
PUTTING THE KIDS AT THE CENTER FOCUS: 

TEACHER MOTIVATION THROUGHOUT PROFESSIONAL LEARNING 

 

  by 

 

STEPHANIE ANN REES 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty 

of Tift College of Education 

at Mercer University 

in Partial Fulfillment of the 

Requirements for the Degree 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

 

 

Atlanta, GA 

2021 

  



PUTTING THE KIDS AT THE CENTER FOCUS: 

TEACHER MOTIVATION THROUGHOUT PROFESSIONAL LEARNING 

by 

STEPHANIE ANN REES 

 

Approved: 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
Sherah B. Carr, Ph.D.         Date  
Dissertation Committee Chair  

 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Jane West, Ed.D.             Date  
Director of Doctoral Studies, Tift College of Education 
Dissertation Committee Member  

 
 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Meenakshi Sharma, Ph.D.        Date 
Dissertation Committee Member 
 

 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Thomas R. Koballa, Jr., Ph.D.        Date  
Dean, Tift College of Education 
 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2021 
STEPHANIE ANN REES 

All Rights Reserved 



 

iv 

DEDICATION 

 I dedicate this work to my parents, Terrill and Cheryl Rees. Their dedication to God, 

family, and work modeled for me how to live in this present world. From the very beginning 

they have cheered me on as I pursue whatever I set my mind to. I would not have completed this 

process without their unwavering support, listening ear, and motivating words. From home 

cooked meals to pet sitting, they have stepped in to provide whatever I needed. Their love and 

pride for me throughout this journey have kept me moving forward even through the valleys. 

Dad, you have modeled for me what it has meant to put God and family first while 

pursing your dreams. You often set your goals to the side to do what you thought was best for 

your family. You have always been there to cheer me on from sports to band to graduations, and 

even now, you have cheered me on through this journey. 

 Mom, you have always been my listening ear. You listen when necessary and provide 

sound advice. Thank you for being the one to remind me to rest, that whatever it is can wait till 

tomorrow. You will never know how much the little things have meant to me. While they seem 

so insignificant, those little gifts have alleviated stress and been a lifeline for me.  

 Thank you for all that you are and have done for me. This dissertation would not exist 

without your unwavering support. 

 

  



 

v 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 First, I have to thank my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Because of the hope that His 

saving work provides, I am able to apply myself to this work and find joy in the process even 

when it gets difficult. 

 Second, thank you to my family who has given so much to me. Jenni and Ben, you have 

always offered a place to crash and fun adventures to take my mind off the work. To my nieces 

and nephews, thank you for always making me smile and loving me while still wondering if I 

will ever be done with school so I can play with you. Thank you to my grandparents who are my 

constant cheerleaders. 

 Also, Dr. Sherah Carr, I cannot say thank you enough for your patient encouragement. 

Your feedback was always so clear and kind. Not only did you support my learning process, but 

you often listened to what was happening at work and provided helpful insights and research to 

support my teaching as well. Dr. West, thank you for your guidance through the data collection 

and analysis process. Your insightful questions challenged me to reconsider my assumptions and 

pushed me to be clear in my conclusions. Thank you both for holding me to high expectations. 

 I could not have completed this program without my cohort team. I am so grateful for 

each one of you. We have challenged each other’s thinking, supported each other’s work, and 

cheered each other on to the finish. Jami and Jen, thank you for always being just a text message 

away to answer questions, support through challenges, and celebrate the successes.  

 Finally, thank you to my work and church families who have constantly supported me 

throughout this journey. Your friendship has meant the world to me.  

  



 

vi 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 Page 

DEDICATION .......................................................................................................................... iv 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS .......................................................................................................... v 

LIST OF FIGURES ................................................................................................................... xi 

LIST OF TABLES.................................................................................................................... xii 

ABSTRACT ............................................................................................................................ xiii 

CHAPTER 

1. INTRODUCTION ..................................................................................................... 1 

Statement of the Problem .......................................................................................... 3 
Purpose of the Study.................................................................................................. 3 
Research Questions ................................................................................................... 5 
Theoretical Framework of Self-Determination Theory ............................................... 5 
Limitations and Assumptions .................................................................................... 7 
Definitions of Terms ................................................................................................. 8 
Summary ................................................................................................................. 10 
 

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE .................................................................................. 11 

Search Strategy ....................................................................................................... 12 
Historical Background ............................................................................................. 13 

Focus on Characteristics of Professional Learning ....................................... 14 
Mid-1900s ........................................................................................ 14 
Late-1900s ....................................................................................... 15 
Early-2000s ...................................................................................... 17 

Complexity of Professional Learning ........................................................... 18 
Professional Learning .............................................................................................. 20 

Teachers’ Orientation to Learning ................................................................ 21 
Beliefs about Learning ..................................................................... 22 

Teacher’s Epistemology ........................................................ 22 
Self-Efficacy ......................................................................... 23 
Need to Change .................................................................... 24 

Experiential Context ......................................................................... 24 
Learning Practices ............................................................................ 25 



 

vii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

CHAPTER Page 

Qualities of Professional Learning Experiences............................................ 26 
Duration ........................................................................................... 26 
Collective Participation .................................................................... 27 
Active Learning................................................................................ 28 
Coherence ........................................................................................ 29 

Professional Learning Communities ............................................................. 30 
Collaborative Culture ....................................................................... 31 
Focused on Results ........................................................................... 32 

Motivation and the Adult Learner ................................................................ 33 
Self-Efficacy Development .............................................................. 33 
Andragogy ....................................................................................... 34 
Self-Determination Theory ............................................................... 36 

Choice in Professional Learning .................................................................. 36 
Theoretical Framework ........................................................................................... 41 
Implications for Further Research ............................................................................ 47 
Summary ................................................................................................................. 48 
 

3. METHODOLOGY .................................................................................................. 50 

Research Design ...................................................................................................... 51 
Research Site ........................................................................................................... 53 
Research Participants .............................................................................................. 57 
Data Collection ....................................................................................................... 59 

Interviews .................................................................................................... 60 
Observations ................................................................................................ 63 
Document Collection ................................................................................... 65 

Data Analysis .......................................................................................................... 65 
Researcher Bias ....................................................................................................... 69 
Trustworthiness ....................................................................................................... 73 

Credibility ................................................................................................... 73 
Study Design .................................................................................... 73 
Triangulation .................................................................................... 74 
Member Checks ............................................................................... 74 
Thick, Rich Description.................................................................... 75 

Transferability ............................................................................................. 75 
Dependability .............................................................................................. 75 
Confirmability ............................................................................................. 75 

Summary ................................................................................................................. 76 
 



 

viii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

CHAPTER Page 

 
4. RESULTS ............................................................................................................... 77 

Review of Research Questions and Study Design .................................................... 77 
Professional Learning and Participant Profiles ......................................................... 78 

Series 1: Routines and Procedures: Sadie ..................................................... 80 
Series 2: Climate of Trust: Henry ................................................................. 82 
Series 5: Planning with the Whole Child in Mind: Alfred and Olivia............ 83 

Alfred ............................................................................................... 84 
Olivia ............................................................................................... 86 

Series 6: Tech Playground: Becky ................................................................ 87 
Teachers Experience Motivation Throughout Professional Learning........................ 89 

Teachers Identify Their Individual Learning Needs ...................................... 91 
Administration Suggests ................................................................... 93 
Teacher Identified ............................................................................ 95 

Developing Instructional Practice ......................................... 96 
Collecting New Strategies ..................................................... 97 

Motivation to Engage Professional Learning .................................... 99 
Teachers Select and Engage Professional Learning .................................... 101 

Facilitator Modeling of Instructional Strategies .............................. 102 
Physically Experienced Modeling ....................................... 103 

Providing New Perspectives .................................... 103 
Building Confidence ............................................... 105 

Observed Modeling ............................................................ 106 
Modeling to Motivate Implementation ................................ 108 

Collegial Collaboration for Professional Learning .......................... 110 
Professional Learning Networks ......................................... 110 
Classroom Observation ....................................................... 111 
Colleagues as Facilitators.................................................... 112 
Small Group Learning ........................................................ 114 

Peer-to-Peer Sharing ............................................... 114 
Group Discussions .................................................. 114 
Whole-Group Sharing ............................................. 115 
Interdisciplinary Sharing ......................................... 117 

Collaboration to Motivate Implementation .......................... 118 
Teachers Tried Strategies ........................................................................... 121 

Requesting Accountability ............................................................. 122 
Requiring Adaptability ................................................................... 124 
Providing Reflection ...................................................................... 125 



 

ix 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

CHAPTER Page 

Supported Implementation to Motivate Continued Implementation 127 
Putting the Kids at the Center Focus .......................................................... 128 

Selecting Professional Learning ..................................................... 129 
Meeting Student Needs ....................................................... 129 
Changing Student Needs ..................................................... 130 

Deciding to Implement Learning .................................................... 131 
Providing Structure ............................................................. 131 
Providing Independence ...................................................... 133 
Providing Engagement ........................................................ 134 

Teachers Do Not Learn in the Same Manner: A Deeper Look at Henry ...... 136 
Conclusion of Motivation Throughout Professional Learning ................................ 138 
Summary ............................................................................................................... 140 

5. DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS ........................ 142 

Discussion ............................................................................................................. 143 
Teachers Want to be Heard in Professional Learning ................................. 143 
Teachers Know How They Learn ............................................................... 146 

Modeling Supports Teachers’ Competence ..................................... 146 
Collaboration Builds Teachers’ Community ................................... 148 

Teachers Connect Professional Learning to Classroom .............................. 151 
Students Guide Teachers’ Professional Learning ........................................ 153 

Implications for Current Practices ......................................................................... 155 
Autonomy-Supportive Leadership.............................................................. 155 
Personalized Professional Learning ............................................................ 156 
Teacher Leadership .................................................................................... 158 
Personal Learning Networks ...................................................................... 159 
Interdisciplinary Professional Learning Communities ................................ 159 

Limitations ............................................................................................................ 160 
Considerations for Future Research ....................................................................... 162 
Summary of the Study ........................................................................................... 165 

 
REFERENCES ....................................................................................................................... 166 

APPENDICES ........................................................................................................................ 175 

A. IRB APPROVAL ............................................................................................ 176 

B. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL ............................................................................. 179 



 

x 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (Continued) 

APPENDICES Page 

C. REPRINT PERMISSIONS .............................................................................. 181 

 
  



 

xi 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure Page 

1. Teacher Orientation to Learning ........................................................................... 21 

2. Connections Between SDT and Professional Learning Characteristics ................. 41 

3. Self-Determination Theory .................................................................................. 43 

4. Self-Determination Continuum ............................................................................ 44 

5. Cultivating Conversations .................................................................................... 55 

6. Motivation Throughout Professional Learning ..................................................... 91 

7. Teachers Identify Need for Professional Learning ................................................ 92 

8. Teachers Select and Engage Professional Learning ............................................ 102 

9. Teachers Try Strategies from Professional Learning .......................................... 121 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

xii 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

1. Supporting Teacher Agency ................................................................................. 39 

2. Participant Descriptions ....................................................................................... 59 

3. Data Collection Interview Order .......................................................................... 67 

4. Professional Learning Series, Facilitators, and Participants .................................. 79 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

xiii 

ABSTRACT 

STEPHANIE ANN REES 

PUTTING THE KIDS AT THE CENTER FOCUS: 
TEACHER MOTIVATION THROUGHOUT PROFESSIONAL LEARNING 
 
Under the direction of SHERAH B. CARR, Ph.D 

Despite the fact that professional learning is the main means for maintaining quality educators 

and improving school instruction, professional learning does not guarantee teacher 

implementation of professional learning or increased student achievement. The inconsistency 

reflects the complexity of implementing professional learning with teachers that have different 

professional learning needs and preferences for professional learning. Because professional 

learning is a regular expectation for educators, instructional leaders need to implement 

professional learning that reflects the professional learning needs and supports the well-being of 

educators.  

This qualitative phenomenological study explored how teachers experience motivation 

throughout professional learning to engage and implement professional learning. Participants 

included five high school teachers who represent a diversity of content-areas, genders, and years 

of experience. Data included observations of the monthly professional learning sessions and 

follow-up interviews for each professional learning session. Data were analyzed using a 

recursive qualitative approach to regularly reflect on data and draw conclusions.  

 The results revealed that teachers experienced increased and decreased motivation at 

various times throughout professional learning. Teachers identify their needs for professional 

learning. Teachers then select and engage professional learning that reflects those needs. Finally, 
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the design of the professional learning supports teachers plans to implement professional 

learning in their classrooms. Student needs and feedback guided teachers’ decisions regarding 

professional learning. Recommendations for current practice include incorporating personalized 

professional learning because not all teachers learn in the same manner. Recommendations for 

future research include quantitative and qualitative research on how personalized professional 

learning and autonomy-supportive leadership support teachers’ motivation and well-being 

throughout professional learning and encourage student achievement. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In order to maintain certification, state education departments expect teachers to 

participate in professional learning (de Vries et al., 2013). Professional learning is one of the 

most influential means for maintaining quality educators and improving school instruction (Ball 

& Cohen, 1999; Carpenter & MacFarlane, 2018; de Vries et al., 2013; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). 

Throughout the last 30 years in the United States, education policies have experienced multiple 

reforms in an effort to stymie the decline of students’ academic performance on internationally 

standardized assessments. From the introduction of state standards in the late 1900s to the 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in the early 2010s and from policies like No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Act and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), administrators have relied on 

professional learning to guide teachers through the instructional changes the standards and 

policies have required of them (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). 

Due to the enactment of NCLB in 2002 that updated the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, states implemented state accountability systems which included 

rigorous state standards (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). While NCLB was instrumental in 

setting expectations for student achievement, the legislation allowed for the development of 

academic standards based on the discretion of the state. As a result, academic standards were still 

very diverse throughout the United States. To address this concern, the CCSSI introduced 

common academic standards that states could voluntarily adopt, and by 2013, over 40 states and 

territories had adopted the standards (CCSSI, 2019). In 2015, the ESEA was once again updated 

by the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). While acknowledging the value of NCLB, ESSA 
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emphasized the need for students to be ready for both college and career (ESSA, n.d.). The 

CCSS and ESSA reflect the ongoing curricular shift from emphasizing content to emphasizing 

both content and skills (CCSSI, 2019; ESSA, n.d.). 

Each of these education reforms introduced updates to state academic standards and 

resulting accountability assessments. However, many states, such as the one in this study, 

adapted CCSS to match the needs of their constituency (CCSSI, 2019). The state leaders updated 

English Language Arts and mathematics standards, in particular, in 2015 to reflect the state’s 

decision to opt out of the CCSS which were the state standards in the 2014-2015 school year. 

Similar to the CCSS, the new state standards were to reflect the skills and content necessary for 

both college and career success.  

Education leaders consider professional learning the best way to support teachers through 

all of these educational reforms (Ball & Cohen, 1999; de Vries et al., 2013). Therefore, 

professional learning is often a major requirement for teachers to maintain their teaching 

certificate. However, despite the emphasis on the need for professional learning, professional 

learning does not always result in teacher development or student achievement (Kennedy, 2016).  

Throughout the late 20th century, professional learning research emphasized the 

characteristics of quality professional learning (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; Garet et al., 2001). 

Duration, collective participation, active learning, and coherence became professional learning 

characteristics that guided researchers (Garet et al., 2001). However, professional learning 

research results remained inconsistent (Opfer & Pedder, 2011).  

In the early 21st century, researchers acknowledged the role that teachers’ beliefs and 

school environment play in the outcomes of professional learning (Kraft & Papay, 2014; Opfer et 
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al., 2011). However, little research explained what motivates teachers to learn in a professional 

learning setting (in de Wal et al., 2014; Kennedy, 2016). In addition to motivation, the role of 

teacher choice in professional learning appeared to be lacking from the professional learning 

qualities (Carpenter & MacFarlane, 2018; Kennedy, 2016).  

Statement of the Problem  

Despite the belief that professional learning is important to teacher growth and student 

achievement (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Opfer & Pedder, 2011), the benefits of professional learning 

continue to remain inconsistent (Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Kennedy, 2016). The inconsistency of 

professional learning demonstrates the complexity of the issue (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). One 

main reason teachers may disengage from learning is that much of professional learning is 

mandated for them (Carpenter & Linton, 2018; Kennedy, 2016). However, research often 

revolves around voluntary professional learning environments and does not directly address the 

role of choice in the teacher’s approach to learning (Kennedy, 2016). 

In addition, learning theory indicates that learners, particularly adult learners, participate 

more in learning experiences if provided some choice in their learning (Bandura, 1977; Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). As a result, implementing quality professional learning in a choice-based setting (in 

de Wal et al., 2014; Kennedy, 2016) is essential to satisfy adults’ innate need for autonomy 

(Ryan & Deci, 2017). Thus, more research is necessary to develop a deeper knowledge of how 

teachers experience motivation. 

Purpose of the Study 

Because more research is necessary to understand how teachers experience motivation in 

professional learning and the role of choice in teacher motivation, the study filled a void in the 
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literature related to choice and motivation. Quality professional learning does not always 

increase teacher growth and student achievement (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). The purpose of this 

phenomenological study was to explore how teachers experience motivation to engage and 

implement quality, choice-based professional learning in order to improve student learning. 

Kennedy (2016) contended, 

We need to replace our current concept of 'good' PD [professional development] as 

comprising a collection of particular design features with a conception that is based on 

more nuanced understanding of what teachers do, what motivates them, and how they 

learn and grow (p. 974).  

In an effort to have a greater understanding of teacher motivation in professional learning, the 

study followed teachers through their selection, participation, and implementation of professional 

learning. Further, the study investigated how teachers describe their lived experience of 

participating in professional learning and implementing the learning in the classroom. 

This study sought to provide insight to administrators, instructional coaches, and teacher 

leaders as they develop professional learning experiences for their teachers. A deeper 

understanding of how teachers experience motivation in professional learning will assist 

professional learning developers in creating experiences that engage teachers in the learning and 

support district and state initiatives and support teachers through implementation of those 

initiatives.  

The study may also help teacher leaders to understand how including teachers in the 

planning and choices of their learning may encourage teachers to participate in and implement 

the learning. Because the study used the framework of self-determination theory (SDT), the 
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study may provide a connection between how teachers experience autonomy, relatedness, and 

connectedness relative and their professional learning. As the United States once again 

experiences a teacher shortage, the study may assist in understanding how to create purposeful 

professional learning that develops a sense of ownership for teachers in their own growth rather 

than just mandatory professional learning. 

Research Questions 

In order to better understand how teachers experience motivation in a choice-based 

professional learning setting, the following research questions directed this phenomenological 

study:  

1. How do teachers experience motivation to engage in choice-based professional 

learning? 

2. How do teachers experience motivation to implement effective instruction through 

choice-based professional learning? 

Theoretical Framework of Self-Determination Theory 

Understanding how teachers are motivated to engage in and implement professional 

learning requires an understanding of how people feel motivated to learn and grow based on their 

self-will. Self-determination theory (SDT) “is particularly concerned with how social-contextual 

factors support or thwart people’s thriving through the satisfaction of the basic psychological 

needs for competence, relatedness, and autonomy” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 3). In other words, 

the environment of one’s social context heavily influence one’s autonomous actions. 

First, Ryan and Deci (2017) identified three psychological requirements that support a 

person’s well-being: autonomy, competency, and relatedness. Autonomy reflects a person’s sense 
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of choice. The action is voluntary. One’s desire to act may be hindered when an activity is 

mandatory (Kennedy, 2016; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Competency speaks to someone’s confidence 

in their ability to accomplish the task. Much research addresses this ability, and competency 

reflects Bandura’s (1977) concept of self-efficacy. The more an individual feels capable and 

supported to accomplish a task, the more likely the individual will take action. Finally, 

relatedness is how connected an individual feels to others. One develops a sense of relatedness 

as people demonstrate care for the individual, but also as the individual feels capable of giving 

back to the group (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

Because SDT focuses on how individuals develop a sense of self that motivates them to 

take action, SDT does not specifically address intrinsic or extrinsic motivation. Instead, SDT 

emphasizes that autonomous action is actually a continuum—the more one’s social context 

(extrinsic) allows for autonomy, the more one will develop a sense of well-being (intrinsic), and 

as a result, autonomously pursue a particular action. The interaction between social context and a 

person’s sense of self is what makes SDT so integral to professional learning because a 

correlation exists between school culture, professional learning design, and teacher beliefs 

(Opfer et al., 2011). The more that a school culture allows for autonomy and choice within 

professional learning, the more teachers may feel supported to engage and implement 

professional learning. As a result, SDT provides a framework that gives insight into how 

professional learning could support teachers’ sense of well-being that results in their willingness 

to participate in and implement learning from quality professional learning in their classrooms 

(Su & Reeve, 2011; Taylor et al., 2014). 
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Limitations and Assumptions  

The design of the study produced several limitations. First, the study reflected the 

experiences of teachers engaged in professional learning at a Southeastern, rural high school that 

served 1100-1200 students. The experiences of these teachers may not be reflective of all 

teachers, but they do contribute a better understanding of how teachers experience motivation to 

participate in professional learning.  

