was delivered. Cindy said, “That doesn’t have anything to do with the content. It’s more with the 

audience and the deliverers.” This was in reference to her negative critique of the PD, 

specifically that the audience did not buy into the PD, partly because the presenters were seen as 

being under qualified. Other personal comments revolved around other colleagues’ lack of 
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knowledge, while mentioning their own expertise. Fiona said, “I was really surprised at how 

little my colleagues in the department and especially the clinical faculty knew about second 

language acquisition,” while Cindy pointed out, “I was a bilingual education scholar.” 

Comments such as these position the participants as experts, as already knowing or 

understanding what the PD had to offer. 

Attention to ELs. About half the codes for this theme come from participants we 

categorized as experienced. They expressed that they already give attention to ELs. In the 

beginning of her interview Cindy stated, “So every course I have ever taught has attended to 

these issues.” When asked if she planned to make any changes to include content from the PD 

Fiona commented, “I didn’t because I’d already.” Fiona also said, “cause I have, like I said, two 

weeks sort of devoted already.” Wendy listed many ways she gave attention to ELs, “We talk 

about the multiple modalities, which again we talk about with language, but we also talk about it 

with lots of other things, so it fits in that way to the whole course content.” These quotes 

illustrate the fact that some individuals enter PD already having considerable background 

knowledge, which can and will influence not only their view of the PD itself, but also their 

participation in PD related activities. 

It is important to distinguish that, unlike the willing to engage group, these individuals 

referred to practices already in place in their courses. The focus was not on the effectiveness of 

their activities and assignments just that they do a, b, and c or x, y and z in teaching preservice 

teachers to address EL needs. 

Already knowledgeable. This theme was very frequent for participants in the experienced 

group, in fact, they are the only ones with comments that fit into this theme. Due to their 

backgrounds, they were very adept at explaining their curriculum and at ease with ESL concepts 
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and ideas. Their speech was fluent and confident, and they did not question themselves. They 

spoke quickly and used “I” phrases followed by doing verbs. According to them, they were not 

thinking or wondering, they were doing. Common phrases were, “I have” and “I don’t.” For 

example, Fiona said, “I have assigned readings,” and Cindy said, “I don’t see changing anything, 

radically.” There was little to no hesitation in their comments. This group felt confident that they 

were already doing what was needed. 

Along with strong verbs these individuals also discussed ESL content easily. They listed 

ESL content embedded within their courses and the information was fluent and on the tip of their 

tongue. They did not interrupt themselves or struggle to explain. Although the list may be 

lengthy, they did not ramble or rant. They had a firm enough grasp of the content to summarize it 

effectively.  

All members of this group already addressed ESL issues in their courses. Cindy started 

strong with the statement, “every course I have ever taught has attended to these issues.” Fiona 

easily discussed her content in the following passages, “two full weeks devoted to teaching 

English language learners and cultural diversity” and “every class period when we talk about 

teaching...we would talk about how you would adapt that to English language learners.” Not only 

were these individuals already knowledgeable, they clearly expressed ways in which they were 

already using that knowledge in their teaching. 

Need more. The experienced group did not have any codes for the theme of need more. 

In fact, expressions regarding learning more were often made in reference to others, which were 

coded as personal comments. While confident in their own teaching and curriculum, members of 

this group were concerned about their colleagues. They expressed surprise by how little their 

colleagues already knew. As stated previously, Fiona said, “I was really surprised at how little 
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my colleagues in the department and especially the clinical faculty knew about second language 

acquisition.” In addition, a general sense of concern was expressed. Cindy said, “hopefully it’s 

going to be integrated into other people’s courses.” Later Cindy expressed a greater concern, “I 

don’t think that a lot of the other method courses, and other courses that aren’t specific to the EL 

minor now, realize [that they] ...had better be covering some of these topics.” Members of this 

group saw themselves as fellow experts and equals with those in charge of the PD; they were 

more concerned with others’ need for knowledge about ELs and others’ need to act on that, 

rather than what they themselves might learn. In response to being asked if they wanted to 

receive help in adapting their curriculum Cindy said, “I have a PhD from [a well-known 

institution] with a bilingual fellow scholar...my name could be added to that question.” Fiona 

said, “[helping] other teachers in terms of how to help them adjust their methods, or whatever for 

ELs, that’s probably more of a priority.”  

Adaptations. Since these individuals were already addressing EL concerns, they were 

less interested in making adjustments. They mentioned few, if any, adjustments and none of their 

comments fit into the theme of adaptations and any adjustments that were made were not 

connected to the PD. When explaining these changes, they had fully thought out what would be 

changed and could easily describe their plans. They could also easily explain their reasoning for 

the changes. This showed a firm grasp of the content knowledge involved and a level of comfort 

in including it, or not including it, in their courses. In response to being asked about making 

changes, Cindy was direct in stating, “Honestly, I hope not,” thus expressing that she did not see 

a need for making changes based on the PD. Another participant, Fiona, explained one of her 

adjustments by stating, “I’ve just sort of spread it out and made it a beefier piece of the 
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curriculum,” which shows that she was already attending to the concept, but decided to increase 

attention to it. 

Authentic instruction and uncertain of practice. This group had no codes under the 

themes of authentic instruction or uncertain of practice. This supports that these individuals were 

more focused on explaining how they already knew the content and how to teach preservice 

teachers to work with ELs. There was more of an emphasis on their knowledge base than on how 

they were deepening that knowledge or bringing forward the learning preservice teachers 

developed in their second language acquisition courses into their own coursework. They were 

certain about what they said; they said what they already knew, without hesitation, and left it at 

that. 

Balancing curriculum. Rather than discussing adjusting their curriculum to include 

increased attention to teaching ELs, these participants argued that they needed to attend less to 

teaching teachers to work with ELs. They articulated this as balancing curriculum and their 

attention was on doing less. The balancing curriculum theme only appears for this group. Most 

individuals in this category reported reducing the amount of time and curriculum spent on EL 

content. Cindy said, “I’ve pulled back actually” and “I’m able to address larger issues of second 

language acquisition…more of what I was supposed to do in a foundations course.” A major 

reason given for pulling back was to have a more balanced curriculum due to a sense of relief 

that, through the ESL minor (required for all elementary education majors), students would now 

learn about addressing ELs’ needs in other courses. In discussing her relief that others would 

teach these concepts, Cindy said, “cause beforehand it could have been that my class would have 

been the only place [they] heard of that.” For these faculty, one good thing about the PD was that 

they could expect EL concerns to be addressed by other faculty, not just themselves. 
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 Summary. The prevalent themes for this group give numeric support to their unique 

perspective. Members of this group account for all themes coded with already knowledgeable. 

These individuals see themselves as experts in this field and were the only group to discuss 

balancing curriculum, which to them actually meant a reduction in attention to teaching ELs. 

They were less interested in adding ESL curriculum and more interested in creating balance 

between ESL and their course content. The few statements about needing more from this group 

were in reference to other faculty needing more, not themselves as they did not see a personal 

need for more PD in this area. They also had a lot of personal comments where they tended to 

talk about themselves and their credentials or feelings about how things should be run. Overall 

the common themes for this group support that they are already experienced, that they do not 

think they need more PD in this area, are in the process of balancing their curriculum, and were 

more interested in discussing their position, as knowers of the content, than the content itself. 

Focused elsewhere. The first portion of this section describes the basic characteristics of 

participants deemed part of this group. Second, the themes associated with this group are 

discussed, including exemplar quotes. The final portion provides a short summary. 

Participants associated with this group explained how their course naturally included the 

content from the PD. They acknowledged that they had learned, but felt their courses already 

fulfilled what was necessary to support ELs. These individuals seemed less open to change than 

those in the willing to engage group. A good example is Barrie’s statement, “my opinion is that I 

have been addressing the needs of second language learners to some degree...not necessarily 

intentionally or explicitly.”  

Members of this group also had a high frequency of codes for the themes of uncertain, 

need more, and attention to ELs and they were the only group to have codes for uncertain. In 
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contrast to the experienced group, there were no codes that fell under the themes of already 

knowledgeable, adaptations, and balancing curriculum. 

Uncertain. This is the only group with comments that fell into the theme of uncertain. As 

such, the concept of uncertainty defines this group. They act, and sometimes speak, like the 

experienced group yet hesitate and question their knowledge and understanding of concepts, like 

the willing to engage group. The highest percentage of comments for this group were in the 

theme uncertain, and while they were not the only group to have codes for this theme, 

uncertainty was a frequent, defining factor of the group.  

Participants who were focused elsewhere mentioned how they already address ELs but 

were hesitant to commit to that stance. They listed current curriculum and assignments that 

addressed EL content but then backtracked by saying they were not sure if it was effective or 

adequate or even that it met the needs of ELs. Hesitant language such as “maybe,” “not sure,” 

and “I think,” were used at the end of statements as compared to the experienced group who 

never expressed unsurety. An example is Barrie’s statement, “The entire course is focused on 

some of these key ideas that I’m sharing with you that have, I think, implications for English 

Language Learners.” Another example is Emily’s statement after she explained several 

assignments in her course, “well I don’t know if this is really good for second language 

learners.” In both these examples, the participant claimed to be aware of and to address EL 

needs, but quickly added that they were not sure if what they were doing was adequate or 

effective. 

Another trend within this theme is questioning. Members of this group would add a 

question to the end of statements and validations. For example, Barrie said, “if we did that right 

with ELs wouldn’t we actually, not only help them to learn more math, but accelerate their 
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language acquisition? Wouldn’t we?” Here Barrie starts with a strong statement about EL 

learning and then backtracks by questioning if his statements are in fact correct. This shows that 

although he is talking the talk, he is not confident in his responses. Emily responded in a similar 

manner by questioning her knowledge at the end of her interview with the question, “Is there 

tons of stuff there that I just need to know more about?” This questioning shows the bridge 

between their uncertainty and need for more. 

Need more. Toward the end of the interviews, members of this group referenced their 

lack of knowledge. In their final statements, they end by clarifying that they really do need to 

learn more. Emily said, “I need to know more” and “maybe it’ll take some practice, maybe some 

direct instruction.” Barrie had similar sentiments, “there’s more I need to learn, and it needs to be 

explicit.” This admission of needing more shows a strong contrast to the experienced group; they 

express limitations in their knowledge and a need to learn more. 

Attention to ELs. A major feature of this group was their explanations of how their 

course already taught EL concepts. The difference between this group and the experienced group 

is that those who were focused elsewhere stated that they did not purposefully teach EL 

principles. Barrie stated, “So I think I’ve done some of that but without knowing it.” These 

participants posit that they already address EL needs unintentionally; indirect instruction that 

could support ELs was already embedded in their course content. In reference to her own course, 

Emily said, “That content [subject matter] lends itself easily to some content that was taught in 

the second language classes.” Exemplified in this quote is that those in this group linked current 

assignments to what was taught in the PD. 

Already knowledgeable. Despite their many comments regarding attention to ELs, this 

group never commented that they had prior knowledge or understanding of EL needs and 
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concerns. They did not claim to know about this field, they just happen to address EL principles 

in their courses; partially because methods in their subject matter lend themselves to the concepts 

taught in the PD. 

Adaptations and balancing curriculum. An important characteristic of this group is that 

they expressed no desire to make adaptations or change what they were doing. Despite their 

uncertainty, they did not plan to change their curriculum or assignments. Emily stated, “I don’t 

know that I’m making too many adjustments to my curriculum,” and Barrie commented, “I don’t 

change fast.” The only change these participants referred to was being more aware of EL 

concerns while they teach. 