Second, because of the small sample size, the study is not particularly generalizable. 

However, the diverse participant selection provided insight into how teachers experience 

motivation in professional learning. By including teachers of varying experience levels and 

content areas, the participants provided a range of experiences that are reflective of teacher 

experiences. 

In addition, my role as instructional coach at the research site may have limited the depth 

of the data and honesty of the participants. Despite the safeguards I put in place to create trusting 

relationships with my participants, teachers may still have been reserved in their responses to 

interview questions because of my role in the school. To counter this, I conducted multiple 

observations and interviews to develop the fullest picture possible of the essence of the 

experience. 

Furthermore, the study assumed that teachers provided honest answers throughout the 

interviews. Despite triangulation of the data from the professional learning interviews and 

classroom observations, the results still reflect the answers provided by teachers who may have 

been influenced by personal concerns. The teachers possibly felt the need to moderate their 

answers because the researcher was the one designing the professional learning. 



 

8 

Finally, time was a factor in the breadth of the data collection. While professional 

learning occurs throughout the entire school year, I did not begin collecting data until several 

months into the school year. As a result, the observational data did not cover the entire 

professional learning plan. However, the data collection period included the majority of the 

school year and the entirety of second semester that allowed for observation of professional 

learning and teacher implementation throughout an entire course, since the school functioned on 

a semester-based block schedule. Because class sessions finished at semester, data collected 

between January and May spanned the entirety of a teacher’s course. 

Definitions of Terms  

Throughout the literature, multiple terms refer to teacher learning, such as staff 

development, professional development, and professional learning (Berman & McLaughlin, 

1978; Durksen et al., 2017). Because the purpose of this study was to understand how teachers 

experience motivation to grow in their own instructional practices, I chose to use the phrase 

professional learning rather than professional development. Durksen et al. (2017) explained, 

“The phrase professional development implies that activities are arranged for teachers, while 

professional learning places the focus on responsibility for learning on teachers and their 

evolving needs” (pp. 53-54). Professional learning emphasizes learning over expectations. 

In addition, I used a variety of terms that have multiple definitions and connotations 

depending on the setting. As a result, the following list provides operational definitions for terms 

that appear throughout the current study. 

Autonomy is “the need to self-regulate one’s experiences and actions” (Ryan & Deci, 

2017, p. 10). 
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Autonomy support refers to “what one person says and does to enhance another’s internal 

perceived locus of causality, volition, and perceived choice during action” (Su & Reeve, 2011, p. 

160). 

Coherence refers to professional learning connected to the goals of teachers and 

reflective of the reform activities of state and district standards (Desimone et al., 2002; Garet et 

al., 2001). 

Competence refers to the “basic need to feel effectance and mastery” (Ryan & Deci, 

2017, p. 11). 

Engagement, in the study, refers to participation and involvement in professional learning 

as evidenced not just by attendance, but participation in conversation and learning activities. 

Extrinsic motivation is “the performance of an activity in order to attain some separable 

outcome” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 71). 

Implement means to put learning into effect in the classroom for the purpose of student 

achievement. 

Intrinsic motivation refers to “doing an activity for the inherent satisfaction of the activity 

itself” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 71). 

Motivation is “what energizes and gives direction to behavior” (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 

13).  

Relatedness is “a sense of being integral to a social organization beyond oneself” (Ryan 

& Deci, 2017, p. 11). 
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Self-determination theory is “an approach to human motivation and personality...that 

highlights the importance of humans’ evolved inner resources for personality development and 

behavioral self-regulation” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 68). 

Summary 

This chapter provided a brief history of educational reforms to explain the need for 

quality professional learning while explaining why professional learning is not always effective. 

In addition, it provided a theoretical framework centered in SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2017), as well as 

the research questions designed to fulfill the study’s purpose. Finally, the chapter provided the 

study’s limitations and an explanation of terminology used in the study. The following chapters 

provide an overview of the related literature, research design and methodology, findings, and 

discussion of the findings, as well as implications and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter includes a review of the literature relative to the study, which includes a 

discussion of the complexity of professional learning. Beginning with a brief history of 

professional learning research, the chapter covers the research related to common factors 

influencing professional learning, commonly accepted qualities of professional learning, and 

qualities of adult learners. The following research questions guide the literature review:  

1. How do teachers experience motivation to engage in choice-based professional 

learning? 

2. How do teachers experience motivation to implement effective instruction through 

choice-based professional learning? 

The literature review begins by reviewing a brief history of the major studies related to 

professional learning from as early as the 1970s. The next section explores the research 

regarding the influencing factors of professional learning and the characteristics that should 

define professional learning. In addition, the following section considers what motivates adult 

learners to pursue learning. The subsequent section explores the role of choice in adult learning 

and professional learning.  

The final section reviews the research regarding self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 

2017) that served as the study’s theoretical framework. The literature review covers research 

related to professional learning as a general construct for teacher growth and development of 

instructional practices. While the literature review includes research related to professional 

learning communities (PLCs), PLCs are a style of professional learning that reflect the common 
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characteristics of quality professional learning (Garet et al., 2001; Prenger et al., 2017). Because 

the purpose of the study was to understand how teachers experience motivation to engage and 

implement professional learning within a choice-based setting, the literature review addresses the 

broad scope of professional learning and discusses PLCs as a form of professional learning that 

is valuable to teacher learning. 

While a large amount of research for professional learning exists, most of it focuses on 

the characteristics of professional learning (Garet et al., 2001; Kennedy, 2016). However, those 

characteristics rarely include the element of choice (Carpenter & MacFarlane, 2018). In addition, 

because quality professional learning is dependent on more than just the characteristics of the 

professional learning itself (Opfer & Pedder, 2011), professional learning developers need a 

better understanding of what motivates teachers to engage and implement professional learning 

(Kennedy, 2016). As a result, the current study provides insight into how teachers experience 

motivation to engage in and implement learning from a choice-based professional learning 

experience.  

Search Strategy 

I used four main search terms to locate relevant studies about professional learning and 

motivation: professional development, professional learning, staff development, and motivation. 

I limited the initial search to the past 10 years. I conducted similar searches across several 

educational databases to expand the search: ERIC, JSTOR, ProQuest. From the resulting studies, 

I located commonly cited studies to understand the history of research regarding teachers’ 

professional learning. Criteria for inclusion for this literature review included studies published 

in English, studies published in peer-reviewed journals and books, and studies whose participants 
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were currently employed teachers. While the emphasis of this study was professional learning as 

a whole, I included articles that studied PLCs because PLCs represent a modern type of 

professional learning. 

Historical Background 

The topic of professional learning is not new in educational research as investigations 

began surfacing as early as the 1970s. Even then the complexity of professional learning was 

clear at that time (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978). In the 1970s, researchers referred to 

professional learning as staff development, and the most effective programs received funding 

through federal education programs such as the Elementary and Secondary Education Act Title 

III, Innovation Projects (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978). By the end of the 20th century, staff 

development, now referred to as professional development, was vital to the implementation of 

education reforms such as newly introduced state standards (Sykes, 1999). Throughout the early 

2000s, researchers placed an emphasis on the qualities of professional learning and the factors 

that impact professional learning (Garet et al., 2001; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). In the last decade, 

developments in professional learning emphasized collaborative learning and teacher agency and 

choice in both face-to-face and online settings (Carpenter & MacFarlane, 2018; Zhang & Liu, 

2019). 

However, despite the wealth of research and because of the complexity of the developing 

quality professional learning (Opfer & Pedder, 2011), one may never fully understand the depth 

of how to develop quality professional learning that encourages teachers to regularly reflect on 

how instruction is improving student achievement. The following section provides a brief history 

of research in professional learning. A look into this history may facilitate enlightenment. 
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Focus on Characteristics of Professional Learning 

This section provides a brief history of research conducted on the topic of professional 

learning for teachers. Addressed are effective and ineffective implementation strategies. Also 

discussed are the characteristics and complexity of professional learning.  

Mid-1900s 

Research in professional learning began surfacing as early as the 1970s; however, most of 

the research were evaluation reports rather than research studies (Mazzarella, 1980). One 

particularly helpful study by Berman and McLaughlin (1978) investigated the impact of four 

federal programs based on the results of 293 local innovations funded by those federal programs. 

Berman and McLaughlin (1978) identified a list of ineffective and effective implementation 

strategies. The resulting lists reflect professional learning characteristics that research continues 

to support. Berman and McLaughlin (1978) identified the following strategies as ineffective 

because they did not reflect the goals or culture of the school districts: 

● Outside consultants. 

● Packaged management approaches. 

● One-shot, preimplantation training. 

● Pay for training. 

● Formal evaluation. 

● Comprehensive projects (p. viii). 

However, the following strategies were effective because they encouraged adaptation of 

instruction: 

●  Concrete, teacher-specific, and extended training. 
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● Classroom assistance from project and district staff. 

● Teacher observation of similar projects in other classrooms, schools, or districts. 

● Regular project meetings that focused on practical problems. 

● Teacher participation in project decisions. 

● Local materials development. 

● Principal participation in training. (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978, p. viii) 

Late-1900s  

By the late 20th century, professional learning was considered essential to help teachers 

implement instructional reforms (Borko & Putnam, 1995; Sykes, 1999; Thompson & Zeuli, 

1999). States and national educational organizations began to establish instructional standards 

that emphasized critical thinking and problem solving in addition to content standards (Borko & 

Putnam, 1995). The reforms required teachers to think differently about how students learn, and 

as a result, many teachers had to unlearn traditional, behaviorist instructional strategies in order 

to be able to adopt more constructivist instructional approaches (Smylie, 1995; Thompson & 

Zeuli, 1999).  

The qualities identified by Fullan (1995) for continual learning—personal vision-

building, inquiry, mastery, and collaboration (p. 255)—summarized the key ideas reflected in 

the literature of the late 20th century. First, personal vision-building reflects two key ideas - 

clarity of purpose and impact of teacher beliefs. First, in helping teachers develop their personal 

vision for their classroom, professional learning goals need to be clear for teachers (Borko & 

Putnam, 1995; Sykes, 1999). Teachers need to understand the purpose and goals of the 

professional learning they are attending. Then, teachers can determine if the goals align with 
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their beliefs about learning. Throughout most of the professional learning research, a common 

theme is that teachers’ beliefs regarding teaching impact their engagement in professional 

learning (Borko & Putnam, 1995; Smylie, 1995). 

Second, inquiry suggest the role of teacher choice in professional learning. While inquiry 

helps to set purpose, it drives what a person wants to learn (Fullan, 1995). As a teacher reflects 

on their practices, they may identify the various needs of their classroom, and will then search 

out resources to support their own learning. As professional learning provides teachers flexibility 

to address the inquiry needs, then teachers are able to experience autonomy which promotes 

learning (Smylie, 1995). 

Mastery then reflects the need for teachers to feel competent to implement professional 

learning (Fullan, 1995). The reforms of the late 20th century asked teachers to deepen their 

content knowledge to be able to develop learning experiences that allowed students to problem 

solve and think critically (Borko & Putnam, 1995; Sykes, 1999). To assist in the deepening of 

content knowledge, Borko and Putnam (1995) suggested that professional learning developers 

design professional learning to expand teachers’ content knowledge. Also, in order to increase 

teacher competency, the professional learning should model classroom learning. Professional 

learning should create “direct linkage between what students are to learn and what teachers 

learn” (Sykes, 1999, p. 161). As teachers have opportunities to experience the type of instruction 

they are asked to implement, teachers develop more confidence to implement those strategies in 

their classroom. 

Finally, a consistent theme throughout the professional learning literature is the need for 

collaboration. The emphasis on collaboration reflects the shift from behaviorist learning theories 
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to constructivist theories. Adult learning theories often emphasize situated learning: that adults 

learn from their environment (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Fullan (1995) explained that adult learners 

reach a point when they have exhausted their knowledge and resources and turn to conversations 

with other colleagues to expand learning resources. As a result, collaboration is a centerpiece to a 

strong professional community (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1999; Sykes, 1999), and the 

resulting “professional communities are key agents in shaping teachers’ norms and knowledge 

and in sustaining change” (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1999, p. 381). Strong professional 

development that includes collaboration helps to shape a strong learning community that 

encourages teachers to grow in their instructional practices to support student achievement. 

Early-2000 

Many of the same themes continue throughout the professional learning research. After 

the turn of the century, several major studies discussed the characteristics of professional 

learning, emphasized the complexity of professional learning, and addressed the motivation for 

professional learning. First, Garet et al. (2001) identified several characteristics of professional 

learning that encourage teacher growth and change. Garet et al. (2001) surveyed 1,027 teachers 

who were a part of the Eisenhower Professional Development Program and analyzed the surveys 

for three main concepts. First, the researchers identified the structural features of the professional 

learning: the form of the activity (i.e., reform, study group or conference, or traditional, 

workshop or conference), the duration, and the emphasis on collective participation. Second, the 

researchers analyzed characteristics of the professional learning: was the activity content 

focused, did it allow for active learning, and was it coherent with teachers’ needs and goals? 

Finally, the researchers reviewed the outcomes of the professional learning to identify an 
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increase in teacher knowledge and a change to classroom instruction. Garet et al. (2001) found 

that “professional development that focuses on academic subject matter (content), gives teachers 

opportunities for ‘hands-on’ work (active learning), and is integrated into the daily life of the 

school (coherence), is more likely to produce enhanced knowledge and skills” (p. 935). While 

the type of professional learning did not have a direct effect on teacher outcomes such as teacher 

implementation and student achievement, the qualities that are inherent in reform professional 

learning did impact teacher growth (Garet et al., 2001). Finally, the results indicated that 

collective participation and coherence to classroom needs support teacher learning by connecting 

school and district reforms with professional learning and providing a collaborative network to 

expand teacher resources. 

Complexity of Professional Learning 

While researchers regularly cite Garet et al. (2001) regarding the characteristics of quality 

professional learning, the researchers did not address the impact of teacher beliefs. Opfer and 

Pedder (2011) stated that researchers who emphasized the connection between characteristics of 

professional learning and teacher outcomes committed “an epistemological fallacy” (p. 377) 

because those studies do not address the foundational question of why. Opfer and Pedder (2011) 

argued for a complexity theory approach to professional learning that acknowledged that 

multiple factors impact the success of professional learning. Opfer and Pedder (2011) advised, 

“An important characteristic of the complexity of teacher learning is that it evolves as a nested 

system involving systems within systems” (p. 379). In order to identify the systems that most 

impact professional learning, Opfer and Pedder (2011) reviewed research to explain the impact 

of various aspects of professional learning.  
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Three systems were apparent in the reviewed literature: the activity, the teacher, and the 

school (Opfer & Pedder (2011). While the results supported the previous literature regarding the 

professional learning characteristics, the results highlighted the importance of the teacher’s 

background and beliefs. Just as students come with varying degrees of background knowledge, 

teachers also come with varying degrees of instructional knowledge. The teacher’s background 

knowledge impacted their beliefs in regard to teaching philosophies and strategies. The results 

also highlighted the role of self-efficacy, which implies that teachers will more likely implement 

the learning if they feel competent to do so (Opfer & Pedder (2011).  

Finally, the literature emphasized the important role the culture of the school plays in 

teacher learning. When the school as an organization valued learning and put structures in place 

to allow learning to happen, teachers were more inclined to participate in professional learning 

(Opfer & Pedder, 2011). The study revealed that the three systems of teachers, school, and 

activity work together and reflect each other. In addition to a well-designed professional learning 

experience, the school culture and the needs of the teachers must support and reflect learning 

(Opfer & Pedder (2011). 

Despite the continued emphasis on the characteristics of professional learning and the 

systems that impact the results of professional learning, Kennedy (2016) acknowledged, “There 

is little consensus about how PD [professional development] works, that is, about what happens 

in PD, how it fosters teacher learning, and how it is expected to alter teaching practice” (p. 945). 

Professional learning designers rely on the characteristics lists because there is no overarching 

theory of professional learning (Kennedy, 2016). As a result, Kennedy (2016) conducted a 

literature review of experimental professional learning research articles since 1975 to identify the 
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consistent theories of action—what problem of practice did the professional learning address and 

what strategies helped teachers address the problem?  

In addition to identifying the theory of action, Kennedy (2016) compared the various 

details of each study: duration, contact hours, number of teachers, outcomes. The results 

indicated that despite the problem addressed or the applied learning strategies, the outcomes of 

the professional learning were inconsistent. However, while the results demonstrated that 

emphasizing the characteristics of professional learning do not produce consistent professional 

learning outcomes, the inconsistency of the results implied the need for continued research into 

teacher motivation and learning. Kennedy (2016) called for research into motivation of teachers 

to engage and implement professional learning. Because “attendance [in professional learning] 

is mandatory but learning is not” (Kennedy, 2016, p. 973), research should focus on the 

connection between professional learning design and theories of teacher motivation. 

Professional Learning 

As the needs of learners continues to shift to meet the demands of standardized testing, 

instructional standards, and workplace expectations, researchers and educators view professional 

learning as vital to support teachers as they explore the instructional practices to best support 

students with the content and skills required in today’s society (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Opfer & 

Pedder, 2011; Zhang & Liu, 2019). However, developing a successful professional learning 

experience is an intricate system that includes the needs of the students, the design of the 

learning itself, and the beliefs and needs of educators for which the learning is designed (Opfer 

& Pedder, 2011; Opfer et al., 2011). The following section describes the various aspects of 



 

21 

effective professional learning that encourage teacher engagement in the learning and 

implementation of the learning.  

Teachers’ Orientation to Learning 

Opfer and colleagues (2011) hypothesized that three elements make up a teacher’s 

orientation to learning, which then influence learning change: “beliefs about learning,” 

“experiential context,” and “learning practices” (p. 447). Figure 1 is a visualization of how 

teacher orientation impacts learning change. Instead of reflecting traditional, linear models, the 

model reflects the interaction of a teacher’s beliefs about learning and practice in connection 

with their learning environment. Because of the close connection between beliefs and learning 

environment and how teachers change, they must be considered when developing professional 

learning experiences.  

 
Figure 1 

Teacher Orientation to Learning 

 
Note. Used with permission from “The Role of Teachers’ Orientation to Learning in Professional Development and 
Change: A National Study of Teachers in England,” by V. D. Opfer, D. G. Pedder, and Z. Lavicza, 2011, Teaching 
and Teacher Education, 27, p. 447 (https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2010.09.014). Copyright 2011 by Elselvier, Ltd.  
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Beliefs About Learning 

No matter how well-designed a professional learning experience is, instructional leaders 

will see a minimal impact on student achievement if teachers do not see the need to improve or 

change their instructional practices (de Vries et al., 2013; Hadar & Brody, 2012; Huberman, 

1995; Kennedy, 2016; Opfer et al., 2011; Thompson & Zeuli, 1999). Teachers’ philosophical and 

curricular beliefs, their own self-efficacy, and their own need to change impact teachers’ 

participation in professional learning. 

Teacher’s Epistemology. Teachers approach professional learning experiences through a 

lens of their own educational philosophy (Opfer et al., 2011). This means the teacher’s own 

perspective of how learning takes place impacts a teacher’s beliefs about professional learning 

(Opfer et al., 2011). Since the 1990s, educational research has called for reform in educational 

practices to allow diverse learners to not only recall content but apply learning to real-world 

scenarios (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Thompson & Zeuli, 1999). Ball and Cohen (1999) 

acknowledged that educational reform will not take place until educators move away from a 

direct-instruction model and emphasize the need for professional learning that reflects the type of 

instruction that educational reformers encourage. In other words, some teachers need to make a 

shift in their epistemological beliefs about learning in order to provide their students with 

learning experiences that better align with the changing instructional expectations. 

Research continues to support the transition from behaviorist instructional approaches to 

constructivist instructional practices. Thoonen et al. (2011) cited Scheerens’s (2008) meta-

analysis study of 177 studies of instructional effectiveness that found a 0.14 effect size for 

constructive practices on student achievement as a 0.09 effect size for direct-instruction. Despite 
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the research that indicates a need for change to instructional practices, many teachers will have to 

unlearn how they were taught in order to begin to implement current research-based instructional 

practices (Thompson & Zeuli, 1999). 