 Another common characteristic of this group is that they thought the PD was interesting 

and that it validated their course curriculum. It confirmed, to them, that what they were already 

doing met EL standards. Individuals in this group reported interest in the PD, but not necessarily 

that it was needed. Emily said, “I found the professional development opportunities that we had 

this last year to be interesting.” They mention that the information from the PD was new and that 

they learned, but also that they already indirectly taught it in their courses. Barrie said, “So what 

I was teaching was validated.” Since they felt validated, they indicated no intention to make 

changes. They seemed to be saying, why change if they are already incorporating EL concepts? 

The same idea applies to balancing curriculum. There is nothing to balance, they like it just how 

it is. 

 Summary. The number of codes in the major themes for this group are a good example of 

their distinction from the other two groups. For example, this is the only group to talk about 

uncertainty, which is illustrated by their hesitation to fully support their statements and claims, 

yet their comments often seemed to fall into the theme of already knowledgeable, which was a 
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major theme for the experienced group. It is interesting to note that while the willing to engage 

group had a significantly high number of comments for the theme of needing more and the 

experienced group had a high number of comments for the theme of attention to ELs, the focused 

elsewhere group had one less member but a relatively high count for comments in these same 

themes. Like the experienced group, they spoke about themselves and expressed their 

competence yet also expressed their need for more knowledge, like those in the willing to engage 

group. The focused elsewhere group also had a high number of codes for the theme of attention 

to ELs; they assert they are teaching EL content indirectly through their curriculum. Another 

unique characteristic of this group is the lack of comments regarding adaptation to their course or 

curriculum. They acknowledge the importance of attending to ELs and needing to learn more on 

the subject and they express uncertainty regarding their practice, yet they do not intend to make 

changes. 

Discussion  

Complexity theory and andragogy provide a framework for understanding the findings of 

this study. Mason (2009) argued that we cannot prescribe exactly what will be learned in 

educational experiences—we can only set up parameters for the information being presented and 

then try to guide the learning in such a way that it will be meaningful for all participants at 

whatever place they find themselves. Furthermore, andragogy posits that adult learners are 

greatly affected by their readiness to learn, motivation to learn, and their orientation to learning 

(Knowles, 1980, 1984). Our interviews provided clear support for these ideas.  

The goal of the PD was to teach faculty the content, curriculum, and pedagogy employed 

in the second language acquisition course as it was currently taught. The PD provided an 

overview of what their students were learning about second language acquisition with the 
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intention that faculty would be able to hold preservice teachers accountable for this learning 

within their own course and make more explicit connections to the learning of ELs. The six PD 

sessions were designed to attend carefully to the research on effective PD by Desimone (2009) 

and Penuel et al. (2007) and the understanding that we need to honor faculty expertise in 

designing curricular responses to the PD. Ideas were presented, concepts were discussed, 

awareness was developed, but in the end, there were too many variables to predict what the 

participants would take away from the PD (Entwistle, 2009; Mason, 2009). Through this study, 

we see further evidence that willingness to learn, readiness to learn, and motivation to learn 

greatly influence the orientation of participants in relation to learning activities. Furthermore, we 

gained deeper understanding that adult learners will take up those things that are most related to 

their area of interest, background experience, or those things that will help them problem solve 

within their own field (Knowles et al., 2015). 

This study also sheds light on the types of attitudes that may exist within any given 

learning opportunity. A study by Pedder and Opfer (2013), showed that participants of 

professional learning opportunities fell into one of five groupings: engaged learners, moderate 

learners, infrequent learners, individual explorers, and solitary classroom learners. While this 

study uses a different number of groups and a different naming convention for the groupings, it 

supports the idea that participants can be categorized into groups, which may improve 

understanding of participants’ “readiness to engage” (p. 561). 

Conclusion 

Teacher education faculty today have a different role than those from previous decades. 

Knowledge within disciplines has advanced, methods for teaching have changed, and student 

demographics include increased numbers of ELs, who may require a different approach in order 
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to be successful. Therefore, it is critical that these faculty be given opportunities to update their 

knowledge, improve their understanding of the task before them, and increase their ability to 

prepare future teachers for what they will encounter in the teaching profession. 

While it is critical that teacher education faculty adjust their understanding of content, 

students, and pedagogy so they can better prepare future teachers, it is difficult to define and 

prescribe how this should be accomplished (Mason, 2009). Learning opportunities or PD can 

help in this regard, but studies have shown that traditional PD is not effective and does not lead 

to lasting change (e.g., Borko, 2004; Gusky, 2002; Pedder & Opfer, 2013; Parise & Spillane, 

2010). In addition, while there are many studies of the effectiveness of PD among teachers, little 

work has been done on PD for teacher educators. Therefore, we need more studies, such as the 

current one, that help inform PD designers and facilitators on how to assess learning readiness 

and motivation to learn within a particular domain. 

 While professional development can be an important tool in helping teacher educators 

face current and future challenges, little is known about how faculty orientations toward learning 

will affect their learning. The findings of this study demonstrate the importance of understanding 

participants’ orientation or positioning in relation to a particular learning opportunity as a way to 

better design and implement PD that will have meaningful results and lead to lasting change.  

The contribution of this thesis is an understanding of the orientations that adults bring 

into a PD opportunity and how those orientations may affect their learning. Our first major 

finding was that participants enter PD with a central focus that influences their positioning, 

attitude, and learning. This focus is a driving force and motivator for their current situation. It 

influences not only what they hope to get out of the PD, but also what they ultimately learn. In 

the interviews, participants mostly talked about how the PD did or did not address what they 
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hoped to learn. For example, one participant hoped to learn more about providing equitable 

educational opportunities for ELs and how to strengthen community building in the classroom. 

Although she admitted that the PD was beneficial, she also expressed disappointment that there 

was not more emphasis on equity and community. 

The second major finding was that participants’ attitude toward the PD was 

representative of one of three types of attitudes: willing to engage, experienced, or focused 

elsewhere. Those participants who expressed a need to know more and a willingness to learn 

more were clustered together in the willing to engage group. Those who showed little interest in 

the content of the PD and demonstrated a high level of prior understanding of the material were 

clustered in the experienced group, and those who were teachable and interested in the PD yet 

felt validated in their current practice and pedagogy were clustered in the focused elsewhere 

group. 

Of importance is the possibility that participants could move within and between the 

continuum of the three attitudes described. For example, a participant who enters a PD with a 

focused elsewhere attitude may find value in what is being taught and may become more willing 

to engage. On the other hand, a participant may begin a PD with a willing to engage attitude but 

find he or she already knows the content. Thus, moving along the continuum from willing to 

engage to experienced. Even though participants may shift in orientation, those designing or 

facilitating PD should consider who the participants will be and find ways to uncover the central 

focus those participants already have and the orientation they may have toward learning about 

the given topic. Doing this may have the potential to reduce resistance to the PD and increase 

learning. 
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Importance of this Study 

Many areas of higher education face an escalation in knowledge and understanding of the 

needed practices of particular disciplines. Therefore, faculty at these institutions have a need for 

PD that supports them in adjusting the content and pedagogy of their courses and teaching. 

Institutions will need to adjust or create programs to meet this demand. The contribution of this 

thesis is an understanding of the orientations that adults bring into a PD opportunity and how 

those orientations may affect their learning. 

Studies such as this, are necessary if faculty and programs are to meet the needs of the 

larger community, as they shed light on how faculty view themselves as learners and how 

experience, background, and attitude affect their positioning within PD and what aspects they 

take up. Understanding the interests, backgrounds, and attitudes of participants could also guide 

coordinators in adjusting approaches to better interest participants and engage them in the overall 

PD discussion. 

Limitations 

 As with all studies, there are limitations to this study. First, we acknowledge the small 

sample size and limited generalizability of this study—especially from a quantitative standpoint. 

However, this study was never designed to be generalizable. The reflections presented here are 

meant to grant fresh insight into issues that could easily be overlooked in a larger, quantitative 

study. Second, each participant only participated in one interview session, which limited the 

scope of the data to a single moment in time, whereas multiple interview sessions, possibly 

throughout the PD, could have provided a deeper, richer context wherein to examine 

participants’ orientations more fully. Third, the model of using researcher as interviewer could 
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have affected how a participant responded to the questions, especially since the researcher was 

involved in the program that provided the PD. 

Future Research 

Current research demonstrates that PD for higher education faculty could potentially be 

more effective if it utilizes the research on PD for educators in other arenas. However, what this 

study helps us understand is the importance of the positioning or orientation of faculty coming 

into the PD and preparing the PD to take up the variability in these orientations. A one-size fits 

all model does not work. Future research could employ interviews or surveys to help 

coordinators assess and better understand the positioning of participants and determine how best 

to meet their needs. Research could also be designed to examine whether there is a difference in 

results when orientations are taken into account and when they are not. Finally, this study could 

be repeated using larger groups, different settings, or different subject matter areas. 
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APPENDIX A 

Extended Review of Literature 

 Addressing the complex professional development (PD) needs of teacher education 

faculty is no simple task, and there is not an established, research-based approach that guarantees 

learning and change across disciplines. However, there are theories and principles, that should be 

considered when designing learning opportunities for adult learners. The first section of this 

review discusses the primary theories that should be considered in designing PD for adults, i.e., 

andragogy, self-directed learning, and transformative learning. The second section of this review 

examines the research literature that describes the features of effective PD in teacher education 

and in higher education. The third section discusses the importance of going beyond well-

designed PD opportunities by recognizing the complexity surrounding change and learning and 

the role that an individual’s orientation, or positioning, plays in influencing what is learned, how 

learning occurs, and if that learning will lead to change.  

Adult Learning Theories 

Andragogy. Andragogy comes from the Greek words “andr” meaning man, and “agogy” 

meaning leading. Thus, this theory focuses on the science behind what it takes to teach adults. 

According to Knowles (1980, 1984), who developed the concept of andragogy, it is a self-

directed and autonomous approach to adult learning. Within this theory, there are four principles 

to consider for designing effective learning opportunities.  

First, learning should be cooperative. Participants in a well-designed learning activity 

should have the opportunity, i.e., be given time, to work together to solve problems. These 

problems should be related to the learner’s local contexts so that they are explicitly linked to the 

participants, thus adding purpose to the learning. Second, learners’ needs and interests should be 
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assessed and learning activities should be based on that assessment. This includes the learners’ 

beliefs, orientations, position, and attitudes. Such assessments are in complete contrast to the 

traditional approach of one-size-fits-all learning activities where a set of predetermined outcomes 

dictate what is to be learned and how it is to be learned. Third, learning should be sequential. 

Activities should be organized such that later learning builds upon and expands understanding of 

prior learning. Fourth, adults should be active participants in planning and evaluating their 

learning. Instead of tell adults what they have to learn, how they are going to learn it, and how 

their learning will be measured, adult learners should be consulted on what they want to learn, 

how they would like to learn, and how they will measure or evaluate the learning that has taken 

place. Later, a fifth principle was added, stating that the quality and effectiveness of learning 

should be evaluated and consequently adjusted as needed to support further learning (Knowles, 

Holton, & Swanson, 2015). 

 Tenets of andragogy further posit that while education emphasizes the educator, learning 

emphasizes the person in whom change is to occur, thus the focus of educational pursuits should 

be on what it is that learners need to know, what prior experiences they have already had, what is 

their orientation to learning, what is their motivation to learn, and what is their readiness to learn 

(Knowles et al., 2015). It is the differences or uniqueness in individual learners that affects which 

principles of andragogy will best fit any given situation—andragogy does not, and cannot fit 

every situation, there are too many variables and factors that influence learning. Therefore, 

effective PD must be responsive to individual learners’ needs and flexible enough to adjust to 

nuances of various contexts. 