Self-Efficacy. Based on the work of Bandura (1977), teachers’ self-efficacy is an 

important indicator of whether or not they will implement new learning (Bruce et al., 2010; 

Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Thoonen et al., 2011). Teachers with high self-efficacy are more inclined 

to persist in implementing new instructional practices (Bruce et al., 2010). Bruce et al. (2010) 

identified four ways to increase teacher self-efficacy: 

Mastery experiences (direct teaching experiences that are challenging but highly 

successful); vicarious experiences (watching peers of similar ability levels teach 

challenging ideas with high success); physiological and emotional states (feelings of 

success and confidence); and social and verbal persuasion impact self-efficacy (receiving 

positive feedback from students, peers and superiors). (p. 1599).  

Mastery experiences develop the strongest self-efficacy for teachers. As teachers see 

student achievement improving through the implementation of instructional strategies, the 

repeated student success builds teachers’ confidence to try new approaches (Bruce et al., 2010).  

Bruce et al. (2010) studied the connection between self-efficacy, teacher collaboration, 

and student achievement in five case study sites. Bruce et al. (2010) contrasted the results from 

two of the five sites to discuss the connections. At site A, teachers had previous experience with 

the new three-part mathematics instruction that the collaborative, site-based professional learning 

helped to implement. At site B, the teachers were more inclined to present direct-instruction 

lessons, and they had no exposure to the teaching strategy. In the self-efficacy pretest, site A 
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teachers rated themselves lower in their ability to implement the new strategy and see increased 

student achievement than site B teachers. However, after a year of collaborative professional 

learning, the self-efficacy of teachers at site A significantly increased, as did the achievement of 

the students. However, at site B, their self-efficacy rating decreased, and no student improvement 

was apparent. Bruce et al. (2010) concluded that a correlation exists between teacher self-

efficacy and student achievement.  

Need to Change. Despite the reality that professional learning research has been 

relatively uninformed by adult learning theory, the various adult learning theories give some 

explanation for how and why adults learn (Smylie, 1995). One consistent factor across the 

various theories is that adults need a reason to learn and grow (Knowles, 1980; Mezirow, 1991; 

Smylie, 1995). As teachers sense the need to improve instruction or solve a student dilemma, 

teachers are more likely to pursue and engage in professional learning (Thompson & Zeuli, 

1999). While teachers may develop a need for change for a variety of reasons, it typically 

develops from a need to improve student learning. As teachers become dissatisfied with student 

performance, they are more likely to pursue professional learning opportunities (Bruce et al., 

2010). 

Experiential Context 

In addition to teachers’ personal beliefs and practices, professional learning will be more 

successful in a culture centered on learning (King, 2014; Kraft & Papay, 2014; Opfer & Pedder, 

2011; Opfer et al., 2011). Based on the examination of a broad set of literature, Opfer and Pedder 

(2011) emphasized four qualities that create a strong environment that supports professional 

learning:  
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• Learning encouraged throughout the school. 

• Learning encouraged through self-reflection. 

• Learning encouraged by clear beliefs and expectations. 

• Learning encouraged by a structure that provides resources and support. 

Kraft and Papay (2014) found that novice teachers saw greater and faster gains in 

teaching practices as they taught in a more supportive environment. One main way in which 

administration can support and encourage teacher learning is by providing a school culture that 

allows for the time for teachers to collaborate (King, 2014; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). 

Learning Practices 

Because learning beliefs are so closely connected to teaching practices, teachers struggle 

to engage in professional learning that does not reflect their teaching styles (Opfer et al., 2011). 

While teachers are more apt to attend professional learning that reflects their own teaching 

beliefs and practices, the design of professional learning should model the desired instructional 

and theoretical changes asked of teachers. As teachers participate in professional learning that 

models the expectations, they are able to build more confidence in their ability to make changes 

to their own instructional practices. 

Kleickmann et al. (2016) studied how scaffolding professional learning for science 

teachers increased the teachers’ ability to implement learning. By comparing three groups of 

teachers who experienced varying levels of expert scaffolding, Kleickmann et al. (2016) 

concluded that the teachers who experienced the most scaffolding made the greatest changes to 

their classroom instruction and as a result saw growth in their students’ achievement. The 

scaffolding was an important element of the professional learning because it demonstrated for 
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teachers exactly how they were to use the strategies. Not only did scaffolding provide experience 

for teachers with the strategies, but also built the teachers’ belief in their ability to use the 

strategies. A sense of competency is valuable for teachers, as it allows them to take risks to 

implement new strategies (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

Qualities of Professional Learning Experiences 

Because the learning practices of teachers impacts a teacher’s ability to grow as an 

educator, understanding how the design of professional learning impacts learning is vital to the 

discussion of professional learning. While little consensus exists in regard to the greatest factor 

of professional learning, four qualities of professional learning are discussed in detail. These are 

duration, collective participation, active learning, and coherence (Desimone et al., 2002; Garet et 

al., 2001; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). 

Duration 

Systemic change takes time. In fact, most acknowledge that the workshop, or one-time 

session or conference, model of professional learning creates little lasting or systematic change 

(Garet et al., 2001; Hawley & Valli, 1999; Kennedy, 2016; Little, 1999; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; 

Smylie, 1995). Guskey (1995) claimed, “Successful professional development programs are 

those that approach change in a gradual and incremental fashion” (p. 119). Teachers require the 

chance to observe learning, implement learning, and reflect on learning (Little, 1999). More 

recent coaching models provide continued support for teachers to provide feedback on student 

achievement resulting from teacher learning (Kennedy, 2016). While there are many ways to 

sustain teacher learning over time, administration plays a large role in creating an environment 

that provides space and time for teacher collaboration, observation, and reflection (Kraft & 
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Papay, 2014; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Thoonen et al., 2011). Just as students need to practice and 

evaluate their learning, teachers need space to grow in their own instructional practices. 

Collective Participation 

Across the literature, the most common characteristic of professional learning is 

collaboration (Garet et al., 2001; Lai et al., 2016; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). Centered in either 

social-cognitive learning theory (Bandura, 1977) or situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 

1991), collaboration is a necessary aspect of teacher learning. Most recently, collaboration takes 

the form of PLCs (Bruce et al., 2010; Dufour & Eaker, 1998; Hadar & Brody, 2012). In 

collaborative settings, teachers should share their instructional practices, challenges, successes, 

and reflections. Collaboration with other professionals provides the peer support to encourage 

and motivate professional learning (Hadar & Brody, 2012). However, PLCs will only be as 

productive as the prevailing beliefs of the group will allow (Bruce et al., 2010). Even within a 

group setting, teacher beliefs impact the progress of a group. If the majority of the teachers are 

engaged and learning and experiencing success, then teachers will experience motivation to grow 

and change. However, learning will be diminished if the majority of the group does not see the 

need to change or experience success (Bruce et al., 2010). 

Despite some teachers’ desire to close their classroom doors and simply teach, 

professional growth happens as part of a learning community (Fullan, 1995; Hawley & Valli, 

1999; Little, 1999; Smyth, 1995). Because collaboration is most purposeful among teachers that 

have a common goal and learning focus (Guskey, 1995), professional learning should help to 

“break down the traditional isolation of teachers’ work and broaden their opportunities to learn” 

(Ball & Cohen, 1999, p. 17) by creating a culture of collaboration. The attitudes of the teachers 
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in a school can allow professional learning to flourish or crumble depending on the support of 

those who are excited about learning (Hadar & Brody, 2012; Hargreaves, 1995). 

Active Learning 

Teachers progress in their teaching strategies as the learning is situated in classroom 

experiences (Bruce et al., 2010; Desimone et al., 2002; Garet et al., 2001; Kennedy, 2016; Opfer 

& Pedder, 2011; Opfer et al., 2011). While it is possible to apply active learning in a variety of 

ways, the two most valuable for this study are time to plan for implementation and an emphasis 

on student work.  

As teachers have time to plan for how to implement strategies in the classroom, the more 

likely teachers will put the learning into practice (Bannister, 2015; Garet et al., 2001). While 

teachers may be intrigued by a strategy in a conference session, they may not actually implement 

the strategy without provided time to consider how they would implement the strategy. While 

little research exists that makes the connection between planning time and the outcome of 

professional learning, planning time for teachers is a regular aspect of effective professional 

learning (Bannister, 2015; Garet et al., 2001; Penner-Williams et al., 2017). In each case, the 

design of professional learning provides time for teachers to work together to plan effective 

strategies for the benefit of their students. 

Most often, focusing on student work is the main emphasis of active learning. If 

professional learning is ultimately about student achievement, then teachers will only see the 

impact of their learning by analyzing student work. Bruce et al. (2010) found that teachers 

learned through analyzing student work because it gave them time to reflect on the instructional 

strategy. As student work demonstrated that students were learning, teachers developed a 
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stronger sense of self-efficacy that encouraged them to continue to consider how best to help 

their students achieve (Bruce et al., 2010). In fact, the more that teachers experienced student 

growth the more willing they were to take risks with classroom instruction (Bruce et al., 2010).  

As teachers have time to collaboratively plan based on what student data reveal, teachers 

are able to develop a sense of confidence that encourages them to implement strategies in the 

classroom (Bannister, 2015; Bruce et al., 2010; Garet et al., 2001). As a result, active learning is 

a vital element of quality professional learning.  

Coherence 

Coherence indicates that the professional learning purpose relates to and supports the 

goals of teachers, school, and district (Garet et al., 2001). Too often, professional learning 

experiences are disconnected from other reform initiatives in which teachers participate (Garet et 

al., 2001). However, the difficulty in determining the impact of coherence on the success of 

professional learning reflects the variety of definitions available across the research (Lindvall & 

Ryve, 2019).  

Lindvall and Ryve (2019) conducted a literature review to attempt to map the purposes 

and results of coherence in professional learning. After analyzing 95 papers, Lindvall and Ryve 

(2019) identified three categories that describe how coherence is used in professional learning; 

external coherence, internal coherence, and create coherence. External coherence indicates that 

the professional learning reflects the expectations of entities outside of the professional learning 

experience such as district or state standards. Internal coherence means that the elements of the 

professional learning are consistent in its goals and purposes. Finally, create coherence indicates 
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that the professional learning experience is designed to create unity within a department, school, 

or district. 

In addition to the types of coherence, the role of the teacher as implementer or 

autonomous is an interesting outcome of the review. The majority of the included research 

viewed coherence as external; however, often the coherence was created either with the goals of 

the state or district or the goals of the teachers themselves (Lindvall & Ryve, 2019). The studies 

that emphasized the goals of the district were viewed as a top-down model, but the studies that 

emphasized the goals of the teachers were viewed as creating autonomy for teachers. For the 

sake of this study, both perspectives are important. In this study, the goals of the teachers and 

district guided the development of the professional learning experience.  

Professional Learning Communities 

Professional learning communities are a popular form of collaborative learning in 

professional learning literature that reflect many characteristics of professional learning. 

Introduced by DuFour and Eaker (1998), PLCs emphasize teachers collaborating for the purpose 

of a common goal of student achievement. DuFour et al. (2016) defined PLCs as “an ongoing 

process in which educators work collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and 

action to research to achieve better results for the students they serve” (p. 10). As a result, 

analysis of student work, collaborative reflection of student needs, inquiry for solutions, and 

implementation of research-based strategies became the hallmarks of PLCs (DuFour & Eaker, 

1998). Learning theories such as distributed cognition (Hutchins, 1980) and Lave & Wenger’s 

(1991) community of practice support the design of PLCs as they emphasized that people learn 

from others in their environment (Bannister, 2015; Hadar & Brody, 2012). Over the years, other 
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authors have adopted the language and espoused the values of PLCs for professional learning in 

education (Penner-Williams et al., 2017; Schmoker, 2006). PLCs reflect professional learning 

research as they emphasize collaboration and active learning. 

Collaborative Culture 

First, PLCs reflect professional learning research because they encourage teachers to 

learn collaboratively. DuFour et al. (2016) stated that “educators must work collaboratively and 

take collective responsibility for the success of each student” (p. 11). PLCs emphasize teachers 

working together to decentralize traditional professional learning models and provide teachers 

more control in their own professional learning (Damjanovic & Blank, 2018; DuFour et al., 

2016). School leadership supports PLCs by developing the learning culture of the school 

(Carpenter, 2014; DuFour et al., 2016). Carpenter (2014) found that PLCs function best when 

participation in PLCs is voluntary, but teachers need support to better create collaborative teams 

focused on teacher outcomes. Just as with any form of professional learning, teachers’ beliefs 

about learning and the teachers’ relationship to administration impact the outcome of teacher 

learning through PLCs (Carpenter, 2014; Lee & Lee, 2018; Opfer et al., 2011).  

Collaboration is so vital to the success of PLCs that virtual PLCs have developed for those who 

may not have a strong collaborative learning environment in their building (DuFour & Reason, 

2015). Research indicates the positive impact of virtual PLCs as teachers build supportive 

communities despite working from different locations (Matzat, 2013; McConnell et al., 2013). 

McConnell et al. (2013) found that virtual platforms provided teachers opportunity to collaborate 

when location and time limited face-to-face collaboration. While virtual PLCs present their own 

challenges, virtual PLCs support teachers who may be the only teacher of their content in the 
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building and allow teachers to learn from teachers in other environments to focus on a specific 

learning goal (DuFour & Reason, 2015). 

Focused on Results 

Just as professional learning design emphasizes active learning, PLCs focus on student 

achievement. Teacher inquiry is based on student data (DuFour, 2015; DuFour et al., 2016). 

Owen (2016) found that teachers learned most in the PLC format when they focused on practical, 

classroom-based activities such as shared planning. In some cases, teachers even supported each 

other by co-teaching, observing each other, and providing feedback (Owen, 2016). PLCs focus 

on student results to determine impact of professional learning (DuFour et al., 2016).  

While the research remains inconsistent on the connection between collaborative 

professional learning and implementation of classroom practices (Hadar & Brody, 2012), 

teachers find value in PLCs relative to how much they engage in the community of learning 

(Bannister, 2015). The impact of PLCs on student achievement reflects the cohesiveness of the 

PLC. “There is an established positive relationship between teachers’ participation in strong 

teacher communities and equitable student outcomes” (Bannister, 2015, p. 347). Hadar and 

Brody (2012) developed a model of how PLCs support teachers’ professional learning and 

demonstrates why some PLCs are successful and others fail. As teachers learn to work together 

and focus on student achievement, they begin to improve their teaching (Hadar & Brody, 2012). 

When teachers struggle to work together by sharing resources, results, and feedback, teachers 

tend to withdraw from the PLC and therefore do not see results in student achievement (Hadar & 

Brody, 2012). 
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However, teachers who do engage in PLCs credit PLCs as vital to professional growth 

(Penner-Williams et al., 2017). After surveying and interviewing 41 educators across 6 school 

districts, Penner-Williams et al. (2017) found that teachers “identified their PLC as instrumental 

to their capacity building, transfer of learning to instructional practice, and teacher effectiveness” 

(p. 226). In fact, listening to others share classroom success stories encouraged teachers to not 

only make changes in their classroom practices but also to adjust their perspectives of students 

(Penner-Williams et al., 2017).  

Motivation and the Adult Learner 

Despite the acceptance of the characteristics of professional learning, research remains 

inconsistent on the outcomes of professional learning, such as implementation of learning and 

student achievement (Kennedy, 2016; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Zhang & Liu, 2019). As a result, 

Kennedy (2016) called for more research into how teachers are motivated to participate in 

professional learning. Zepeda (2019) maintained, “A critical component of effective learning is 

that teachers become more satisfied, gain self-confidence, and derive value from their work and 

working with others” (p. 47). Throughout the literature, researchers place an emphasis on how 

teachers value their work and value the importance of the professional learning experience. 

Across the research, three learning theories commonly support the research of teacher motivation 

in learning: self-efficacy, andragogy, and self-determination theory. The three theories help to 

explain how adults view learning. 

Self-Efficacy Development 

Across the literature, Bandura’s (1977) concept of self-efficacy is the most common 

theoretical support for why teachers engage in professional learning. Self-efficacy “represents 
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learner’s self-perceptions of capability to perform a target behavior” (Zhang & Liu, 2019, p. 

147). The more confident a person feels to accomplish a specific task, the more likely they are to 

complete that task.  

According to Bandura (1977), self-efficacy develops in three ways. First, mastery 

experiences encourage adult learners to keep learning. As teachers implement new strategies and 

see students succeed, the more likely teachers will continue to take risks to implement new 

strategies (Bruce et al., 2010; Durksen et al., 2017). Second, modeling allows teachers to 

visualize how to implement the learning. Observations are a form of modeling and active 

learning that assist teachers in their learning process (Garet et al., 2001). Finally, teachers need to 

believe that they are able to implement the learning in order to actually move forward. Teacher 

beliefs play an important role in their motivation to participate in professional learning (Opfer et 

al., 2011). Not only do the teacher’s opinions of the strategies influence teacher engagement, but 

also the teacher’s opinions of their own capabilities. Self-efficacy appears to be one of the most 

important factors in a teacher’s motivation to participate in professional learning (Thoonen et al., 

2011). 

Andragogy 

Not only do teachers need a strong sense of self-efficacy, but professional learning 

developers need an understanding of adults as learners. Adult learning is not so much about what 

they need to know but why they need to know it (Knowles et al., 2005). As a result, adults are 

more autonomous in their learning. Knowles et al. (2005) identified six assumptions for adult 

learning: 
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1. “Learner’s need to know” - adults need to understand why they need to learn 

something. 

2. “Self-concept of the learner” - adults view themselves as autonomous and as a result, 

prefer self-directed learning. 

3. “Prior experience of the learner” - adults bring a variety of life experiences to 

learning which serve as a resource for learning. 

4. “Readiness to learn” - adults prefer real-life learning situations. 

5. “Orientation to learning” - adults typically approach learning from a problem-solving 

perspective. 

6. “Motivation to learn” - an adult’s motivation is typically intrinsic and they want to 

know the learning will be of value to them personally. (p. 149) 

Based on the assumptions of andragogy, professional learning cannot begin from a deficit 

perspective. In other words, because adult learners come with a wealth of prior knowledge, 

professional learning developers should value the perspective and input of teachers throughout 

the learning (Zepeda, 2019). Also, because adults value learning that is situated in real-life 

scenarios, professional learning should emphasize active learning (Garet et al., 2001). Finally, 

because adult learners are self-directed and they desire autonomy, professional learning should 

include as much choice as possible to support the goals of the learner (Carpenter & Linton, 2018; 

Carpenter & MacFarlane, 2018). 

The theory of andragogy is not without its criticisms. Initially, Jarvis (1984) criticized 

andragogy for not being empirically based. However, in recent years, more research supports the 

theory of andragogy (Henschke, 2011; Loeng, 2018). One of the greatest criticisms of Knowles’ 
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(1980) andragogy that remains unresolved is its relationship to pedagogy, as andragogy appears 

to create an unnecessary dichotomy between children and adults as learners (Henschke, 2011; 

Loeng, 2018; Merriam, 2001). The learning characteristics of andragogy are not necessarily 

reflective of only adult learners, as some children do tend to be self-directed learners (Merriam, 

2001). As a result, pedagogy and andragogy may exist as more of a continuum than a dichotomy 

(Merriam, 2001). Despite the criticism, the key tenets of andragogy are still helpful when 

developing learning for adults, especially considering how to align professional learning to the 

goals of the adult learner. 

Self-Determination Theory 

A growing body of research on motivation in professional learning relies on the work of 

Ryan and Deci (2000) in regard to self-determination theory (SDT). SDT identifies three innate 

needs that a person requires to feel a sense of wellness and satisfaction that allows that person to 

act: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Self-determination theory 

reflects aspects of the previously mentioned theories. First, just as andragogy, autonomy reflects 

a sense of choice. Furthermore, as in self-efficacy, SDT emphasizes one’s sense of ability or 

competence. An in-depth discussion of SDT occurs later in the chapter. 

Choice in Professional Learning 

Despite the research in adult learning that emphasizes autonomy, one quality seems to be 

missing from the list of professional learning characteristics—choice. Even though coherence to 

teacher goals might indicate the need for choice in professional learning, little research seems to 

specifically reference choice. Kennedy (2016) warned, “Because the effects of any PD program 

depends heavily on teachers’ motivation to learn and to change their practice, studies using 
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mandatory assignments may not have much effect on learning” (p. 948). The question then 

becomes: how can teacher leaders develop professional learning in such a way that teachers have 

an element of choice even in a required professional learning setting? 

While a variety of types of choices exist, the ability of a teacher to choose their own 

professional learning experience and how to implement that learning are of utmost importance to 

this study. In a study of South African university lecturers, Van Schalkwyk et al. (2015) found 

that teachers valued the opportunity to choose from a variety of learning opportunities in order to 

best support their learning goals. Teachers value autonomy in their work, and as a result, they 

value autonomy in how to improve their practice (Van Schalkwyk et al., 2015). 

In the technological age, teachers have the ability to choose from a variety of self-

directed learning opportunities (Zhang & Lui, 2019). Options such as massive open online 

courses (MOOCs) and online PLCs are now available to teachers (Bates et al., 2018; Zhang & 

Lui, 2019). Technology enhances the teacher’s ability to develop PLCs beyond the scope of the 

school or district (Zhang & Lui, 2019). Zhang and Lui (2019) worked with 520 teachers and 

found that even in an online environment, PLCs increased teacher efficacy. While technology 

provides teachers with choices in professional learning, teachers tend to gravitate towards 

programs with higher user ratings or that colleagues recommend and programs that allow for 

immediate implementation (Bates et al., 2018). While many options exist for online professional 

learning, more research will aid in understanding the impact of online professional learning in 

the classroom (Bates et al., 2018). 

In addition to technology, a modern innovation for providing teacher choice in 

professional learning is the Edcamp unconference. Edcamps emphasize “participants’ 
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engagement, creativity, and collaboration” by avoiding prearranged schedules and lecturers 

(Carpenter & MacFarlane, 2018, p. 71). Instead, the participants determine the schedule and 

session topics based on their shared learning goals (Carpenter & MacFarlane, 2018). While 

research on Edcamps is limited, Edcamps are based on well-researched learning theories such as 

andragogy (Knowles, 1980) and self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) that reflect an 

adult’s need to learn something and feel a sense of autonomy to learn (Carpenter & Linton, 2018; 

Carpenter & MacFarlane, 2018). Current research indicates that “the Edcamp model appeared to 

positively affect teaching and learning while respecting the participants’ motivations, autonomy, 

experiences, and ultimately their professionalism and capacity to engage in complex intellectual 

work” (Carpenter & Linton, 2018, p. 64). Rather than diminishing a teacher’s expertise by 

determining what a teacher needs to learn, Edcamps empower teachers to determine what they 

need to learn and provides them space to make those inquiries. The power of choice, even in a 

mandated setting, encourages teachers to engage and implement learning (Carpenter & 

MacFarlane, 2018). 

In addition to Edcamps, the concept of agency reflects choice in professional learning. 

Calvert (2016) defined agency as “the capacity of teachers to act purposefully and constructively 

to direct their professional growth and contribute to the growth of their colleagues” (p. 4). 

Agency in relation to professional learning reflects the goals of PLCs in that teachers identify the 

needs of students and set personal learning goals based on those needs (Calvert, 2016). Just as in 

other forms of learning, agency is not an individual endeavor, but is often social constructed (Lai 

et al., 2016; Melasalmi & Husu, 2019). Teacher agency is subject to the school culture (Lai et al., 
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2016). Agency increases as teachers have a voice in their learning and as they have access to 

resources (Lai et al., 2016).  

Table 1 reflects what professional learning looks like with an emphasis on teacher 

agency.  

 
Table 1 

Supporting Teacher Agency 

System 
Conditions 

Professional Development Lacking 
Teacher Agency 

Professional Learning Supporting 
Teacher Agency 

School 
Approach to 
Professional 
Development 

• Planned by administrators, often 
delivered by external vendors; 

• Driven by constraints of current 
scheduling; 

• Doubts about whether professional 
development is working; 

• One-time workshop without follow 
up. 

• Teachers plan and present professional 
learning; 

• Educators engage in learning 
communities based on mutual trust 
and expertise; 

• Professional learning happens during 
the school day and everyone engages 
in cycles of learning. 

Source of 
Solutions to 
Learning 
Challenges 

• Assumption is that the source of 
expertise and solutions comes from 
outside the school. 

• Look internally first for the source of 
expertise to solve problems. 

Topics and Skills 
Addressed 

• Little input from teachers; 
• Potpourri of topics chosen by system 

leaders and principals based on 
multiple, often competing, objectives; 

• Decisions about what teachers need to 
know are made by the central office 
and school administrators; 

• Topics are often unrelated to teacher 
and student learning. 

• Teacher-identified learning objectives; 
• Based on data (including 

observations); 
• Focused on teachers’ and students’ 

continuous growth; 
• Topics address specific classroom 

challenges; 
• Teachers decide what they need to 

learn. 
Role of Teachers • Implementers, recipients of 

information, deliverers of content. 
• Planners, designers, advisors, 

presenters, implementers, evaluators, 
decision makers. 

Note. Adapted with permission from Moving from Compliance to Agency: What Teachers Need to Make 
Professional Learning Work by L. Calvert, 2016, p. 5. Copyright by Learning Forward, www.learningforward.org, 
and NCTAF. All rights reserved. 
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Throughout Table 1 several comparisons exist between agency-supported learning and 

the characteristics of professional learning such as an emphasis on collaboration and active 

learning. However, one of the clarifying differences is how teachers drive the learning in an 

agency-supported environment (Calvert, 2016). As teachers see professional learning that 

reflects their needs and goals, they will more readily participate and implement professional 

learning (Melasalmi & Husu, 2019).  

To date, limited research exists regarding agency and professional learning. However, a 

few studies highlight the role of agency in promoting engagement and implementation of 

professional learning. First, as with the qualities of professional learning, the school culture and 

structure impact teacher agency (Lia et al., 2016). In an international, professional learning 

setting, Lai et al. (2016) found that as Western teachers valued the voice of Chinese teachers, the 

Chinese teachers sense of agency increased and they engaged more with the learning process. In 

addition to the importance of school and learning culture, teacher agency increases collaboration 

within professional learning and motivation to improve student achievement (Melasalmi & Husu, 

2019). As early childhood educators participated in collaborative professional learning, 

Melasalmi and Husu (2019) found that as teachers made student achievement the center of their 

discussion, the teachers became more willing to critically analyze instructional strategies. In both 

of these studies, teachers had the space to discuss and analyze the value of instructional strategies 

in relationship to student needs, rather than being presented with a specific instructional strategy 

to implement (Lai et al., 2016; Melasalmi & Husu, 2019). 
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Theoretical Framework 

Perceptions of instructional needs, ability to implement strategies, and expectations of 

instructional support impact a teacher’s decision to engage in professional learning. While the 

qualities of the professional learning are important to support teacher learning, a teacher will not 

engage and implement the professional learning if they do not connect the learning to their 

students’ instructional needs and if the teacher does not feel confident to implement the learning 

(Kennedy, 2016; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). Ryan and Deci’s (2017) Self-determination theory 

(SDT) compliments the qualities of professional learning, especially choice and collective 

participation. Figure 2 demonstrates how SDT complements the characteristics of professional 

learning. 

 
Figure 2 

Connections Between SDT and Professional Learning Characteristics 
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Self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017) explains why teachers view 

mandated professional learning as just another task to complete rather than an opportunity to 

better serve their students. Even as Maslow (1943) determined that certain needs must be 

fulfilled for someone to be able to engage in learning, SDT identifies three needs that individuals 

must internalize to act autonomously: autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Ryan & Deci, 

2017). Autonomy indicates an individual’s perception of choice (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Autonomy 

does not necessarily mean that someone completes the task individually, but rather means that a 

person senses that they have a choice to complete the task (Van den Broeck et al., 2010). 

Relatedness reflects how connected a person feels to the learning community. In other words, the 

learner feels cared for and supported as the learner, but also feels they have something to add to 

the community of learners (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Finally, competence reflects how confident one 

feels to complete the task (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Similar to Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy, the 

more someone feels they are capable of learning, the more apt someone will be to learn it (Van 

den Broeck et al., 2010). As Figure 3 depicts, a person develops a deeper sense of well-being as 

the innate needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness are met. A person is then able to act 

autonomously from that place of well-being. 
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Figure 3 

Self-Determination Theory 

 
Note. The innate needs of SDT lead to a personal sense of well-being and autonomous action. 
 
 

Not only does SDT focus on three innate needs for autonomous action, it also differs 

from other motivational theories in that it views motivation as a continuum between extrinsic and 

intrinsic factors rather than a dichotomy between the two (Ryan & Deci, 2000). While intrinsic 

motivation is doing something simply for the sense of satisfaction and the epitome of 

autonomous action, extrinsic motivation can also lead to autonomous activity (Ryan & Deci, 

2017). The more one acts for their own purposes, even if extrinsically motivated, the more 

autonomous the act (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Figure 4 explains the continuum between amotivation 

and intrinsic motivation. 
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Figure 4 

Self-Determination Continuum 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from “Self-Determination Theory and the Facilitation of Intrinsic Motivation, 
Social Development, and Well-Being,” by R. M. Ryan & E. L. Deci, 2000, American Psychologist, 55(1), p. 72 
(https://doi.org/10.1037//0003-066X.55.1.68). Copyright 2000 by American Psychological Association. 
 
 

As people experience the innate needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence, they 

are able to complete tasks with more satisfaction. Ryan and Deci (2017) explained, “SDT 

predicts that more autonomous forms of motivation are associated with higher quality 

engagement and wellness in the workplace and that more autonomously motivated employees 

experience less exhaustion, burnout, and ill-being” (p. 538). Therefore, as the culture of a 

workplace encourages feelings of autonomy, relatedness, and competence, the more likely an 

individual will engage in work tasks. In education, as the administration supports teachers by 

creating a culture of collaborative learning, providing choice in how teachers learn, and 
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providing feedback on how teachers are succeeding in their efforts, SDT indicates that teachers 

might more readily engage in professional learning.  

While teachers’ learning has not been the focus of much SDT research, the research done 

in noneducational workplaces and in the classroom indicate that SDT may better explain how 

teachers experience motivation to engage and implement professional learning. According to 

Ryan and Deci (2017), “Great teaching will not derive from pressuring teachers toward narrowly 

defined test outcomes but rather by orienting educators toward, and making them accountable 

for, creating and implementing effective, evidence supported classroom processes” (p. 378). 

While the context of the quote is the classroom and developing autonomy in students, the 

connection between a school’s culture and teachers’ motivation is similar to a classroom’s 

culture and students’ motivation. 

While research that connects SDT and education exists, it mostly centers on the teacher-

student relationship. For instance, Reeve et al. (2004) found that as teachers began to 

autonomously support students, students became more engaged in the learning. As 20 teachers 

participated in a sustained professional learning experience over 10 weeks and learned the 

concepts of autonomy support as a form of motivation, teachers changed how they motivated 

students in their classrooms, and students engagement in classroom activities increased. The 

major shift in learning was the culture of the classroom. Teachers shifted from a control-based 

motivation to facilitator-based motivation (Reeve et al., 2004), and students appeared to benefit 

from the shift in motivational strategy. 

In addition, studies support training not only teachers, but also parents and managers, to 

use autonomy-supportive motivation strategies. Su and Reeve (2011) reviewed 19 studies that 
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emphasized training leaders to motivate students, children, and colleagues by using techniques 

that encourage autonomous action. While Su and Reeve (2011) analyzed many other factors, 

autonomy-supportive intervention programs had an effect size of 0.63. The effect size was 

reflective of a variety of research participants and settings, but almost half involved education 

settings. Once again, as teachers created autonomy-supportive classrooms, students were more 

motivated to participate (Su & Reeve, 2011).  

A much smaller meta-analysis reflected similar results. Taylor et al. (2014) analyzed four 

longitudinal studies that researched the connection between SDT and student achievement. Once 

again, the findings showed “that intrinsic motivation is consistently the most beneficial form of 

motivation for students’ achievement” (Taylor et al., 2014, p. 357). Overall, research indicated 

that because intrinsic motivation is more influential than extrinsic motivation, students grow in 

autonomy-supportive environments. 

Just as students thrive in an autonomy-supportive environment, adults do as well (Deci et 

al., 1989; Van den Broeck et al., 2010). As previously noted, the more a person feels a sense of 

autonomy, relatedness, and competence, the more fulfilled they are in their work (Ryan & Deci, 

2017). In order to gain insight into the wellness of employees, Van den Broeck et al. (2010) 

developed a measure of needs satisfaction. In the process of testing the measure, results indicated 

that the more autonomy employees felt, the more they were satisfied and fulfilled by their work 

(Van den Broeck et al., 2010). The question then becomes how to build an environment for 

teachers which encourages the internalization of external motivators (Ryan & Deci, 2000). If 

“individuals are attracted to situations in which need satisfaction may occur” (Van den Broeck et 
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al., 2010, p. 983), then can professional learning be developed in an autonomy-supportive 

environment and what does that look like?  

Implications for Further Research 

Professional learning remains as the most trusted resource for teacher growth and 

instructional reform; however, research in professional learning still reflects varied results on 

student achievement (Kennedy, 2016; Lindvall & Ryve, 2019). As state and national educational 

leaders continue to realign standards to reflect changing workforce needs, professional learning 

will continue to be important for teacher learning and student achievement (Carpenter & 

MacFarlane, 2018; Zhang & Liu, 2019). As a result, research in professional learning is not a 

simple one-to-one correlation, but rather a complex interaction of multiple elements (Kennedy, 

2016; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). Therefore, a need continues to exist to better understand how 

professional learning supports teachers as they implement instructional changes in their 

classrooms. 

In addition, because teacher perception of a professional learning experience is vital to its 

success, a need exists to understand how teachers experience motivation in professional learning. 

Motivation is a complex idea and impossible to reduce to personality traits or developmental 

trends (Durksen et al., 2017). While research on teacher motivation exists, “few studies have 

investigated teachers’ motivation for their own learning” (in de Wal et al., 2014, p. 28). Instead, 

it tends to investigate a teachers’ motivation to teach rather than pursue their own personal 

learning. In addition, no current theory exists for motivation in professional learning (Kennedy, 

2016). Therefore, more research is necessary to understand how teachers experience motivation 

in professional learning. 
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Finally, while professional learning qualities such as duration, collective participation, 

active learning, and coherence are well-documented throughout the literature (Garet et al., 2001; 

Kennedy, 2016; Opfer & Pedder, 2011), little research specifically addresses the role of choice in 

professional learning. Even though research in online learning and Educamps emphasize the role 

of choice, researchers do not seem to address the role of choice in a mandatory professional 

learning setting.  

The current study sought to understand how teachers experience motivation to both 

engage and implement professional learning in a choice-based professional learning experience. 

First, the professional learning setting of the current study emphasized the characteristics of 

quality professional learning, such as duration, collaborative, active learning, and coherence 

(Garet et al., 2001). Within that setting, the study specifically addressed motivation to learn, as 

opposed to motivation to teach (in de Wal et al., 2014; Kennedy, 2016), and also applied the 

current research in adult learning to emphasize autonomy and agency by providing teachers 

learning choice even in a required professional learning experience (Lai et al., 2016; Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). As a result, this study adds to the current research regarding teacher motivation in a 

choice-based professional learning environment. 

Summary 

This literature review explored the various elements that impact the outcome of 

professional learning. By acknowledging that teacher learning is a complex process, professional 

learning designers begin to realize that professional learning is more than just the qualities of 

professional learning (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). Professional learning designers need to consider 
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not only the characteristics of the professional learning itself, but also consider the education 

beliefs and learning goals of the teachers themselves (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). 

In addition to professional learning research, the literature review addressed the 

importance of understanding adults as learners who desire learner autonomy and agency. Even 

more so than young learners, adult learners prefer to learn to solve a problem based on their own 

real-world experiences (Calvert, 2016; Zepeda, 2019). Teachers who have a sense of well-being 

because they experience choice, collaboration, and active learning are more likely to engage and 

implement professional learning (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

The history of professional learning establishes several well-defined characteristics for 

quality professional learning. However, multiple factors impact the outcome of professional 

learning. Therefore, more research is necessary in the area of teacher motivation in professional 

learning, specifically related to choice in professional learning. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Increasing pressure is being placed on teachers to develop students who are able to live, 

learn, and work in 21st-century culture (Owen, 2014). As college- and career-ready is already a 

buzz phrase for many states, increased testing encourages teachers to emphasize content over 

understanding. However, many teachers’ education training focused on teaching content more 

than critical thinking or understanding (Garet et al., 2001). Professional learning is critical to 

support teachers as they modify instruction to support student learning for the 21st century 

(Carpenter & MacFarlane, 2018; in de Wal et al., 2014; Zhang & Liu, 2019). However, teachers 

do not always view professional learning as practical or relatable to their classroom (Borko & 

Putnam, 1995). 

Understanding how teachers are motivated to apply professional learning to their 

classroom instructional strategies is particularly important for more established educators 

because they often view new programs or ideas as “an isolated fad that will soon be gone” 

(Guskey, 1995, p. 125). Due to the progress of technology, the role of the classroom teacher has 

shifted from the giver of information to the facilitator of learning, and because many teachers 

were not trained to teach in this manner (Garet et al., 2001), professional learning is vital to 

provide training in 21st-century teaching strategies that utilize technology, emphasize 

collaboration, and encourage student ownership.  

While much research on teacher professional learning exists, little information exists on 

how teachers experience motivation to engage in professional learning and then implement 

instructional changes in their classrooms (Kennedy, 2016). The purpose of this study was to 
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understand how teachers experience motivation to engage and implement choice-based 

professional learning. The study provides insight into professional learning that teachers view as 

valuable and relevant, and therefore, actively participate in the learning and implement the 

learning. 

In order to focus on the phenomenon of motivation, the following questions will guide 

the current study:  

1. How do teachers experience motivation to engage in choice-based professional 

learning? 

2. How do teachers experience motivation to implement effective instruction through 

choice-based professional learning? 

Research Design 

Beginning with Edmund Husserl (1913/2004), the philosophy of phenomenology 

emphasized living and experiencing a particular phenomenon rather than attempting to identify 

the reason of the experience. Husserl (1913/2004) used the term intentionality to emphasize 

focusing on the experience itself rather than the why of the experience. The philosophical idea 

led to the research methodology from which several different methodological approaches 

developed. Three different phenomenological approaches developed from Husserl’s philosophy: 

descriptive, reflective lifeworld, and interpretive (Vagle, 2018).  

The descriptive approach proposed by Amedeo Giorgi (1997) emphasized the description 

of participants and reduction through bracketing. As the approach that remains closest to the 

ideals of Husserl’s phenomenology, the descriptive approach encourages the researcher to use 
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bracketing to keep the focus on the description provided by the participants so that data analysis 

is from a fresh perspective (Vagle, 2018).  

On the other end of the spectrum, the reflective lifeworld approach of Dahlberg (2006) 

emphasizes openness throughout the research process. Putting aside expectations, the researcher 

allows the context to drive the research question and resulting data collection. In addition, the 

reflective lifeworld approach encourages bridling as opposed to bracketing for the researcher’s 

personal connections. While bracketing emphasizes an initial capturing of the researcher’s prior 

experience or understanding of a phenomenon, bridling adds the ongoing, reflective practice of 

considering how the researcher’s experience impacts the analysis of data (Vagle, 2018).  

The interpretive approach of Max van Manen (1997) guided the current study. The 

interpretive approach views research as active, interpretive, and continual. The interpretive 

approach emphasizes understanding the lived experience, leading to the understanding of the 

phenomenon as the participants experience it rather than how they conceptualize it (van Manen, 

1997). 

According to van Manen (1997), the “lived experience is the starting point and end point 

of phenomenological research” (p. 36), but reflection is the only way that the researcher can 

capture the lived experience itself. Lived experience is “a reflexive or self-given awareness 

which is, as awareness, unaware of itself” (van Manen, 1997, p. 35). In other words, because a 

person is living in the moment, they are actually unaware of the experience until given time to 

reflect on the experience itself. As a result, the phenomenological researcher must “borrow” (van 

Manen, 1997, p. 62) people’s reflections of experiences in an effort to identify the essence of the 
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lived experience. The essence is simply “a description of a phenomenon” (van Manen, 1997, p. 

39). A clearly written description allows the reader to fully understand the lived experience.  

To better understand the phenomenon of motivation in professional learning, the research 

design of the current study was a qualitative interpretive phenomenological study. Professional 

learning is a regular part of a teacher’s life. In fact, educational certification often requires that 

teachers complete a specified amount of professional learning hours in order to maintain 

certification. For example, the research site of the current study required teachers to complete 24 

hours of professional learning each school year to reach the state required 120 hours every five 

years. However, while much research exists on how to conduct professional learning and how 

adults learn, little research discusses how teachers experience motivation to actively participate 

in that learning, and as a result, feel motivated to implement the learning. As an instructional 

coach, I wanted to experience motivation in professional learning “as we live it rather than as we 

conceptualize it” (van Manen, 1997, p. 30). In order to better understand the phenomenon of 

teachers’ motivation to engage and implement professional learning, I had to learn directly from 

teachers. Gathering interview and observational data allowed me to follow the thought process of 

the teachers and observe the physical dynamics of the teacher as the learner. I collected data 

from sources that “might yield something of its [motivation’s] fundamental nature” (van Manen, 

1997, p. 53).  

Research Site 

Because the goal of this study was to understand how teachers experience motivation to 

participate in professional learning and then implement learning, the study took place at a site 

where the professional learning integrated many of the characteristics of quality professional 
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learning, such as duration, coherence, collective participation, and active learning (Garet et al., 

2001) and where the administration encouraged and supported the teachers as the teachers 

implemented professional learning in their classrooms. The site was a rural, mountain high 

school in the Southeastern United States that served approximately 1,200 students. Depending on 

the given year, approximately 65 teachers participate in professional learning.  