Self-directed learning. Self-directed learning is the idea that individuals, especially 

adults, should take initiative in planning, implementing, and evaluating their own learning 
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(Knowles, 1975; Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2006). This approach is typically learner 

initiated, but in the sense of formal PD, organizers can be instrumental in the learning process. In 

self-directed learning activities the role of an organizer or facilitator, is to provide support, 

whether it be technical, emotional, or academic. They also encourage participants to first engage 

in the learning process and then remain engaged throughout the selected activities. One specific 

manor in which facilitators accomplish this is by setting start and end points. They often take the 

lead in introducing the purpose and topic of the PD and initiate some form of learning contract 

that will help participants set goals and determine their own evaluation procedures (Gibbons, 

2002; Knowles, 1986). 

Another way facilitators can help is by explaining various techniques that improve 

learning and describe strategies that learners can employ for the purpose of self-evaluation. This 

may include providing specific self-assessment tools that identify the learning objectives and/or 

encouraging the use of reflective methods to help learners recognize their own growth and 

learning. Throughout the entire self-directed learning process, a facilitator should help create and 

maintain a positive attitude towards the learning objectives, and wherever possible, suggest or 

provide appropriate resources that match the learning objectives. 

A key tenant of self-directed learning is a focus on the learner. An individual must want 

to learn, or at the least be inspired to want to learn and must be responsible for their own 

learning. The focus is not on a teacher, who maintains a set of information that must be learned 

in a specified time frame and in a specific way. 

Transformational learning. Transformational learning is characterized as learning that 

changes how an individual thinks about him or herself and their surround world. This change in 

thinking is not only a shift in one’s view of how the world works, but also in how one fits into 
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that world. Mezirow (1991, 2000) argued that transformational learning occurs when individuals 

engage in the act of discussing their current views with other people and then reflecting on the 

perspectives of those other individuals. Designing transformative learning experiences, therefore, 

requires the creation of learning activities that provide participants with exposure to varying 

points of view. If done within an environment of trust and openness, one’s world view can 

change. It is through these types of social interactions that individuals can explore their own 

perspective while also considering and evaluating the perspectives of others. This should lead to 

reflection on differences of opinion, which is the type of critical thinking that helps challenge 

assumptions and ideas and ultimately results in changes to their world view. This change, or 

transformation as it is called, is the result of the learning that is said to have occurred through the 

social interaction. 

 While there are other adult learning theories, e.g., critical learning, situated 

cognition/contextual learning, neuroscience, and experiential learning, andragogy, self-directed 

learning, and transformative learning are considered the major or foundational theories of the 

field (Merriam, 2017). It is therefore necessary to consider these theories in preparing learning 

opportunities for educators.  

Attention should also be given to the body of research devoted to examining and 

describing the practices or principles that are most effective for professional growth and 

development. Such research, in many ways, builds upon and adds to the theories of adult 

learning while applying principles of those theories in a systematic way to the field of 

professional development. The goal of the following two sections will be to explore and describe 

the core principles discussed in the research literature for two areas of professional development: 

PD in teacher education, PD in higher education. The final section will discuss the need to go 
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beyond just having well-designed PD; it is important to get to know the participants and 

understand how they orient or position themselves as learners within the PD. 

Effective Professional Development 

Various searches within the EBSCO database (Academic Search Premier, Education Full 

Text, ERIC, and Professional Development Collection) with combinations of the search terms 

teacher educators, professional development, attitudes towards, and English language 

learners/ELL/ESL did not turn up any studies that address how teacher education faculty position 

themselves in relation to PD that focuses on preparing pre-service teachers to work with ELs 

across all teacher preparation courses. However, by searching specific key terms one-by-one in 

the same EBSCO database, I was able to locate studies that examined various aspects of PD in 

teacher education and in higher education. These terms were professional development, teacher 

educator development, higher education professional development, and faculty development. By 

reviewing the sources from these searches, I was able to note references that were common 

across the majority of studies. A focused study of those common references led to the collection 

of readings used for this review. While not completely exhaustive of the wide range of literature 

on professional development, the collection for this review pulls together key studies from across 

multiple literatures that are focused on the features and approaches that have been shown to be 

effective in helping educators, of various levels, gain knowledge and improve their practice.  

Professional development in teacher education. Over several decades, researchers have 

examined practices that contribute to effective professional development for teachers. These 

practices can be found within both informal and formal learning opportunities. Informal teacher 

learning is a form of PD. It includes such things as interacting with colleagues in conversations 

about curriculum and instructional approaches, participating in peer observation and feedback, 
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seeking advice, and simply teaching day to day (e.g., Bryk, Camburn, & Louis, 1999; Louis, 

Marks, & Kruse, 1996; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Scribner, Cockrell, Cockrell, & Valentine, 

1999; Wilson & Berne, 1999). While the daily activities and interactions of teachers can be seen 

as a form of PD, this review is concerned more with the systematic and purposeful attempt to 

change attitudes, behaviors, and practices that are the focus of formal learning efforts. 

Formal learning opportunities or formal PD is essential for the improvement of schools 

(Borko, 2004; Gusky, 2002). It can have a positive effect on teachers’ classroom practices by 

increasing knowledge in the content area as well as understanding of research-based methods 

and strategies for effective teaching (e.g., Borko, 2004; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & 

Yoon, 2001; Pedder & Opfer, 2013). However, research in the area of teacher development has 

shown that most traditional approaches to PD do not meet teachers’ needs (Opfer, Pedder, & 

Lavicza, 2011; Pedder & Opfer, 2013), are ineffective (Gusky, 2002), are “woefully inadequate” 

(Borko, 2004, p. 3), and “not likely to facilitate change in teacher practice” (Parise & Spillane, 

2010, p. 325). Furthermore, the majority of all evaluations done on teacher PD in past decades 

used only teacher satisfaction surveys, which limited understanding of the effectiveness of the 

PD to only what the teachers thought about and their enjoyment, or lack thereof, of the specific 

learning activities (Penuel et al., 2007). Keeping in mind the crucial nature of teacher PD to 

education as a whole, it is important to understand what it takes to develop PD opportunities that 

are effective and will have a lasting change in teachers’ knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and 

practices. 

Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (1995) argued that a key feature of effective 

professional development for teachers is involving them as both learners and teachers. They 

stated that effective PD should include concrete tasks that are grounded in inquiry and provide 
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ample opportunities for reflection and experimentation. Activities within effective PD should be 

collaborative in nature and aligned with the teachers’ context, or in other words, connected to the 

work of their students; thus, addressing specific problems within their own classrooms or the 

school as a whole. A final element of effective PD is that it cannot be viewed as a one-and-done 

type opportunity. Effective PD should be sustained, ongoing, and intensive; meaning that it 

should persist over a period of time and should take considerable effort. It is important to note 

that these researchers called for increased partnerships between schools and universities in 

developing and enacting teacher education programs and learning opportunities that went beyond 

the traditional seminar-style PD opportunities that were, and still are, common in educational 

settings. 

Other researchers have similarly argued that effective PD involves learning in 

collaboration (Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, Thomas, & Wallace, 2005; Day, 1999; Jackson & 

Bruegmann, 2009), learning within the context of classroom practice (Horn & Little, 2010; 

Huberman, 1993), and participating in activities that are continuing and thorough, focused on 

subject matter, and include hands-on activities—as opposed to short, one-time seminars or 

workshops that are unlikely to facilitate change (Cohen & Hill, 2002; Day & Leitch, 2007; 

Desimone, Porter, Garet, Yoon, Birman, 2002; Garet et al., 2001; Hill, 2007; National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES), 2005). 

It is the combination of all or most of the above-mentioned characteristics that leads to 

effective learning during PD activities and positive change in the classroom (Birman, Desimone, 

Porter, & Garet, 2000; Desimone et al., 2002; Garet et al., 2001). Therefore, PD for teachers 

should be designed with the following characteristics in mind: 
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• Collaborative- participation should be organized to have teachers work with those 

from their same grade level, department, school, or district. They should interact by 

sharing ideas, perspectives, and best practices (Desimone et al., 2002; Desimone, 

2009, 2011; Garet et al., 2001; Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007; Pedder & Opfer, 2013; 

Penuel et al., 2007). 

• Classroom based- activities should help teachers address the challenges, struggles, 

questions, and concerns that relate to their own students, classrooms, and schools. PD 

should be aligned with real work experience, curriculum, and assessments (Holland, 

2005; Desimone et al., 2002; Desimone, 2009, 2011; Garet et al., 2001; Lawless & 

Pellegrino, 2007; Pedder & Opfer, 2013; Penuel et al., 2007). 

• Linked to research- participants should be made aware of research that supports the 

methods, strategies, and practices they are learning (Pedder & Opfer, 2013; Yoon, 

Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007). 

• Ongoing- PD activities should be sustained or spread out over a period of time and 

should include opportunities for follow-up and feedback. (Holland, 2005; Desimone 

et al., 2002; Desimone, 2009, 2011; Garet et al., 2001; Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007; 

Pedder & Opfer, 2013; Penuel et al., 2007). Follow-up should support the main 

purpose of the PD (Yoon et al., 2007). 

• Active- effective PD includes hands-on, inquiry-oriented learning activities that 

engage teachers in ways that are meaningful to their context (Desimone et al., 2002; 

Desimone, 2009, 2011; Garet et al., 2001; Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007; Pedder & 

Opfer, 2013; Penuel et al., 2007). 
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• Coherent- activities should be linked to the local context including knowledge and 

beliefs, i.e., aligned to the policies, reforms, standards, priorities, goals, assessments, 

and learning activities of the teacher, school, and district (Desimone et al., 2002; 

Desimone, 2009, 2011; Garet et al., 2001; Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007; Pedder & 

Opfer, 2013; Penuel et al., 2007). 

• Content focused- connected to context, how to teach it (Holland, 2005; Desimone et 

al., 2002; Desimone, 2009, 2011; Garet et al., 2001; Neuman & Cunningham, 2009; 

Pedder & Opfer, 2013; Penuel et al., 2007). 

• Reform-like- instead of short, traditional, one-stop seminars, PD should incorporate 

workshops, summer institutes, study groups, PLCs, and mentor/coaching (Desimone 

et al., 2002; Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007; Neuman & Cunningham, 2009; Penuel et 

al., 2007; Yoon et al., 2007). 

While this body of research is helpful for considering the design of PD activities, it was 

developed for use in the context of classroom teaching. The question then arises as to whether 

these principles apply to PD in higher education settings—specifically to teacher education 

faculty. 

Professional development in higher education. Higher education consists of a unique 

field of professionals. Faculty in these settings may have a background in industry, research, 

government, non-profits, academics, or any combination of these and their knowledge and 

experience is quite diverse so it can be particularly difficult to create learning experiences for a 

mixed group of faculty—it can be quite a challenge to teach the teachers. Furthermore, once 

employed, most faculty receive little to no PD on improving their teaching (Bouwma-Gearhart, 

2012). While it can be extremely helpful to have an understanding of both the best practices for 
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PD and the theories of adult learning, these do not take into consideration the context within 

which higher education faculty are set nor the barriers to change that are rather unique to this 

community of learners. 

Sunal et al. (2001) argue the importance of change in higher education but point out that 

change at this level is extremely difficult due to a variety of barriers specific to higher education. 

They cite the organizational structure of higher education institutions as not only limiting 

change, but actually discouraging and impeding it. Risk taking, ambiguity, and inquiry, while 

acceptable in research, are not looked upon favorably in regard to changing institutional 

practices. The traditional approach of “teaching is telling” (p. 247) is far too ingrained while 

efforts to improve teaching tend to be limited to a monthly email or flier on some method or 

practice that could be tried, if one so has the desire. Sunal et al. also contend that further barriers 

include funding or compensation issues, lack of rewards for good teaching, class size, culture 

that inhibits change, lack of ongoing PD and follow-up, institutional structures that lead to 

ineffective practices, and ingrained mindset of the instructors. 