As the researcher for this study, I was employed at the research site as the instructional 

coach. I served as a support to teachers and administration regarding instructional goals and 

needs in the building. One of my main responsibilities was to provide ongoing professional 

learning at the research site that reflected the goals of the teachers, school administration, and 

district leaders. As a coach, I assisted teachers in identifying their professional goals and used 

those goals as I supported teachers through regular classroom observations and specific 

feedback. As I coach, I desired that all elements of my job work together to support teacher 

growth for the sake of student achievement. 

At the research site, teacher leaders, administrative team (the building principal, three 

assistant principals, and the assistant administrator), and I (the instructional coach) 

collaboratively designed the professional learning for the current research to be differentiated for 

teachers based on their expressed needs for their classrooms. At the end of the previous school 

year, I presented the teachers with four instructional areas that they then reflected on as part of 

the school district’s instructional protocol: classroom environment, knowledge base, assessment 

and feedback, and instructional delivery. Figure 5 provides the series descriptions as presented to 

the teachers at the research site. 
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Figure 5 

Cultivating Conversations  

Classroom Environment 

Series 1: Routines and Procedures 
• Building routines and procedures that are guided by intentionally sequenced lesson plans to 

maximize classroom instructional time and student achievement. 

Series 2: Climate of Trust 
• Providing practical strategies for creating a climate of trust in the classroom by understanding 

the role of emotions and student behavior. 

Knowledge Base 

Series 3: Knowledge of Students 
• Enabling teachers to understand the consequences of poverty and how to empower students to 

move beyond it. 

Assessment and Feedback 

Series 4: Formative Assessment 
• Matching instructional goals to purposefully designed assessments that allow for clear 

feedback. 

Instructional Delivery 

Series 5: Planning with the Whole Child in Mind 
• Building strategies centered on student’s knowledge and social-emotional wellbeing in order to 

engage students in the learning process. 

Series 6: Tech Playground 
• Experimenting with various technology resources to create purposefully designed instructional 

experiences to engage students in learning. 

Note. A description of each of the Cultivating Conversations professional learning series options. 
 
 

Teachers identified three of the four areas to consider for professional learning: 

environment, assessment and feedback, and instructional delivery. Teachers further defined what 

aspect of these areas they would like to focus. Based on this second round of teacher feedback, 

the administration and I identified six series topics from which the teachers selected to 
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participate in for professional learning during the school year of the current research. The 

administration and I also identified teachers to facilitate each of the series based on teacher 

suggestions. The identified teacher facilitators and I then developed descriptors for each of the 

six series. 

While teachers did not specifically express a desire for learning related to a knowledge of 

students, the administrative team and I decided to include a series that provided information 

regarding the needs of students in poverty because over 50% of the research site’s students lived 

in poverty and because the percentage of students in poverty had steadily increased over the last 

few years. At the beginning of the school year, all teachers selected two of the professional 

learning series to participate in for the school year based on what they considered to be a growth 

area for their own instructional needs and for student achievement. The administrative team, 

teacher facilitators, and I used the teacher requests to balance participation in the professional 

learning series. 

The teacher facilitators and I designed the professional learning experiences to reflect 

four of the characteristics of quality professional learning presented by Garet et al. (2001). First, 

the structure of the professional learning will encourage collaborative participation. The 

administrative team and I designated a teacher leader to facilitate each series who will encourage 

all participating teachers to share strategies with peers. The give-and-take model of collaborative 

learning should allow teachers to share their resources and strengthen their instructional 

resources. Second, teachers will participate in their professional learning series throughout the 

entire school year to allow teachers time to learn and implement strategies and reflect on student 

learning (duration). Third, the professional learning experiences will reflect active learning as 
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the real-world work of the classroom is central to the discussion. Finally, the design of the 

professional learning experiences reflects a desire for coherence as teachers select a series based 

on their own personal goals and classroom needs.  

While the professional learning series were reflective of the qualities of professional 

learning communities, I chose to refer to them as “Cultivating Conversations” for two reasons. 

First, the administrative team already used the term PLCs to refer to course-based planning 

sessions that meet twice a month. Second, while professional learning communities have been 

active at the school for over five years, the teachers have developed an understanding of PLCs as 

being for the purpose of pacing instruction and developing common assessments due to the 

strictly-scripted implementation of PLCs before my employment. As a result, despite efforts to 

reframe the practice and purpose of PLCs in the school, the PLCs often served as a time to pace 

instruction rather than truly reflect on student achievement and instructional practice. Due to 

these challenges, the professional learning for the research site was referred to as professional 

learning series or “Cultivating Conversations.”   

Research Participants 

After obtaining permission from the Internal Review Board (IRB) of Mercer University 

(see Appendix A), I sought and received approval from the school district and school site to 

conduct research. Following this, I began the participant selection process. Motivation in 

professional learning is not a phenomenon limited to one group of teachers. While motivation 

may ebb and flow throughout an educator’s career (Huberman, 1995), any educator may 

experience motivation (or the lack thereof) in professional learning. As a result, I did not limit 

the participant selection to a specific teaching experience level or content area. However, I 
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purposefully identified participants from the teachers who participated in professional learning at 

the research site (Creswell, 2012). I utilized the following criteria to narrow the selection of 

participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2001). 

• Participants were teachers who were full-time employees at the research site. A few 

teachers at the research site were employed part-time, and as such, the administration 

did not require them to participate in professional learning at the research site. 

• Participants had taught for two or more years. This allowed them to provide deeper 

insight into the essence of motivation in professional learning. While first-year 

teachers experience motivation in professional learning, they have not experienced 

another form of professional learning with which to compare their experiences. 

• Participants were not professional learning series facilitators at the research site as 

they were serving in a unique role in the professional learning experience and were 

personally vested in the learning experience of the teachers at the research site. 

• Participants were not a part of the professional series facilitated by the instructional 

coach of the research site. Because I was also the instructional coach at the research 

site, I did not include the teachers involved in “Series 4: Formative Assessment” to 

allow me to provide teachers with the attention they deserved and to avoid a conflict 

of interest. 

• Participants were selected for diversity that reflected instructional needs, teaching 

experience, content area, gender, race, and age in order to develop a broader 

understanding of motivation as related to professional learning. 
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I invited participants via email based on the above criteria. Initially, six participants 

responded to my request; however, due to scheduling conflict, one participant dropped out of the 

study. The five participants reflected diversity across the various professional learning series and 

diversity among the participants (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Because phenomenological research 

asks the researcher to borrow the participant’s experiences (van Manen, 1997), the smaller 

number of participants allowed me to spend time to deeply engage with each participant and 

develop a deep description the essence of the lived experience of motivation in professional 

learning (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Table 2 briefly describes each participant. I provided fuller 

participant descriptions in the following chapter. 

 
Table 2 

Participant Descriptions 

Participant Content Area Years at Site Years of Experience 

Alfred Special Education 20+ 20+ 
Becky English 20+ 20+ 

Henry Science 20+ 20+ 
Olivia English 1 13 
Sadie Science 3 4 

 

Data Collection 

The purpose of the study was to better understand how teachers experience the 

motivation to engage in and implement professional learning. van Manen (1997) stated that data 

collection requires the researcher “to search everywhere in the lifeworld for lived-experience 

material that, upon reflective examination, might yield something of its fundamental nature” (p. 
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54). In order to derive the essence of the phenomenon of motivation in professional learning, 

three types of data were the most helpful to fully understand the learning process: participant 

interviews, participant observations, and document collection. van Manen (1997) explained, “We 

gather other people’s experiences because they allow us to become more experienced ourselves” 

(p. 62). The various forms of data collection allowed me as the researcher to develop insight 

from not only the participants’ reflection of the lived experience but also through observation of 

the professional learning series and potential implementation of the learning. 

Interviews 

Because the lived experience “can never be grasped in its immediate manifestation but 

only reflectively as past presence” (van Manen, 1997, p. 36), interviews were a valuable 

opportunity to allow teachers to reflectively share their experiences of the professional learning 

series. Because the teachers attended one Cultivating Conversation each month, I conducted 

individual, face-to-face interviews with each participant following each Cultivating 

Conversation. Originally, over the course of the time of this study, five Cultivating 

Conversations would have taken place. However, in the Spring, I had to suspend in-person 

professional learning due to the Coronavirus. As a result, I conducted two to three interviews 

with each participant to focus on the participant’s thought processes, learning preferences, and 

classroom instructional strategy decisions.  

A semistructured, conversational interview model facilitated the sharing of participants’ 

thought processes and learning journeys in a reflective manner (Bogdan & Biklen, 2006; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; van Manen, 1997). van Manen (1997) viewed the participant-

researcher relationship as a research partnership that develops through a shared inquiry regarding 
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the research questions and a conversational style to the interview. However, a conversation can 

easily get off topic. Therefore, the researcher has the responsibility to keep the interview on track 

by remaining focused on the research questions (van Manen, 1997). To achieve this, I used the 

research questions, previous interviews, and observations to create a list of questions to guide 

each interview to keep the participant focused on description of the lived experience. See 

Appendix B for a copy of the interview questions. 

While an interview protocol based on the research questions drove initial interviews (van 

Manen, 1997), I created questions for each of the following interviews from the previous data 

collection. I began interviews by asking participants to reflect on the most recent experience in a 

Cultivating Conversation. I added follow up questions throughout the interview based on 

participant responses. I developed interview questions to capture not only the lived experience 

itself, but also the context of the lived experience (Bevan, 2014). Based on Bevan’s (2014) 

interview structure, I created three types of questions: “contextualizing, apprehending, and 

clarifying” (p. 139). Contextualizing questions provide background information and previous 

experiences, whereas apprehending and clarifying questions speak directly to the phenomenon. 

Example questions for each type were as follows: 

• Contextualizing: Tell me about your experiences with professional learning. 

• Apprehending: Tell me about your experience in the most recent Cultivating 

Conversation. 

• Clarifying: Tell how the experience might change if that weakness/strength had not 

been present. 
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I conducted interviews as quickly as possible following a Cultivating Conversation 

meeting and at a time and location of the participant’s choice to allow the participant to feel 

comfortable and to reduce the power differential in the interview setting (Warren, 2012). All 

participants chose to have the interviews in their classrooms. I recorded interviews using a voice-

recorder and then transcribed the interview using a transcription service, Trint.  

During the interviews, I began by briefly taking the time to talk casually with the 

participant to establish a comfortable environment and attempt to reduce my role as the 

instructional coach. Just as I began the interview questions, I began the recording device. For the 

initial interview, I used the established interview protocol. For the following interviews, I began 

with questions I developed from the analysis of the previous interview and the professional 

learning observation. I took anecdotal notes throughout the interview in order to create some 

triangulation during data analysis, but in order to be truly present in the interview and encourage 

the conversational tone (van Manen, 1997; Warren, 2012), note taking was minimal. 

Once the interview was complete, I wrote an analytical memo to capture my initial 

reflection of the interview. In order to review the transcript, I submitted each interview to Trint. 

Once I received the transcript, I edited the transcript to reflect the recording and ensure I had a 

more accurate transcript of the interview. The transcription process took place as quickly as 

possible following each interview to allow for data analysis. I completed all transcripts before 

the next professional learning session in order to use the data analysis to guide my observations 

and follow-up interviews.  
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Observations 

While interviews captured the participant’s reflections of the lived experience, 

observations allowed the researcher to take in the setting of the lived experience. I conducted 

observations in order to connect the participants’ reflective interviews to the professional 

learning and to understand the participants and setting better (Dewalt & Dewalt, 2010; van 

Manen, 1997). In connection with the interviews, I observed each Cultivating Conversations 

meeting for each participant in order to capture the setting of the learning. Again, throughout the 

course of the study, the Cultivating Conversation groups should have met five times each. 

However, due to the Coronavirus, Cultivating Conversation groups only met two or three times. 

As a result, I conducted two to three observations per participant. Originally, I planned to 

observe each of the participants’ classrooms twice in order to observe implementation of the 

professional learning. However, when the Coronavirus required teachers and students to move to 

a virtual learning setting and expectations for student engagement changed, I was unable to 

complete any of the observations that I purposely scheduled toward the final months of the 

school year. Instead, I relied on the teachers’ descriptions of how they implemented the 

professional learning in their classrooms. 

As an observer in the professional learning, I had the opportunity to observe the emphasis 

of learning in the professional learning setting. I observed professional learning sessions led by 

other teacher leaders, so that I was not both the researcher and the professional learning 

instructor. “Close observation involves an attitude of assuming a relation that is as close as 

possible while retaining a hermeneutic alertness to situations that allows us to constantly step 

back and reflect on the meaning of those situations” (van Manen, 1997, p. 69). As a result, I 
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arranged with both the professional learning facilitator to determine the best place for me to sit 

that I was close to the center of learning, but I am not a distraction to teachers or students. While 

my main goal was to observe the learning of participants, my role as the instructional coach did 

encourage teachers to draw me into the learning (Bodgan & Biklen, 2007); however, 

participation was not my main purpose, so I withdrew myself from participation situations as 

quickly as possible. In order to minimize participant interaction, for the Cultivating Conversation 

observations, I informed the participants of my purpose for being there and kept myself removed 

from the center of conversation. The teachers at the research site are comfortable with observers, 

and therefore, I was not a distraction to teachers as they participated in professional learning. 

However, when a teacher did interact with me, I reminded them of my observation purpose, and 

we both quickly returned to the work.  

As with the interviews, I conducted each observation through the lens of the research 

question (van Manen, 1997). Each observation was for the entirety of the learning time. The 

Cultivating Conversations were a minimum of an hour. Throughout the observation, I took 

detailed notes. I also used a recording device to capture conversations as needed. In my 

notetaking, I specifically included details of the instructional strategies that facilitators 

employed. I also included notes of how the participants engaged in the learning and interacted 

with the facilitators and with their peers. Following each interview, I typed up a detailed report 

of the observation that remained focused on the research question and was “trimmed of all 

extraneous, possibly interesting but irrelevant aspects of the stories” (van Manen, 1997, p. 69). I 

included the reports in my researcher memos. I conducted data analysis of observational notes as 
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quickly as possible following the observation. I also used observation data to generate follow up 

interview questions. 

Document Collection 

Throughout the research, I collected several documents to better understand how teachers 

engaged in the professional learning. In order to plan the professional learning, the facilitators 

and I created an interest survey that provided insight as to why teachers selected the various 

professional learning sessions. I used the initial survey to guide the creation of the Cultivating 

Conversation series and to guide the facilitators as they planned instruction for the professional 

learning. In addition, professional learning facilitators and I used feedback surveys to gather 

insights to teachers’ goals for professional learning and their progress throughout the learning. 

The surveys provided insight into teacher reasoning and motivation for participating in selected 

professional learning. As a result, I analyzed surveys similarly to interviews in that surveys 

provided an opportunity for reflection on teacher experience and implementation. 

In addition to surveys, I regularly collected any handouts or presentations from the 

facilitators to make connections between the instruction and the teachers’ description of their 

experience in the classroom. In several cases, I referenced different documents or activities 

throughout interviews to get a deeper understanding of how a participant felt during the 

professional learning session. I also used the professional learning resources to help develop a 

description of the instructional style of each facilitator. 

Data Analysis 

The purpose of phenomenological research is “to construct a possible interpretation of the 

nature of a certain human experience” (van Manen, 1997, p. 41). Through data analysis, the 
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researcher identifies themes that tell the essence of the experience. van Manen (1997) contended, 

“Phenomenological themes may be understood as the structures of experience” (p. 79). In order 

to consistently reevaluate the developing themes within the phenomenological research, data 

analysis happens simultaneously with data collection (van Manen, 1997).  

While observational data provided background and contextual information, the interviews 

served as the primary data for this study. As mentioned above, I used analytical memos to 

capture my initial thoughts following each data collection event. For the interviews, I submitted 

the recording to Trint, and once the transcript was complete, I began the reading and coding 

process.  

For the initial round of analysis, I took time to read and reflect on each piece of data as I 

collected them (Bazeley, 2013). I analyzed each piece of data in the context of the participant to 

be able to gather a greater understanding of their unique stories (van Manen, 1997). For each 

interview, I took the time to read each one in a wholistic manner to make note of the generalized 

concepts and questions that they raised (Bazely, 2013; van Manen, 1997). I recorded my 

thoughts in my analytic memo document in a Google Doc to easily review previous thoughts. 

After approaching the data from a wholistic perspective, I engaged in open coding to simply 

record my responses to the text as I read (Bazely, 2013). I used a printed copy of each interview 

to be able to mark my emergent codes as they developed. I then used NVivo to record and track 

the list of codes that developed from all the of the participant interviews. As I read, I kept the 

research questions at the forefront of my mind to guide my coding practice. Coding allowed me 

to begin the process of organizing the data. The initial codes I developed helped to begin to 

identify the scope of the project. As Bazeley (2013) said, “They are tools to think with” (p. 126). 
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The provided the basis for beginning to sort information. The regular analysis process allowed 

me to develop follow-up, clarifying questions for later interviews. 

Because I collected the initial interview data as the participants attended a Cultivating 

Conversations session, the data analysis constantly shifted between participants. I met with each 

participant once per month, analyzed the interview, and then repeated the process the following 

month. Table 3 provides an overview of the data collection interview order each month. 

 
Table 3 

Data Collection Interview Order 

November December/January March 

Henry Sadie Sadie 
Olivia Olivia Henry 

Alfred Alfred Becky 
Becky Becky  
Sadie Henry  

 
 

Phenomenology does not limit theme development to a specific process (van Manen, 

1997). Saldaña (2013) stated, “Rarely will anyone get coding right the first time. Qualitative 

inquiry demands meticulous attention to language and deep reflection on the emergent patterns 

and meanings of human experience” (p. 10). As a result, I reviewed the data on several different 

levels to carefully develop the essence of the experience. Bazeley (2009) and Saldaña (2013) 

both discussed how identifying codes in the data leads to the development of categories that 

reveal major ideas or themes that ultimately describe the essence of the experience. Coding not 

only labeled the key concepts of sections of the data, but it also allowed me to begin to identify 
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patterns in the data (Saldaña, 2013). The patterns that become consistent in the data revealed the 

true essence of the experience (Saldaña, 2013). I followed Bazeley’s (2013) pathway for analysis 

to allow me to read, reflect, and describe the data throughout the analysis process. Having the 

collected quite a few codes in the initial analysis, I started the second round of analysis to begin 

to organize the codes and develop categories. 

For the second round of analysis, I began to compare codes across participants to see the 

correlations between participants and professional learning series. I also began to use the second 

round to begin to organize the codes. At this point in the process, I found myself unable to work 

in the NVivo platform because I struggled to see how the codes related across the participants. 

As a result, I shifted my data analysis to a Google Sheet in which I placed the participants names 

at the top of each column, and I began organizing data into categories. I used color-coded rows 

to separate the categories and codes. The Google Sheet allowed me to see all of my data across 

the participants at a glance, and begin to easily organize codes into categories. 

I began the second round of coding by reading each set of participant interviews in one 

sitting and asking myself when and how they experienced motivation to engage and implement 

the professional learning. By creating a story of each teachers’ experience, I began to see 

common connections across the experiences. Between the initial codes created in the first round 

and the repeated wholistic reading in the second round, I began to see common experiences 

around selecting professional learning, modeling, comprehension, and implementing 

professional learning. I used the common experience to develop my categories and subcategories 

(Bazeley, 2013).  
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For the third round of analysis, I began to develop a diagram to reflect the teachers’ 

experiences throughout professional learning to help me to clarify the commonalities in the 

teachers’ experiences. I used Google Draw to develop and share my initial ideas. Through 

regular feedback with my dissertation committee, a flowchart of common experiences 

developed. I shared the flowchart with my participants to let them see how my ideas were 

developing and to include them in the research process (van Manen, 1997). 

In order to carefully develop the essence of the experience of motivation to engage and 

implement professional learning, I begin each data analysis session by writing an analytic memo 

that collected the connections I made throughout the interview or observation and also identified 

some descriptive ideas that stood out to me throughout the data collection (Saldaña, 2013). The 

analytic memo assisted me in setting aside any preconceived ideas I had about the experience. 

After identifying my own personal responses, I began coding data. For the first round of coding, 

I practiced In Vivo coding—literal coding that uses the wording of the data (Saldaña, 2013). 

Because I wanted to emphasize the voice of the participants, I approached the data in a detailed, 

line-by-line approach and identified the words and phrases that stood out as descriptive of the 

experience (Saldaña, 2013; van Manen, 1997). After the first round of coding, I wrote another 

analytic memo reflecting on my practice of coding and the initial patterns that appeared in the 

data (Saldaña, 2013).   

Researcher Bias 

As the researcher, I recognize that my role as instructional coach impacted my ability to 

observe, interview, and analyze data related to teacher professional learning. van Manen (1997) 

explained, “The problem of phenomenological inquiry is not always that we know too little 
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about the phenomenon we wish to investigate, but that we know too much” (van Manen, 1997, p. 

46). As the instructional coach, I had an awareness of the expectations of the professional 

learning and what teachers actually implement in classrooms, but what I did not understand was 

how teachers experience motivation to engage in and implement professional learning. Not only 

did I often know too much, but also my role created an inherent power differential that I had to 

acknowledge and address in a meaningful way throughout the research (Peshkin, 1988). As the 

instructional coach, I was not responsible for any evaluative observations, but teachers often still 

viewed me as part of the administrative team. Due to the current alignment of administrative 

duties and previous experiences, teachers have varied perspectives of the role of the instructional 

coach. While a power differential will more than likely always exist, a few strategies minimized 

its impact on the research. First, teacher facilitators were leading most of the Cultivating 

Conversations rather than me as the instructional coach, and I did not include teachers who 

participated in Cultivating Conversation that I was leading. As a result, my role in the room was 

as an observer and not instructor. I worked with each of the facilitators to clarify my role as the 

observer in the Cultivating Conversations observations. Also, the more that I engaged the 

participants as an equal in the interview and research process, I found I could develop a deeper 

level of mutual trust (Peshkin, 1988; van Manen,1997). 

In addition, I worked to build trusting relationships with participants that were vital to 

offsetting their perceptions of me as the instructional coach as opposed to the researcher. 

Fortunately, because I had worked at the research site for several years, I had developed a 

trusting relationship with many of the participants through a routine of regular observations and 

supportive feedback. The trusting relationship was important when encouraging participants to 
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confide in me as a researcher and not as their instructional coach and trust that I would not share 

the information they shared for this study with administration for the purposes of evaluation. In 

order to continue this trusting relationship, I was open with participants regarding transcripts and 

theme development (Shenton, 2004). I worked to create a partnership in the research with my 

participants more than a researcher-participant relationship (van Manen, 1997). In addition, I did 

my best to keep most meetings related to the current study from taking place in the instructional 

coach office unless asked for by the participant. Keeping meetings outside of my office space 

emphasized that I was not in my role as instructional coach. Between the trusting relationships 

and those few strategies, I hoped to minimize the power differential. 

In addition to the power differential, I held several biases that I reminded myself to be 

aware of as I analyzed data (Peshkin, 1988). First, I was aware of my own personal pride. As the 

instructional coach, despite the fact that it was my responsibility to develop practical professional 

learning for the teachers, I needed to be able to humbly accept the strengths and weaknesses of 

the program that I had designed for the school. If I was to fully understand how teachers 

experience professional learning, they needed to be free to share both praise and criticism despite 

my role as instructional coach. 

 Second, I had to set aside my own personal perspectives. As a classroom teacher, I was 

eager to learn more instructional strategies and collaborate with colleagues to create learning 

experiences that best serve students. Even as a classroom teacher, I struggled to understand 

teachers who did not appear to desire to grow in their instructional practices. I had to set aside 

my preconceived ideas of teachers that I had already labeled in this way.  
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Third, I had to put aside my role as instructional coach. During my interactions with 

teachers throughout the data collection process, I strove to present myself and consider myself 

the researcher. My observational practice as an instructional coach was to analyze the outcome 

of instruction. My role as a researcher was simply to observe how the participants implemented 

professional learning and to keep the research questions foremost (van Manen, 1997).  

In order to account for my personal biases, I wrote an epoché, since “one needs to be 

aware of one’s own constant inclination to be led by preunderstandings, frameworks, and 

theories regarding the (psychological, political, and ideological) motivation and the nature of the 

questions” (van Manen, 2014, p. 190). Phenomenologists monitor their personal biases and 

experiences regarding the phenomenon in order to be able to open themselves to new 

perspectives and understanding. Meaning “to stay away from” (van Manen, 2014, p. 183), the 

epoché allows the researcher to write about their own perspectives and experiences of the 

phenomenon in order to set aside those perspectives. Husserl (1913/2004) coined the term 

bracketing in reference to the mathematical symbols that keep content separate from the rest of 

the problem. The epoché allows the researcher to then bracket those ideas, and as a result, 

become more open to the lived experience.  

Before I even began data collection, I wrote the epoché by recording my own experiences 

with motivation in professional learning to begin to acknowledge my perspectives that might 

interfere with the research process. However, I needed to constantly monitor my own responses 

to the lived experience as I engaged in data collection. As a result, I spent time after each data 

collection session to write my own personal responses in a researcher’s memo and then set aside 

the personal responses in order to acknowledge the research questions and return them to the 
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forefront of my mind. By constantly monitoring my own perspectives, I was able to approach the 

data from a more open mindset through which I could more clearly understand the essence of the 

lived experience (van Manen, 2014).  

Trustworthiness 

While some may challenge the validity of phenomenological studies because of their 

unstructured appearance, rigorous studies provide “descriptions that exact fullness and 

completeness of detail” (van Manen, 1997, p. 17). Providing evidence credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) improves trustworthiness of this 

study. The following sections describe the measures I took to achieve trustworthiness.  

Credibility 

Credibility refers to the internal validity of the study (Shenton, 2004). It is determined as 

the study reflects reality. In order to establish credibility, the study must be well-constructed, 

provide for triangulation, allow for reflective commentary, create member checks, and provide a 

thick, rich description. Recommendations of Shenton (2004) and van Manen (1997) informed the 

measures taken to establish credibility in the current study. 

Study Design 

The design of the current study was based on the interpretive approach as presented by 

van Manen (1997), which emphasizes describing the essence of the life world based on the 

regular collection of data about the lived experience. The study was only trustworthy by staying 

true to the research questions. Therefore, I focused on the research questions as I collected and 

analyzed data. I develop interview questions to get to the true meaning of motivation in 

professional learning. As themes developed, I analyzed the themes using the research questions 
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as a guide to ensure the themes reflected the essential nature of the phenomenon (van Manen, 

1997). 

Triangulation 

Throughout the course of the research, I collected two data sources to triangulate the data 

collected throughout the study. First, the administrative team at the research site conducted 

regular observations of all teachers. In order to support teacher learning, the administrators 

provided teachers feedback relative to the professional learning series in which the teachers 

participating. By collecting the walkthrough feedback of the participating teachers, the 

researcher gained further insight into how teachers were implementing professional learning in 

their classrooms. 

Second, the facilitators of the professional learning series took minutes of each meeting 

to include what learning teachers discussed, if any teachers shared how they implemented 

learning that week, and what the next steps teachers planned. The meeting notes provided 

another source of information regarding how teachers implemented the learning. While 

facilitators were welcome to share their own personal reactions to the session, they did not 

include any teachers’ names in these reports, as they were simply anecdotal. 

Member Checks 

In order to verify transcripts, I asked each participant to review interview transcripts to 

ensure they reflected the messages they intended (Shenton, 2004). In addition, in order to build 

the researcher partnership described by van Manen (1997), I regularly shared the themes that the 

data reflected with the participants. Both the transcript and theme review were to ensure that the 
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researcher was getting at the true essence of the lived experience as reflected upon by the 

participant. 

Thick, Rich Description 

A detailed description of the setting and activities provided connections between the data 

and the analysis. The idea of phenomenology is to tell the whole story and get at the true 

meaning of something. van Manen (1997) claimed, “A good phenomenological description is 

collected by lived experience and recollects lived experience—is validated by lived experience 

and it validates lived experience” (p. 27). Thus, I presented the whole picture through a detailed 

description. 

Transferability 

The current study was not reflective of most other settings because of the smaller sample 

size. However, the findings contribute to the body of literature on professional learning. 

Furthermore, the findings continue the conversation about how teachers experience motivation in 

professional learning. 

Dependability 

In order to be dependable, I clearly described the research design and implementation to 

facilitate replication of the study by another researcher (Shenton, 2004). Throughout the course 

of the research, I kept detailed notes in order to create an accurate account of how the data 

collection reflected the research design.  

Confirmability 

As noted earlier, I took at least two additional steps to ensure the triangulation of the data. 

I made comparisons between the participants’ interviews, the researcher’s observations, the 
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administrative observations, and the facilitators’ feedback. As all of the collected data supported 

the data analysis, a clear picture of the lived experience developed. 

Summary 

The purpose of the current study was to understand how teachers experience motivation 

to engage and implement professional learning. As a result, I designed a qualitative interpretive 

phenomenology study to allow me to develop an understanding of how teachers experience 

motivation and develop more than just a conceptual perspective of the phenomenon. The 

following chapter presents the findings of the study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Because quality professional learning does not always result in teacher engagement in the 

learning or result in student achievement (Opfer & Pedder, 2011), the current study sought to 

better understand how teachers experience motivation to engage in professional learning and 

then implement the learning for their students’ benefit. As outlined in the previous chapter, the 

collected data revealed some common experiences for teachers as they moved through all stages 

of professional learning—before, during, and after learning. The following chapter reviews the 

research questions and study design, introduces the participants, and discusses the major themes.  

Review of Research Questions and Study Design 

This phenomenological study sought to understand how teachers experience motivation 

throughout their professional learning experience, not only to engage in the learning, but also to 

implement the learning with their students. The study focused on two main research questions: 

1. How do teachers experience motivation to engage in choice-based professional 

learning? 

2. How do teachers experience motivation to implement effective instruction through 

choice-based professional learning? 

Data collection focused on four professional learning series conducted at the research 

site. I observed a professional learning experience and then interviewed the corresponding 

participant. I observed two to three observations and conducted corresponding interviews for 

each learning series before the suspension of in-person professional learning due to the 

coronavirus pandemic. I analyzed the data by participants and then across the professional 
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learning series. The goal of the analyses were to find the connections between the participants’ 

experiences to understand how professional learning developers can better design professional 

learning to meet the learning needs of teachers and ultimately their students. The next section 

provides detail of the professional learning series and describes the participants and their general 

professional learning experiences. 

Professional Learning and Participant Profiles 

The setting of the research was a choice-based, series model. Each teacher at the research 

site had the opportunity to request participation in two of the following professional learning 

series. 

● Series 1: Routines and Procedures—Building routines and procedures that are guided 

by intentionally sequenced lesson plans to maximize classroom instructional time and 

student achievement. 

● Series 2: Climate of Trust—Providing practical strategies for creating a climate of 

trust in the classroom by understanding the role of emotions and student behavior. 

● Series 3: Knowledge of Students—Enabling teachers to understand the consequences 

of poverty and how to empower students to move beyond it. 

● Series 4: Formative Assessment—Matching instructional goals to purposefully 

designed assessments that allow for clear feedback. 

● Series 5: Planning with the Whole Child in Mind—Building strategies centered on 

student’s knowledge and social-emotional wellbeing in order to engage students in 

the learning process. 
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● Series 6: Tech Playground—Experimenting with various technology resources to 

create purposefully designed instructional experiences to engage students in learning. 

After each teacher submitted their two selections, I, as the instructional coach, placed 

each teacher into the one of the two learning groups. I started by placing teachers into their first 

choice for professional learning and only moved a few teachers to even out the learning groups. 

Next, the administrative team reviewed the groups and confirmed the placement of each teacher. 

In the end, all teachers participated in one of their two preferred professional learning choices. 

Of the six professional learning series, four constituted participants’ selection: Routines and 

Procedures, Climate of Trust, Planning with the Whole Child in Mind, and Tech Playground. 

The following section describes the four professional learning series of the participants and 

provides background information for each of the five participants. Table 4 provides the 

pseudonyms of the facilitators of each professional learning series, as well as the pseudonyms of 

the participants and their assignation. 

 
Table 4 

Professional Learning Series, Facilitators, and Participants 

Series Facilitator Participant 

Routines and Procedures Liliana Sadie 
Climate of Trust Zackary Henry 
Planning with the Whole 

Child in Mind 
Samantha Alfred 

Olivia 
Tech Playground Alexis Becky 
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Series 1: Routines and Procedures: Sadie  

The Routines and Procedures series emphasized developing various instructional and 

classroom environment routines that support students’ ability to focus on the learning. Liliana, a 

16-year veteran, world language teacher, facilitated this professional learning series. The faculty 

recommended Liliana to lead this professional learning because of her reputation for holding 

students to high expectations, but providing a supportive, structured environment for learning. 

Liliana had previously led professional learning, but this was the first time that she designed an 

ongoing curriculum for professional learning. 

I was able to observe three sessions for the series in November, January, and February. 

Throughout the sessions, Liliana provided a fairly consistent structure of reviewing the previous 

learning, introducing a variety of strategies by either modeling or showing a video, and providing 

time for teachers to collectively reflect on their learning and individually plan to implement their 

learning. During the mini lessons, Liliana provided the teachers with a variety of strategies to 

consider implementing, so teachers had options to consider what might work best for them. 

Liliana most often asked for teacher engagement by asking questions or asking for suggestions 

from the whole group. On one occasion, she placed the teachers into small groups to process the 

learning. In all three of the sessions, Liliana provided opportunities for teachers to reflect on their 

learning and plan how they would implement the learning into their classroom. Particularly in 

the January session, because the school functions on a 4x4 block schedule, Liliana used a Google 

Form to ask teachers to reflect on their learning from the previous semester and to share how 

they plan to implement strategies from their learning to start the new semester. 
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Sadie, the participant, was a third-year chemistry teacher. After moving around a bit, 

Sadie remained stable at the research site. Her drive to improve her instructional practice for the 

sake of her students became very clear throughout the research process. The needs of her 

students and her own instructional concerns drove the choices that Sadie made in professional 

learning. 

Just as in the previous year, Sadie selected the current professional learning because she 

sensed her own need to improve her classroom environment. She selected various professional 

learning opportunities because of “the topics that were being taught. Mainly they had to do with 

classroom management, um, and getting to know the students.” In addition, she often 

implemented professional learning based on the needs of her students. For example, she 

specifically mentioned preparing for a student who she knew struggled, but had an interest in art. 

Sadie planned to engage the student by asking her to create signs for the lab that provided 

students with the rules and procedures for the lab. She planned to not only implement the 

professional learning, but also engage her students at the same time. 

In general, Sadie was most interested in professional learning that provided opportunities 

to learn practical strategies from a variety of teachers. She valued collaboration with her peers 

that allowed her to collect varied strategies to keep in her tool box. She took detailed, color-

coded notes during each session to create a resource to return to as needed. The desire for peer 

collaboration was so strong that she regularly was disappointed with the facilitator’s design of 

the current professional learning sessions because they did not often allow for small group 

collaboration or individual sharing of experiences. She also valued real-world experiences as 
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Learning Labs that allowed for classroom observations and in-session modeling that allowed her 

to act as the student.  

Series 2: Climate of Trust: Henry 

The Climate of Trust series encouraged teachers to reflect on how they build trusting 

relationships with students in order to develop safe environments for students to take risks in 

their learning. The teachers recommended Zackary to facilitate this session due to his ability to 

build trusting relationships with his students who often struggle to engage in school. Zackary 

was only in his fourth year of teaching, but his colleagues had already recognized him as a 

teacher leader and a dedicated educator who is able to engage difficult students.  

Zackary designed each series to engage the teachers in various activities they could 

implement in their classrooms to encourage a safe environment. I was able to observe three 

sessions in November, January, and February. Zackary regularly began with an opportunity for 

teachers to reflect on positive implementation opportunities over the last month or even just good 

things that had happened. While Zackary used mini-lessons to cover new material, the teachers 

often engaged in reflective activities that connected their learning to their own experiences. 

Henry, the participant, had been teaching for over 20 years. He began his teacher career 

after a career in horticulture. He completed a Master in Education to get his teaching certificate 

and started teaching in the agriculture science classroom. He taught a variety of science courses 

from college prep chemistry to Advanced Placement (AP) biology. Henry had been very active 

in attending professional learning and regularly led at least one book study professional learning 

each year. In reflecting on other professional learning situations, he said he looked for 

professional learning experiences that provide “valid information.” In other words, he looked for 
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learning that would “work in the classroom.” Henry stated, “The basic concept of professional 

development should be working with your peers in whatever department.” For example, he had 

developed a personal learning network of AP teachers who he reached out to for various 

strategies: 

You are with some of the best instructors in your field in the world, and they are all 

willing to share and help. And so with a quick email, I can get things from all over to 

help me with a certain issue that I may have.  

Henry sought out the input of other AP teachers to provide valid information to support his 

students. 

Henry selected the Climate of Trust series because he “thought that perhaps that would 

help me become a more nurturing individual.” Henry stated that he liked the current professional 

learning “better than our previous PD situation. I think that we are getting more interaction with 

the group.” Henry appreciated the ability to focus on a particular concept with a consistent set of 

colleagues.  

Series 5: Planning with the Whole Child in Mind: Alfred and Olivia 

The Planning with the Whole Child in Mind series focused on providing strategies for 

teachers that engaged students by focusing on the whole child by emphasizing ideas such as 

movement and collaboration. Samantha facilitated this series, and she had taught social studies 

for seven years. She earned recognition at the school, district, and state level for her pedagogical 

practices. Samantha was the teacher that I regularly sent new teachers to in order to observe how 

she seamlessly implemented a variety of active, student-centered teaching strategies. Similar to 

Liliana, Samantha had led professional learning for the faculty, but she had never planned a 
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series of learning for teachers. In planning for the professional learning for the year, multiple 

teachers requested that Samantha lead a series focused on instructional strategies.  

I was able to observe two sessions from the series in November and January. Similarly, to 

Liliana, Samantha opened the sessions by reviewing previous learning and providing an 

opportunity for teachers to share the learning strategies they had implemented from the previous 

session. Specifically, in November, Samantha had the teachers divide into partners and share in a 

small setting the strategies they implemented, and then in the whole group setting, she asked 

teachers to share what they had learned from their colleagues. Samantha relied on having the 

teachers act as students in order to model how the strategies might look in the classroom and on 

asking the teachers to share strategies that worked in their classrooms to increase the strategies 

that teachers could select to implement. Samantha also incorporated time for teachers to plan and 

adapt strategies into their own classrooms. As with Liliana, the January session focused on 

planning to implement learning in the new semester, but the November session revealed how 

Samantha had asked teachers to implement a strategy of their choice from the October session 

and then expected teachers to reflect on their use of the strategy by sharing in the November 

session. 

Alfred  

Alfred had been teaching for over 20 years, and for most of that time, he taught students 

with disabilities working toward a state high school credential instead of a high school diploma. 

In reflecting on his professional learning over the years, he mentioned how only recently had the 

professional learning focused specifically on instruction. Alfred stated, “There wasn’t anything 

like now where we relate everything back to helping us here.” Rather, he described the options 
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for professional learning as “anything and everything.” In addition, he discussed how much of 

the professional learning simply detailed the specific expectations of his teaching field. For 

example, he described professional learning from the district as having “to do something with 

our paperwork, or something like that, and they’ll just go through and explain it.” 

In reflecting on his own preferences for learning, Alfred said that the most valuable 

professional learning was when “you actually get to do a hands-on, because I work better if I can 

practice it or talk about it a little more instead of just sitting there taking notes and not really, 

maybe understanding what is going on.” He also stated how “differentiated teaching styles . . . 

work better for everyone. Even us old people, adults, because I know, in here, I would never do 

one thing all the time or else . . . that just would not work. So different, I think that works better 

for me.” Even when asked to reflect on an influential professional learning experience, he kept 

referring to the current professional learning as, in his mind, it provided differentiated strategies 

that he was able to practice and then implement for his students.  

Alfred selected the current professional learning hoping to learn strategies to support the 

changing needs of his students. He explained, 

Because the children I’m dealing with now are so much more. Again, it didn’t sound 

right, but . . . they are so low now compared to what I have been doing. Like years ago 

when I was, I had 30 of them in a classroom teaching them reading and writing. I could 

do that. Now, if I tried to teach that same class, there's no way. So, you have to bring 

everything down to a level and do it more step by step. 
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Even though Alfred had been teaching for over 20 years, he recognized that the learning needs of 

his students had changed, so he chose the professional learning he hoped would support his 

students' learning needs. 

Olivia 

While Olivia had worked in the school district for 14 years, she had just started teaching 

at the research site during the year of the study. She taught English at a local high school for 10 

years and served as the instructional coach for three years at another school in the district. She 

taught English 1 and English 2 during the year of the study. Olivia provided a unique perspective 

as she has been responsible for developing professional learning in addition to participating in 

professional learning as a teacher. In reflecting on her previous professional learning, she also 

referenced how required professional learning was often “generic” and did not directly apply to 

her students’ instructional needs. She also found that she struggled with professional learning 

designed for her content area, because she found that it either focused on state testing strategies 

or was once again too generic to cover the depth of the content. Olivia also indicated that she 

struggled to trust the facilitator because the facilitator had never really had experience teaching 

students who struggle to learn, and did not feel like the facilitator provided strategies that would 

truly meet the needs of her students. 