Tagg (2003, 2008) also describes barriers that impedes the type of progress expected 

from PD efforts. These barriers fall into one or more of the following categories: structural, 

informational, incentive, financial, and cultural. In general, the result of these barriers is the 

siloed nature of higher education institutions and, in fact, individual faculty themselves. He 

stated that faculty are not a “collective body taking shared responsibility for educational 

decisions,” instead, they have a distributed responsibility and are first and foremost members of 

their departments. Furthermore, many academic departments are indifferent or sometimes even 

hostile to the idea of interdisciplinary work (Lattuca & Creamer, 2005). This siloed structure 

limits interaction between departments and colleges and causes a disconnect between faculty, 
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courses, and ultimately students’ understanding of material from course to course. Faculty rarely, 

if ever, know what students are learning in other courses, which impedes transfer of knowledge 

and skills between courses and limits student accountability. Lack of collaboration due to 

policies regarding indirect costs, resources, workload, etc. lend themselves to a system that 

promotes individual efforts and disconnect from peers (Lattuca & Creamer, 2005). This 

disconnect can cause faculty to be unengaged in PD efforts, which results in little to no learning 

and little to no change in practice. 

Professional development in teacher educator education. Regardless of any perceived 

or actual barriers to change in higher education, PD for college and university faculty is 

important, especially in teacher education. PD in teacher education not only influences the 

faculty member and his or her immediate students but education as a whole. It is within the 

courses taught by teacher educators that teachers are exposed to the ideas, strategies, practices, 

and approaches that will be built upon throughout their careers. It is within these courses and 

with these teacher educators that future teachers will examine beliefs, attitudes, experiences, and 

motivations and either solidify what they already know and believe or expand their thinking and 

understandings in ways that will foster a lifetime of learning and improving. This is why there is 

a great need for further research and documentation of the approaches, practices, and techniques 

that support teacher educators in professional growth and development (Bouwma-Gearhart, 

2012; Hadar & Brody, 2017; Smith, 2003).  

Over the period of about a decade, Brody and Hadar (2011) and Hadar and Brody (2010, 

2016, 2017) documented various principles that have proven effective in PD for teacher 

educators. They note that there are two types of teacher educator PD, self-guided and structured 

(Hadar & Brody, 2017). Self-guided PD, which includes research, reading, and seeking out 
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experts to get answers to questions, puts the responsibility on faculty for their own education. 

They have autonomy and choice in what they study and learn, but also in who they work with, if 

anybody. There are opportunities for collaboration, learning, and growth, but it is difficult to 

prescribe learning objectives or measure outcomes as there is no formal curriculum or other kind 

of guiding structure. Structured PD are those learning opportunities that are designed and 

implemented, often by an association or academic institution, specifically for teacher educators. 

Typically, this type of PD has an established curriculum with predetermined objectives or 

learning outcomes. Learners are invited to participate in a series of activities, often lectures, 

seminars, or workshops, that cover material related to the well-defined objectives. These 

activities can either be hosted in a central location where participants will travel in order to 

participate or held locally within specific institutions, colleges, or departments.  

An important principle in PD for teacher educators is the advantage that structured PD 

has in providing the opportunity for collaboration and interaction between participants. Hadar 

and Brody (2010) point out that PD for teacher educators should lead to change and change 

typically comes about as a group of individuals work together to become a community. It is in 

the building of community, within a safe, interdisciplinary environment that barriers are broken 

down, isolation is mitigated, and learning that leads to lasting change takes place (Hadar & 

Brody, 2010). It has been shown that structured activities can be more impactful if there are 

various types of PD activities held close together, if not concurrently (Bouwma-Gearhart, 2012; 

Sunal et al., 2001). 

Another important principle for effective PD for teacher educators is that change for 

teacher educators only comes when they experience some form of dissatisfaction with their 

current teaching (Sunal et al., 2001). That is why collaboration with other faculty is so 



 

 

63 

important—like transformational learning theory states, collaboration provides opportunities for 

beliefs and practices to come into question as the needs of current students are discussed. Sunal 

et al. (2001) also point out that PD activities should be connected to each other so that learning 

from one activity carries over and relates to other activities. If done well, learning and change 

can occur, and participants will be more willing to participate in future activities—if done 

poorly, change will most likely not occur, and participants will be less willing to participate in 

the future (Bouwma-Gearhart, 2008, 2012). 

Complexity Theory and Positioning 

In order to developed effective learning opportunities for teacher educators, it is 

important to understand adult learning theories. These theories describe the basic principles and 

strategies that have been shown to be effective in supporting adult learners in gaining knowledge 

and improving practice. It can also be beneficial to understand what researchers have said about 

what does and does not work in relation to PD—for teachers in general and specifically for 

teacher educators. However, despite the research on adult learning and effective PD, it is 

impossible to design and implement learning activities that are guaranteed to successfully change 

an individual’s knowledge or practices. Learning is considerably more complex than that, and 

there are just too many variables that can affect what an individual learns as well as how, when, 

and why learning may or may not take place (Mason, 2008). Therefore, in addressing the 

complexity of adult behavior and learning, there are two points to consider besides the influence 

of adult learning theory and the research on effective PD for educators. The first is Complexity 

Theory as it relates to education, which takes into account the complex nature of learning and 

change. The second is the orientation or positioning of participants in regard to learning, which 
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takes into account the personal beliefs, attitudes, backgrounds, experiences, and motivations 

behind a learner’s engagement, or lack thereof, in a learning situation. 

Complexity theory in education. Researchers have argued that learning for teacher 

educators is a complex endeavor—that this unique group has highly specialized needs, which 

vary depending on the subject matter, specialization, or focus of an educator’s specific area of 

teaching (Hadar & Brody, 2017). It is therefore unwise and unfruitful to examine PD for 

educators without at least acknowledging the complexity surrounding change and learning in 

higher education settings.  