However, when Olivia pursued her own learning by attending a local writing program, 

she found that she flourished even when she was uncertain of being able to implement the 

learning with her students. She mentioned that she got to get the “students’ perspective,” “got to 

choose what we wrote about and got to share it with our peers.”  She found that because the 

learning allowed her to act as the student, she saw value in working through the discomfort to 
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design a similar experience for her students. She said, “I enjoyed it as a student, so I need to give 

my students that opportunity.” She also mentioned that as she has matured as a teacher, she is 

more confident to implement some of the strategies and finds herself implementing the strategies 

even now as she has returned to the classroom. She described the learning experience as 

“authentic.”  

For the current professional learning, Olivia based her decision on the reality that she was 

teaching ninth-grade students who were very active. She acknowledged that “sometimes I get so 

focused on my content area that I forget that there are students involved.” She hoped that the 

series would help her “to get out of myself and try to see how to make them as excited as I am.” 

She hoped to learn strategies that would help her put the students above the content and focus on 

engaging the students so they can take in the content. 

Series 6: Tech Playground: Becky 

Alexis facilitated the Tech Playground sessions, and she had been teaching math at the 

site for 10 years. Alexis had served as part of the technology integration team at the site. As 

such, she had already led several professional learning sessions for teachers. She was particularly 

instrumental in supporting the Math Department’s learning in this area. As such, her peers 

recommended her to lead the technology series. As with the other facilitators, she had not 

previously designed a curriculum for professional learning. 

I was able to observe three of the Tech Playground sessions in November, January, and 

February. Even from the initial planning sessions, Alexis wanted the tech playground sessions to 

reflect the style of learning that had supported her learning while integrating technology into her 

classroom. As a result, all of the sessions included a mini-lesson to demonstrate the learning and 
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provide resources, and then she provided the teachers time to work to create a similar strategy for 

their classroom. In the initial sessions, teachers tended to work quietly on their individual work, 

but as the school year progressed, the teachers began to ask questions of the facilitator and each 

other. By the January and February sessions, the teachers were supporting each other’s learning 

in a natural, collaborative manner. As a result, at the January session, Alexis ended up modeling 

a resource that another teacher had suggested to the participant, Becky. 

Becky, the participant, taught English language arts for over 20 years and most of those 

at the site. Becky did not come to teaching through a traditional teaching certificate. Rather she 

was able to receive an alternative teaching certificate because she minored in English in her 

undergraduate program. She claimed that she relied on professional learning to provide 

instructional strategies that she did not have before entering the classroom: 

Professional development as a non-teacher when I got my certificate was a really, really 

big thing because I had the background in literature and English. I had the know-how, but 

I did not have the knowledge of how to teach it to people so that I had to actually learn 

how to teach. 

She emphasized that professional learning “we used to do back in the day is NOT what we do 

NOW.” She regularly referenced the developments in technology and her students’ learning 

needs as reasons that she participates in professional learning.  

Becky also discussed her preference for hands-on learning where she “can actually 

practice it and put myself . . .in the student position.” She mentioned how this form of modeling 

allowed her to “see it in action.” She mentioned how if a facilitator can get a group of teachers to 

participate in the learning, then she can get her students to participate in the learning. As such, 
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she found the tech playgrounds sessions to support her needs as a learner, and she appreciated 

how Alexis modeled the learning and provided resources for keeping students engaged. 

Similarly, to Alfred, Becky chose the professional learning series because she recognized 

the changing needs of her students and found that she needed to better understand technology in 

order to be able to support them. Becky discussed that technology was her weakness because 

technology has changed so much since she started teaching, but she found that the technology is 

“more individualized with kids.” The technology helped her to make the instructional transition 

from whole class instruction to more one-on-one instruction. Becky explained, 

It used to be . . . you stand up at the top of the class, you kids were in row, you basically 

parrot. This is what you do, ABC, they listen and they jotted down. Now! Kids have to 

construct and analyze it and they have to work at paces that fit their individual needs that 

we didn't use to have to do back in the day. 

Becky chose the Tech Playground in order to support the changing instructional needs of her 

students. 

While each participant had their own particular experiences with professional learning 

and reasons for selecting their learning, common themes developed as they shared their 

experiences. The following section breaks down those themes throughout the learning process.  

Teachers Experience Motivation Throughout Professional Learning 

As teachers described their experiences with professional learning, they described points 

at which they experienced increased or decreased motivation based on how well the professional 

learning supported their learning goals, reflected their preferences for learning, and related to the 
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needs of the students in their classrooms. Student needs influenced teachers’ decisions to engage 

and implement learning even as teachers began to identify their learning needs.  

Two questions guided the current study to help frame the story of teachers’ experience of 

motivation through professional learning. The two research questions were as follows: 

1. How do teachers experience motivation to engage in choice-based professional 

learning? 

2. How do teachers experience motivation to implement effective instruction through 

choice-based professional learning? 

Just as the idea of an experience implies, the teachers each told a story of how they 

approached all professional learning, not just the current professional learning experience. From 

those storylines, three key phases developed through which a teacher can either feel motivated or 

lose motivation to participate in professional learning. The teacher began by identifying a need 

for professional learning that may come from a suggestion by administration or from the 

teacher’s knowledge of their own needs based on their students. Next, the teacher selected and 

engaged in professional learning that reflected their professional learning needs. Finally, if the 

professional learning supported the needs of their students, the teacher tried the learning. The 

teacher determined to continue to implement the learning based on student feedback. Throughout 

each phase, a teacher could feel more motivated or less motivated based on how the professional 

learning reflected their professional learning needs. Figure 6 provides an overview of the 

decisions that teachers make throughout professional learning and reflects the points when a 

teacher may experience increased or decreased motivation. 
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Figure 6 

Motivation Throughout Professional Learning 

 
 
 

Throughout each phase of professional learning, student needs drove the teachers’ 

decisions to engage and implement the professional learning. Student needs informed teachers’ 

need for learning, and the teachers determined to continue to implement learning based on 

student responses to the strategies. The following sections detail how the participants 

experienced motivation to engage in professional learning and to implement the professional 

learning from identifying a need for professional learning to implementing the professional 

learning. The final section specifies the value teachers place on student learning needs. 

Teachers Identify Their Individual Learning Needs 

Teachers expressed very strong ideas about what professional learning was of value to 

them, and those ideas impacted teachers’ decisions to engage with the professional learning. 



 

92 

Most teachers made their professional learning selections based on their own ideas of how they 

needed to grow. In other situations, teachers used suggestions from administration to guide their 

professional learning decisions. Even if they relied on administrative feedback, teachers still 

filtered that feedback through their own understanding of their professional learning needs before 

selecting professional learning. Whether or not they selected this particular professional learning 

experience based on their ideas for growth, all teachers identified professional, student-driven 

areas for growth. Teacher decisions for professional learning began with identifying their needs 

for learning. Figure 7 highlights how teachers process identifying their needs for professional 

learning. 

 
Figure 7 

Teachers Identify Need for Professional Learning 
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Administration Suggests 

For some teachers, their decision to participate in professional learning began with a 

suggestion from administrators. In most cases, administrators provided professional learning 

suggestions in the form of observational feedback, but in some cases, administrators may have 

required attending professional learning. If a teacher began with a recommendation from 

administration, then they determined if the recommendation reflected their determined needs for 

learning. If the recommendation reflected the teacher’s need for professional learning, then the 

teacher was more inclined to select and engage professional learning. However, if the suggested 

professional learning did not reflect the teacher’s identified need for learning, then the teacher 

often was less inclined to engage in the professional learning.  

For example, for the current learning, Henry stated that he identified his professional 

learning need based on administrative feedback: “I chose [Climate of Trust] as my first option 

because a lot of people, especially my neighbor thinks that I should be more nurturing.” Henry’s 

mention of his “neighbor” was a reference to my role as the instructional coach. Within the 

context of the current professional learning, Henry was the only participant to directly reference 

administration suggestions from observational feedback as his reasoning for selecting 

professional learning, but others may have been reluctant to share similar reasoning due to my 

position as instructional coach. 

While Henry’s selection for the current professional learning reflected an administrative 

suggestion, his selection did not reflect his own perceived need for learning:  

I realize that that’s something that I have to work on hard, but I’m not someone who’s 

going to pamper people, I look to try and help them all the time. But I have a specific 
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way that I feel my classroom should operate. And students, I figure, especially at the age 

these students are, they should once they know what’s expected of them, they should be 

able to follow that directive. 

Henry equated being “more nurturing” with having “to pamper people.” At another point, Henry 

explained that he felt the current professional learning indicated he should be “warm and fuzzy.” 

When asked to elaborate, he said, “What is warm and fuzzy? Coddling [said with emphasis] 

would be my first word that I would put in there. And that’s, that’s not how I am. And I don’t see 

that ever happened.” In both instances, he simply stated that he wasn’t going to do that because it 

is not him or how he operates in his classroom. 

Olivia and Alfred also spoke in similar terms regarding professional learning that 

administration or district personnel required them to attend. Olivia discussed a district-provided 

professional learning that her principal expected her to attend. She mentioned that the 

requirement resulted in “some eye-rolling because it’s so far away. Number one, it’s 

inconvenient, and it was very generic because it’s for any English teacher in a high school, and 

there are 14 high schools.” Olivia described the professional learning as generic, so it could not 

meet her personal professional learning needs.  

In addition, Alfred described district-required professional learning as focused on 

paperwork rather than student instruction, and as such, found that “somebody could have filmed 

that and sent it to us and that way I could fast-forward” through the parts that he was already 

familiar with rather than sitting through the whole presentation and questions that do not relate to 

him. While these sessions are valuable to the greater details of his job, he did not find them 

valuable for student learning and as a result actually “dreaded” the experience. 
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However, when the suggestion from administration reflects the teachers’ perceived 

learning needs, they are more inclined to engage the professional learning. While the current 

professional learning did not reflect Henry’s personally identified needs for learning, he did 

discuss previous professional learning that did connect to his own needs for learning. Henry 

shared how administration had also indicated that he should incorporate more instructional 

technology into his classroom: “I am continually ridiculed for my lack of use of technology.” 

The difference in this situation is that Henry also identified instructional technology as a need for 

his own professional learning: “Which I think I know enough to get by and not wicked proficient 

at it. I, you know, I, I will say that.” Throughout that school year, he sought out and attended 

multiple sessions on instructional technology that went above and beyond the requirements for 

professional development for the research site. He acknowledged:  

There are a lot of things that I try to do that are not in what I would call my wheelhouse. 

You know, or my comfort zone. But I’m going to try ’em, because I want to do what I 

think will be the best way to help a student. 

Despite being uncomfortable with technology, he was willing to learn and implement 

professional learning because he identified it as necessary to support his students’ learning. 

Teacher Identified 

While some teachers began their professional learning process on the recommendation of 

administration, the majority of the participants based their professional learning selections on the 

basis of their own perceived learning needs. Teachers discussed observational student data or 

their own personal instructional concerns due to changing instructional settings or changing 

student needs. Because the teachers saw a connection between the professional learning series 
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and their own learning needs, they were more apt to engage in the professional learning 

experience. Teachers made their choices hoping to get better at their craft or to develop new 

strategies for instruction. 

Developing Instructional Practice. Participants discussed the need to develop their 

instructional practice, to grow or get better pedagogically. Teachers simply referred to getting 

better at their craft in generalized terms, but the goal was to support student learning. Sadie 

sought professional learning to “just want to be better,” and she specifically wanted to improve 

her classroom environment. The desire to “be better” led her to seek out state-offered 

professional learning on inquiry-based instructional strategies for the science classroom because 

she wanted “to learn new strategies, too.” As far as school-based professional learning, she 

continually selected classroom environment focused professional learning. She did not feel a 

need to focus “so much on the technology stuff, but it was more classroom management and 

understanding the student.” 

Similarly, Olivia revealed that “when we took the survey, I had trouble deciding how to 

rank because I . . . this sounds like I’m sucking up, but I really do feel like I could grow in all 

areas.”  Just as Sadie, Olivia had pursued professional learning opportunities outside of the 

school-based professional learning. She applied for and was accepted into a teaching writing 

program, because she “wanted more help, because I’m just naturally good at writing that 

sometimes it’s hard for me to explain to high schoolers how to practice writing and how to 

improve your writing.” As for the current school-based professional learning, despite Olivia’s  
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sense of need to grow in all areas, she ultimately selected the series focused on the whole-child 

because 

It takes me out of what I usually focus on which I think is why I ranked, why I picked 

this one. I need to think about the whole child as opposed to what I want from this kid 

during this 90 minutes with reading and writing...And it really is requiring me to think 

outside of my box. 

Based on her learning from the current professional learning, Olivia further expressed learning 

needs such as supporting students in group work and incorporating more movement.  

Both Sadie and Olivia selected the current professional learning to enhance the classroom 

experience for their students. While Sadie focused on enhancing the classroom environment so 

her students could focus, Olivia focused on developing her ability to focus on the student above 

the content. Both teachers hoped the current learning would meet their needs and looked forward 

to the chance to improve their practice. 

Collecting New Strategies. In addition to getting better, teachers simply hoped to build 

their instructional toolbox. For example, Alfred discussed that he “would like to learn more . . . 

those kind of like, little strategies that she’s . . . that I’ve taken away so far. Especially some 

more to do with like more technology.” He referenced his need to find strategies that could be 

adapted to support his students’ varied learning needs and also mentioned how previous 

professional learning provided new technology-based learning that he had not known about and 

was able to implement in his classroom: “I think we did a good job with it last year with [the 

students] and their Chromebooks that we bought last year. They actually got into their Google 

classrooms and did some things which I had never done before.”  
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Becky also discussed that she selected the current professional learning series based on 

her need for learning more technology strategies: “I love the technology one. I mean, I’m just 

learning some stuff in there that’s amazing, because that’s where I am weak.” She also expressed 

a desire to learn new ways to keep students engaged:  

Different tools that you know will do the same things, but do it different ways. Because 

when you with these kids, like I said before, these kids highly engage in technology, and 

you know, low attention spans. So how do you fight for the attention span of these kids? 

How can I do this constantly? You know like gonna keep them engaged. 

Becky hoped the Tech Playground would provide her more resources to keep her students 

engaged in the learning. 

Both Becky and Alfred selected their learning to expand their instructional resources to 

support student learning. Becky selected the Tech Playground to learn more technology-based 

resources, and Alfred selected Planning with the Whole Child in Mind series because it focused 

on strategies to meet a variety of learning needs. Once again, teachers made the determination to 

engage in learning because of a need they identified on their own and did not discuss outside 

influences on their choice. 

Whether or not teachers identified professional learning needs based on an administrative 

suggestion, they filtered their selection for professional learning through their own perceived 

needs for professional learning. As teachers reflected on how they determined their professional 

learning needs, they discussed their decisions from their perspective of their students and 

classroom needs. Teachers were more inclined to engage in professional learning when the 

professional learning choices aligned with the teachers identified needs for professional learning. 
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Motivation to Engage Professional Learning 

Because the teachers were aware of their own learning needs, the teachers were more 

motivated to engage the professional learning if they believed the professional learning reflected 

their professional learning goals. The majority of the teachers selected the professional learning 

that best fit their ideas of their learning needs and appeared willing, if not excited, to engage in 

the professional learning. If teachers relied on administrative suggestions for professional 

learning, they were less likely to engage in the professional learning if they could not connect the 

suggested professional learning to their own learning goals.  

For example, Olivia selected the Planning with the Whole Child in Mind series in order 

to implement strategies that supported all the learning needs of her students, not just reading and 

writing. As such, she approached the learning with excitement. As she listened to the plan for the 

professional learning, she said that “I was sitting in the back of the room like, with my mouth 

wide open because it’s just so innovative, and it really meets the needs of the individual 

teachers.” She also appreciated the design of the learning because “it’s more differentiated, 

which is what you’re asking me to do with my students, and you’re doing it with me. So I 

appreciate that.” Olivia valued the ability to select her own learning and valued the personalized 

approach to learning. 

Alfred reflected a similar excitement to Olivia: 

I was excited that it seemed like it was going to be more . . . geared to me and what I 

would need. Like it is going to zero in on, instead of just go into something that is just 

whether I need it or not. 
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He went on to describe it as “an IEP [Individualized Education Plan] for me.” Alfred was with 

Olivia in the Planning with the Whole Child in Mind, and as mentioned above, he hoped to learn 

instructional strategies to support the learning needs of his students with special needs. The 

opportunity to select his own learning series encouraged him that he might be able to apply the 

learning to his classroom and his students’ particular needs. 

While some teachers valued the ability to match their learning to their own personal 

needs, some teachers still acknowledged that this was an expectation for them. For example, 

Becky was not initially as excited as some of the others, but she did approach the learning from a 

positive perspective. While she selected the professional learning focus based on her classroom 

learning needs, she focused more on the hope that it would help her students, so she would try to 

make things work:  

You know your mind frame of things will determine how you going to be receptive to it. 

So I start looking at that, this professional development is gonna help me be a better 

teacher, and it’s gonna help me engage and get, move my students...So If I look at it like 

this, it’s gonna help me help them. It’s like a medicine that I have to take...I’m going to 

take it seriously and try to make this work. 

Despite comparing the professional learning to medicine, she determined in her mind to learn 

from the professional learning experience. She regularly asked herself, “How can I use this? 

How can I mold this, fit this so that it will work with the students that I’m teaching?” With 

student learning as her focus, she was able to engage with the professional learning. 

Henry also said that his goal was to learn: “You learn something from everything, even if 

you learn that, that’s not what you want to do. So, you’re gonna . . . unless you really, really are 
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clueless, you’re going to learn something.” Just as with Becky, Henry acknowledged that he 

selected professional learning because it was a requirement, but he would try to learn something: 

“Umm . . . a contract for next year . . . I don’t know that I really expect anything from it. I’m 

doing my time to see, you know what’s going to be presented and if there’s something I can 

use.” Henry discussed how the professional learning did not reflect his needs for learning, but he 

acknowledged that he would attend the professional learning because it was required and hope to 

find something to use in his classroom. 

As teachers prepared for professional learning, they were more willing to engage 

professional learning when presented with choices that reflect their own perceived learning 

needs. Even though each teacher had options for their learning, the teachers most engaged the 

professional learning when it reflected their goals. Even when teachers selected professional 

learning at the recommendation of administration, the teacher still needed to connect the 

suggestion to their own goals. 

Teachers Select and Engage Professional Learning 

Once teachers identified their professional learning needs, teachers selected and engaged 

professional learning. As participants began to participate in the professional learning activity, 

their conversation revolved around how the professional learning related to their classroom. 

Participants revealed that the design of the learning influenced their decision to implement the 

learning in the classroom. The teachers did not all value the same design of professional 

learning. Some participants preferred a more active form of professional learning, while others 

preferred a more passive engagement with the professional learning. Despite how participants 

preferred to learn, the design of the learning supported the teachers plans to implement learning 
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in their classrooms. Participants appeared to value two specific characteristics in professional 

learning: facilitator modeling of instructional strategies and peer collaboration for professional 

learning. Figure 8 highlights the questions teachers consider when selecting and engaging 

professional learning. 

 
Figure 8 

Teachers Select and Engage Professional Learning 

 
 
 
Facilitator Modeling of Instructional Strategies 

As participants reflected on all their various forms of learning, they most often admitted 

that they learned best as the facilitator modeled the strategies. Participants used several terms 

interchangeably to describe physically experiencing the strategy—modeling, hands-on, acting as 

students. Others preferred simply to observe the strategy as the facilitator modeled it. No matter 
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the approach to how the facilitator modeled the learning, participants appreciated the opportunity 

to experience the strategy to better understand how to implement the instructional strategy for 

their students. 

Physically Experienced Modeling. Most of the participants discussed that they learned 

best when they physically experienced the instructional strategy. As mentioned, teachers used 

several different terms to indicate that they appreciated the opportunity to physically participate 

in the professional learning. They described two ways that physically experiencing the strategy 

supported their learning. Participating in the learning provided new perspectives and developed 

confidence for teachers as they planned to implement the learning. 

Providing New Perspectives. Several teachers valued modeling and referenced the ability 

to act as the student. Teachers valued this form of learning because it provided understanding of 

how things were supposed to work in the classroom and provided an opportunity to reflect on the 

value of the strategy to student learning. When teachers experienced the learning from the 

students’ perspective, the teachers were able to consider the value of the learning for the students 

and in some cases encouraged them to consider implementing a strategy that challenged their 

comfort level.  