People are complex, learning is complex, change is complex. Mason (2008, 2009) argues 

that we cannot prescribe what will be learned in educational experiences. There are just too many 

variables to predict what participants will take away from any given PD opportunity; no matter 

how well designed and presented (Entwistle, 2009; Mason, 2008, 2009). Therefore, although 

facilitators and developers of PD may assert specific learning objectives, there is no guarantee as 

to what individuals will attend to or what they will learn; all that can be done is to invite or guide 

learners toward a desired change and hope that, over time, change will occur, and that the change 

will be in ways that are related to the learning objectives. Mason (2008, 2009) also argues the 

need to acknowledge, and if possible, attend to as many aspects of a system or context as 

possible. These aspects of a system may include but are not limited to content areas, specialties, 

time commitments or constraints, backgrounds and experiences, attitudes and motivations, 

personal barriers to learning, institutional barriers to change, and in some cases, resistance to 

imposed content (Toulmin, 2001). Again, PD cannot effectively prescribe what will be learned, it 

can only set up parameters for the information being presented and then try to guide the learning 
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in such a way that it will be meaningful for all participants at whatever place they find 

themselves. 

Orientation within learning activities. The second point to consider is that an 

individual’s orientation to learning, or their positioning, within learning opportunities influences 

what is learned, how learning takes place, and when, how, and if change occurs (Brody & Hadar, 

2011; Entwistle, 2009; Wayne, Yoon, Zhu, Cronen, & Garet, 2008). In regard to change in 

teacher education, one way to improve the likelihood that change will occur is for PD 

developers, coordinators, and facilitators to better understand who the faculty are; their 

background, interests, current assignment, and teaching area. Knowing more about participants 

will help those facilitating the PD to be more aware of the attitudes and beliefs that motivate the 

learner and influence that individual’s positioning within the learning opportunity being 

provided. 

 Opfer et al. (2011) point out that educator learning is a very complex process-much more 

complex than traditional PD suggests. Their learning is influenced by myriad variables unique to 

educators, including previous and current teaching assignments, content specialties, research 

interests, current make-up of student population, and out of classroom assignments. Considering 

these factors, it is evident that each educator is different from the next; each has a unique set of 

concerns, interests, skills, and needs. Yet traditional PD follows a one-size fits all model, 

wherein material is presented, typically in lecture or seminar fashion, to a large group without 

consideration of the uniqueness of the individual. With this in mind, it is unreasonable and short-

sighted to ignore the orientations that educators bring into a setting, orientations which may 

contribute to or hinder a learning activity. Orientation, according to Opfer et al. is the “integrated 

attitudes, beliefs, practices and alignment of oneself and one’s ideas to circumstances and 
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context” (p. 444). These beliefs, attitudes, and practices play a large role in learning and 

engagement and are not easily altered. Orientation has an effect on what is given priority, and 

priority leads to sustained practices. Therefore, if orientation has such an important impact on 

what and how an educator learns, we should not separate learning activities from participants’ 

orientations, but should instead consider how these orientations mediate change (Opfer et al., 

2011). 

An integral aspect of an individual’s orientation or positioning is their motivation for 

learning within a particular PD opportunity. This can be a significant factor in the successfulness 

of that PD for that individual. Studies have shown that the results of PD vary between individual 

participants and that results, or change, comes slowly and includes periods of regression (Brody 

& Hadar, 2011). Therefore, participant orientation or positioning within a learning opportunity 

can provide insight into a participant’s potential for learning.  

Wayne et al. (2008) state that the position of a participant greatly influences an 

individual’s view of PD and their take-aways or learning from the activities. They state that 

position is the combination of beliefs, background, attitudes, and prior knowledge that will 

influence a participant’s learning. Understanding the position of a participant can help improve 

development and learning, therefore, it is not just important to get to know participants and take 

into account their personal and work-related issues, it is crucial (Brody & Hadar, 2011). 

However, studies in the field of educator PD have not yet provided guidance that can help steer 

investments in PD (Wayne et al., 2008). For many years, evaluations of PD for educators used 

only teacher satisfaction surveys as a guide for developing future learning activities (Penuel et 

al., 2007). Those evaluations that did not focus solely on teacher satisfaction attempted to use 

quantitative analysis of interview or survey data in order to measure change and learning, but as 
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mentioned previously, educator change and learning are far too complex to examine without 

considering other variables such as beliefs, attitudes, backgrounds, experiences and so on. 

Previous experiences, whether at home, in school, with family, or with friends are important 

influences on learning, therefore, it would be important to use qualitative methods to gain insight 

into how these factors have affected or may affect current and future learning—as these methods 

allow participants to reflect on their own beliefs, attitudes, and practices and explore the nuances 

of individual experiences (Entwistle, 2009). 

Conclusion 

As mentioned previously in this review, generally speaking, teacher PD appears not to 

meet teacher’s needs, which may signify that teacher educators are not receiving adequate PD 

either. Given the increased focus and the increasing tax money spent on PD for educators, it is 

important that research be conducted to address the questions of PD designers on what is and is 

not effective (Desimone et al., 2002; Hadar & Brody, 2017; Wayne et al., 2008). However, much 

of the research on PD points to how ineffective most PD programs actually are (e.g., Borko, 

2004; Guskey, 2002; Opfer et al., 2011; Parise & Spillane, 2010; Pedder & Opfer, 2013).  

One reason for this ineffectiveness may be that beliefs, practices, experiences, and 

current context have a strong influence on an individual’s desire to participate and their readiness 

to learn, yet at the same time, the same beliefs, values, and attitudes are not easily altered (Opfer 

et al.,  2011; Wayne et al., 2008). Furthermore, the orientation (Opfer et al., 2011) or positioning 

(Wayne et al., 2008) of an individual has a great impact on what an educator learns as well as 

how s/he learns. In essence, teacher educator development is far more complex than traditional 

PD suggests, and attention needs to be given to variables outside of the facilitators control to 

better understand how individuals learn and how they change. Designers, developers, 
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coordinators, and facilitators may decide what they believe should be learned, but what 

participants will actually learn greatly depends on their aspirations, interests, self-confidence, 

and effort (Entwistle, 2009) hence the importance of examining and coming to understand the 

participants’ beliefs, attitudes, backgrounds, and experiences, or in other words, their orientation 

to learning and their positioning within a learning opportunity. 
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