First, when teachers actively participated in the professional learning, participants 

developed an understanding for how the activity should go in the classroom. For example, Sadie 

appreciated being able to do a lab rather than just have a list of examples or steps. When she 

attended the state-provided session, she said, the facilitator “wasn’t just out there talking about it. 

She was actually having us go through the entire lab like us . . . like if we were the students.” She 

went on to share that this experience was valuable to her because “we actually got a feeling for 
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what the student should be doing.” The ability to see the work from the students’ perspective 

provided insight into how the lab should work in the classroom. Actively participating in the lab 

provided Sadie insight into how students may positively respond and led her to want to use the 

activities in her classroom. 

In addition, physically experiencing the strategies helped teachers to identify resources 

for streamlining their practice. In the current professional learning, Sadie also addressed how the 

facilitator modeled how to manage smooth transitions, but she also saw the value in the type of 

timer the facilitator used:  

I liked doing the different transitions, which is what the primary focus was on. But I liked 

as a student in that doing the different things, it kept me more engaged. I wasn’t just 

sitting there listening . . . I also like the bell. I need to get one. I usually have. I put one on 

the screen. I just found it. I Googled a funny one, and it’s like a really annoying, like, 

horn, like a boat horn. But I want to get like a little stopwatch timer thing that’s loud. I 

can walk around the, I like the bell. That’s a good idea, especially to have a handheld 

one.  

Liliana used a handheld timer to monitor the timing and transitions, and Sadie realized that the 

handheld timer would work better that a timer on her board. 

Finally, when teachers are able to physically experience the professional learning, they 

are able to consider why the strategy is so valuable for student learning. For example, Olivia 

discussed how acting as the student allowed her to value providing independent writing 

workshop time despite her concerns for classroom management. When participating in the 

teaching writing workshop, she said that she was able to “be students for a couple of weeks, and 
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we would always have 30 minutes where we would just go off. We would leave the classroom 

and go outside or go into the hallway and write.” She found this experience to be valuable 

because  

I physically experience how much better it is to move around and to share your writing, 

to get feedback from other students, not just the teacher. And just that time, I know as a 

teacher, sometimes I worry about what am I going to do if they're off task? How do I 

know that they're on task . . . if I give them a huge chunk of time to workshop? I kind of 

lose that control or I feel like I am losing that control. And I am. I’m giving them control 

over that 30 minutes so that they can create something . . . So that’s kind of scary as a 

teacher, but. I enjoyed it as a student, so I need to give my students that opportunity. 

In experiencing the freedom to create, Olivia planned to allow her students time to write and 

create despite her initial hesitation.  

As teachers actively participated in professional learning from the students’ perspective, 

they developed a deeper understanding of the learning, identified better resources, and 

challenged their own challenges to using various strategies. Acting in the role of the student 

encouraged the participants to implement what they were learning because they understood the 

value of the learning for the students.  

Building Confidence. In addition to providing new perspectives, participants described 

how actively experiencing the learning developed their confidence to implement the learning. 

Because actively participating in the activities demonstrated how the activities should look, 

teachers developed a better understanding of how to implement the strategy in their classroom. 
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Alfred discussed how doing the activities gave him the confidence to know how to 

implement the learning in his classroom. In reflecting on the current professional learning, he 

said,  

I like what she [the facilitator] is doing, as far as we'll come in and she will present 

something and explain it, but then you actually get to do a hands-on, because I work a lot 

better if I can practice it or talk about it a little more instead of just sitting there taking 

notes and not really maybe understanding what's going on. And then not really until I get 

back and try to do. And then I don't really know. 

From Alfred’s perspective, practicing the strategy clarified how the activity is supposed to look 

in the classroom, and as a result, he was more confident to implement the learning.  

Becky also discussed how practicing the strategy provided confidence to implement the 

learning in her own classroom: “If I can practice with a small group, I can bring it back with a 

big group.” She further described that modeled learning takes “a flat idea and made it 3D. It took 

an idea, something you read in the book or something you read out a professional journal and 

made it more realistic.” For Becky, participating in a professional learning experience that allows 

her to practice the strategy, she was better able to envision how the strategy should look in her 

classroom and had more confidence to implement the strategy. 

Observed Modeling. While the majority of the participants found modeling to be a 

helpful form of learning, others valued a clear explanation from the facilitator over taking time to 

practice the strategy in the professional learning setting. In many cases, depending on the type of 

strategy presented, teachers preferred to have a handout to be able to reference at a later time.  
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Sadie in particular took very detailed, color-coded notes to be able to reference at a later 

point when the learning was more applicable and appreciated a handout that “reminds me to do 

these things.” On several occasions, Sadie mentioned the value of a handout, particularly when 

the facilitator presented a variety of strategies: “I like an actual, like a handout or like they share 

the presentation, because I’m not going to write down everything they say.” Sadie not only 

appreciated actively participating in a professional learning activity, but also found that she 

needed a way to refer back to the learning.  

Henry never directly addressed the role of modeling in his learning, but rather preferred 

that the facilitator explain the strategy and let him determine how or whether he would 

implement the learning. On several occasions, the facilitator for the Climate of Trust series 

modeled instructional practices that may allow the teacher to build deeper relationships with 

students. However, when discussing these strategies, Henry said, “Communication is, always is 

beneficial. Sometimes I think that the communication that occurs is excessive.” To explain, he 

said, “It’s fine to talk about something good that happened to you [referencing one of the 

strategies]. But, you know, my viewpoint is can we just get on with what we’re supposed to do 

and get back and grade papers.” Again, he mentioned:  

Like I was saying, the time, the time faction on it. If you’ve got something to say, as you 

well know about me. Say what you gotta say. Tell me how you feel about it. And then, 

you know, we can work on it that way. Just, you know, spin in circles till you're dizzy is 

not a good concept. 

Repeatedly, Henry stated he would rather practice the strategy on his own as opposed to 

practicing during the professional learning session.  
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Modeling to Motivate Implementation. Overall, participants connected modeling to 

implementation whether they actively participated in the modeled strategy or they observed as 

the facilitator modeled the strategy. As participants reflected on strategies they implemented for 

students, they most readily credited modeled learning for why they implemented the learning. No 

matter how the facilitator modeled the learning, modeling provided teachers with an 

understanding of how to implement strategies in their classrooms.  

While Becky and Olivia discussed strategies that they implemented from the current 

professional learning, their examples were from previous professional learning. For instance, 

Becky participated in a state-mandated literacy course that I happened to lead. She directly 

referenced how she implemented the gradual release model into her planning. When asked why 

she implemented that strategy, she said, “It was modeled. You modeled it for us. You modeled:, 

‘This is how we’re going to do this.’” In addition, she figured if I could get a group of teachers to 

engage in the learning then she could get her students to engage in the learning.  

But then you made the transition of how do I take this video that I'm seeing? How do I 

make this work for the kids that I'm teaching and sometimes working with teachers? We 

are trouble. We are tough, difficult group. We are tough! And if you can get a group of 

teachers to do it, then we can get kids to do it. Simplified it. Where it wasn't something so 

difficult. And it's not something so intimidating or scary. 

For Becky, modeling reduced the intimidation of trying something new. 

Olivia continued to implement the learning from the writing workshop that she attended 

earlier in her career.  



 

109 

I'm still remembering what I learned there . . . I grew in the profession. Because I took it 

pretty early in my career when I was, you know, more afraid of letting go and giving the 

students control. And now I, you know, I'm just, I have more wisdom and I know what to 

look out for to make. You know, I can spot a student who’s off task easily and I can 

squelch it faster. So, I guess. My classroom management expertise helps my writing 

workshops. 

Even after returning to the classroom after serving as an instructional coach, she implemented 

learning from the writing workshop because she benefitted from acting as the student. 

 Teachers who observed as the facilitator modeled also implemented professional 

learning. Sadie discussed how she used her notes as she wrote lesson plans:  

I’ll go back and look through them. So especially as this new semester is coming up. 

From yesterday’s when we’re talking about the five second rule, if they, if they do 

something wrong, there’s no consequence. So, like seeing things like that, I’m kind of 

like, okay, well, when I do, when I put my bell ringer in, if they’re not sitting down 

working right away, um, though we need to practice that again. And then seeing that 

there is no consequence. 

Sadie relied on her notes to help her recall the strategies she planned to implement from the 

professional learning.  

No matter how the teacher preferred to experience the professional learning, teachers 

were more inclined to implement strategies when the facilitator modeled them. Modeling 

provided teachers with an image of what the strategy should look like in their classroom. When 

teachers actively participated in the strategy, they gain new perspectives and confidence to 
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implement the learning, and teachers who preferred to simply observe how to implement a 

strategy were able to observe the process for implementation. 

Collegial Collaboration for Professional Learning 

In addition to wanting to experience the recommended strategies, participants appreciated 

and asked for opportunities to learn from their colleagues. While participants valued the ability 

to interact with the material presented, they most valued the opportunities to learn from their 

colleagues. From sharing resources to observing another teacher to developing a personal 

learning network, participants described a variety of ways in which they have learned from their 

peers and requested professional learning that provided opportunities to learn from their peers. 

Professional Learning Networks. In education, teachers most commonly learn from 

their peers in a professional learning community (PLC). While most often administration 

designates PLCs and teachers do not have agency to set their own learning goals, participants 

discussed how they developed their own personal learning networks (PLN) to support their 

specific learning needs. Henry most often discussed how he has learned from other AP teachers, 

not only in his school, but across the world. He pursued becoming an AP assessment reader, and 

through that experienced, developed connections with colleagues to whom he will reach out 

when he looks to try something new:  

And so, but I think [being an AP reader] has been by far my best professional 

development. Because you are with some of the best instructors in your field in the 

world, and they are all willing to share and help. And so, with a quick email, I can get 

things from all over to help me with a certain issue that I may have. 
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On several occasions, Henry talked of how he spoke with other AP teachers to find ways to adapt 

his instruction and assessment to support his students’ learning. 

While Henry relied on his PLN to influence his classroom instruction, Sadie used her 

personal notes to remind her to share what she learned with her peers. Based on prior 

discussions, she would note strategies that supported the questions those teachers were asking: 

I also think about the other people in our PD like Michelle. I’m like, oh maybe like, um, 

’cause she’s expressed concern about something. And I’m like, well, I’ve heard this 

teacher does that. So maybe I’ll talk to her and be like, see if we can get them talking and 

find a way. 

Sadie not only looked to learn from teachers in her PLN but also supported their learning. 

Teachers learn from each other outside of traditional professional learning experiences by 

developing their own PLNs. 

Classroom Observation. Teachers appreciated the opportunity to learn from their peers 

by observing their classrooms. Classroom observations provided participants with a real-life 

example of how various strategies played out in the classrooms with students. Becky discussed 

why observation was a powerful experience for her: 

That is probably one of the most powerful PD that I have been to recently, because you 

get a chance to see what other teachers are doing in their classrooms. And yes, high 

school teachers, we don't get to see what's going on in the other classrooms. And 

especially, I mean, sometimes we can see within our own department, but going to see 

what they're doing in math and what they're doing in social studies and what they’re 

doing. And you see how, okay, how can I use what she’s doing or what he’s doing? How 
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can I come back and use this in my classroom? [slapped desk for emphasis] And you see 

some of the same kids that you teach, you see what’s working with them. How can I 

come back and use this in my classroom? So that's a good one right there.  

Becky valued classroom observations because they allowed her to see strategies in action, but 

also to see how her students learned in other content areas.  

Classroom observations allowed teachers to see strategies in real-life; whereas, textbooks 

simply provide a list of instructions. Sadie described how observations provided more than a 

textbook. 

Oh, I think just, it’s real life. It’s not like because when you read out of textbooks and 

stuff, it's, um, very structured and stuff. So, when I go into a classroom, I don’t know 

what I'm going to expect. Students are going to act differently day to day. And then it’s 

also the teacher has to be reactive to what they’re saying and also proactive. So, a kid 

may all the sudden say something and it’s not scripted and see how the teacher acts or 

reacts to it. Whereas if you like, read it in a book, it's kind of like, I don’t know, like, I 

can't think, the word scripted, I guess. 

For Sadie, classroom observations provided a deeper understanding of a strategy because 

observations are unscripted; whereas, textbooks described scenarios in a very neat manner.  

Colleagues as Facilitators. While teachers learn from people in a variety of educational 

roles, participants valued learning from those who are currently in the classroom implementing 

the strategies they are sharing. Teachers were more inclined to implement a strategy in their 

classroom when it has worked in another teacher’s classroom. 
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First, participants trusted that the strategy shared with them could potentially work for 

their students because it had worked in another teacher’s classroom. Becky described it as a 

money back guarantee: 

And, you know, no offense, but sometimes it comes better from a teacher who's in that 

classroom. Who was standing up there, who's dealing with that. I mean, real life, you 

know. How do I do this? This is what works. This is what I had to modify. And that 

makes it a big difference. It gives you, you know, money back guarantee that this is 

gonna work in your classroom. 

Becky regularly discussed how she would beg, borrow, and steal from other teachers because she 

trusted the strategies could work for her.  

Not only did teachers trust that the strategies would work, but they also valued the 

classroom experience of the facilitator. For example, Olivia described how she did not trust the 

strategies for students who struggled that a district academic specialist shared because the 

specialist most often taught students in honors and advanced courses.  

I’m sure she taught college prep at some point in her career, but her most recent teaching 

experience was honors and AP. And so that's what she was going, you could tell that’s 

what she was thinking about when she was talking. And so, she was missing the mark for 

at least half of the room. Probably more than half of the room. But, you know, we’re all 

bogged down in like how to get kids who can barely read to grow as readers. 

On the other hand, Olivia was much more willing to try strategies from the facilitator in the 

current professional learning because “it’s led by a fab, fabulous teacher, you can’t argue with 
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that.” Olivia trusted the perspective of a strong classroom teacher over the recommendations of a 

teacher who had not taught the level for which Olivia needed support. 

Small Group Learning. Most often teachers valued having time to hear from and 

interact with the other teachers within the professional learning experience. From paired shares 

to small group collaboration, teachers not only enjoyed learning from their peers but also 

regularly asked for more opportunities to do so. Just as teachers asked to have a teacher facilitate 

the professional learning, teachers wanted to interact with their peers during the learning. In 

several cases, they just wanted their colleagues to speak up and share their experiences more 

often. Teachers also appreciated learning from teachers in other departments, because they found 

value in hearing from all styles of learning. 

Peer-to-Peer Sharing. When given the opportunity to share their learning with a peer, 

teachers found that they not only learned strategies, but they learned more about their colleague. 

Alfred appreciated the opportunity to learn how Patrick, a fellow special educator, implemented 

a similar strategy to his inclusion math classes: 

Patrick showed me his little things and then I showed him our notecards. And then the 

pictures that they had drawn to do with what we were doing . . . That also is good because 

I didn’t know what Patrick was doing in his classes, and now I know a little bit more 

about what he's doing in math. 

The opportunity to collaborate with Patrick provided Alfred with insight to how other teachers 

were implementing similar strategies in different classes.  

Group Discussions. In some cases, facilitators grouped teachers into small groups of 

three to four teachers for various purposes throughout the learning. Group discussions included 
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sharing the results of implementing a strategy, reflecting on practice, or planning to implement a 

new strategy. Sadie reflected on one activity where “we also did that activity where we were in 

our little groups and we got a piece of paper with a scenario on it. We had a rewrite that 

scenario.” The teachers applied their learning to the scenario and discussed how to respond to the 

situation. While Sadie enjoyed working with one group of teachers, she looked forward to the 

possibility of working with all of the teachers in her professional learning group: 

And then when we get into, like, our groups, because there are so few of us, it’s like one 

or two persons in our group. And I’d be nice if there’s everybody there where I can hear 

like I could be in a group with someone different people. Next month I could be in a 

group with the different people. Like if we had a big enough group to begin with. I mean, 

not like changing everyone out. But just being in different groups within that class. 

Sadie felt that she missed out on what other teachers could share with her by only working with 

certain teachers in her professional learning group. 

Whole-Group Sharing. Most often, facilitators provided teachers the opportunity to 

reflect on their learning at the beginning of each professional learning session, and participants 

regularly expressed their desire to hear from more of their peers. In some cases, participants 

provided strategies for encouraging quieter teachers to share what they had experienced. 

Participants valued the opportunity to learn from their colleagues learning.  

Whole group sharing provided teachers with opportunities to hear new strategies and 

select what might work for them. Even when given time to work on individual applications for 

learning, Becky was listening for new ideas: 



 

116 

I like the way when you can hear teachers bounce ideas off of each other. Because, you 

know, like I said, with an ADD person like myself and I hear these ideas floating around. 

I, now it may be horrible for somebody else, but I like to see ideas when we break out to 

the work session and then you can just hear stuff. And you reach and grab. It's almost like 

go into a grocery store. I like this. I like this. Let me put this in my buggy. This technique 

will work because I left out of that last session Thursday and I had like four different 

things that I went home and I'm going to use. 

On several occasions, Becky’s ability to catch an idea from another teacher led to multiple 

teachers working together to figure out the new strategy and apply the learning to a new 

situation.  

While participants were ready to learn from those who shared, they often felt like they 

were missing out from those who did not speak up. Both Sadie and Olivia offered strategies they 

wished the facilitator had implemented to encourage more teachers to share. They both 

acknowledged that sometimes sharing in a whole group can be “kind of embarrassing” and they 

did not want to force adults to share, but they both wanted to find ways to have the opportunity 

to learn from more people. For instance, Sadie suggested having teachers share using sticky 

notes so the teachers don’t have to say things out loud. Olivia appreciated that Samantha, the 

facilitator, called the teachers experts. Samantha wanted the teachers to share because “you are 

the expert,” so she told the group ahead of time to consider various strategies that they used in 

their content area that reflected teaching the whole child. However, Olivia was disappointed that 

only four teachers shared strategies, but acknowledged that it was difficult to require teachers to 

share.  
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Interdisciplinary Sharing. One thing that all participants agreed on was that they 

appreciated learning from teachers outside of their specific disciplines. Even Henry who 

preferred to seek out his own PLN regularly mentioned learning from a math and social studies 

teacher within the building. Olivia made a point to observe a physical education teacher because 

she liked “that it’s not just English teachers. That we can learn from each other.” She appreciated 

the opportunity to learn from others so she could bring it back to her PLC to support their 

learning. 

I think it’s interesting that the people that I work most closely, closely with in the 

building are not in my PD. I don’t know why that is. I appreciate that because I’m already 

in a PLC with them. So, this PD allows me to branch out and get new ideas that I can 

bring back to my PLC. 

Providing interdisciplinary professional learning supported the work of the individual content 

areas as teachers took ideas back to their PLCs.  

Interdisciplinary professional learning also expanded teachers’ learning by providing 

different insights to student learning. Alfred shared that he valued being able “to talk with Amy. 

That gave me a different view. Getting the different viewpoints that your colleagues may bring. I 

think is good to.” Just as Alfred, as a more experienced teacher, appreciated learning from his 

peers, Sadie, as a newer teacher, valued learning from the more experienced teachers in her 

professional learning setting: 

I would like to hear from other teachers, especially in our group. We have a wide variety 

of teachers that have been teaching their first year vs. many years. I want to also hear, 

like, what they're doing to get different ideas. So maybe some they like (they were in 
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school a long time ago), and maybe like what they’ve learned in the past could be 

something that I've never heard before that might work in my classroom. Whereas, so a 

new teacher may have learned something newer, new routine or procedure as I just 

graduated. So, it would be nice to hear from them.  

She mentioned that without teachers sharing, she is “missing out on hearing from other people’s 

point of view—what worked, what didn’t work for them.” She specifically referenced wanting to 

learn from a math teacher in her professional learning series who had been teaching for close to 

20 years. While learning from the experience of others within a specific discipline has its place, 

teachers want to hear from teachers in all disciplines because each discipline provides a unique 

perspective.  

Collaboration to Motivate Implementation. While collaboration with peers did not 

particularly engage all of the participants during learning, all of the participants appreciated the 

opportunity to learn from their peers for strategies to implement in their classrooms. All 

participants were more likely to implement strategies if a colleague shared a strategy that worked 

for them in their classrooms. While teachers discussed a variety of ways that they learned from 

their peers, teachers relied on collaboration as a form of professional learning and several 

continually hoped that facilitators would provide more opportunities to interact with and hear 

from the teachers in their professional learning groups. 

Teachers either mentioned how much they appreciated learning from their peers or they 

expressed their desire to have more opportunities to learn from their peers. As Becky said, 

teachers want to hear from other teachers who are currently doing the work and who have proof 

that a strategy works. While most of the teachers appreciated having time during professional 
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learning to work with their peers, Henry preferred to seek out support from his peers as he 

needed it. For the sake of designing professional learning, he preferred more of a lecture-based 

style of learning to be able to implement the learning as he saw fit, but he still valued learning 

from his colleagues.  

When given the opportunity to collaborate with peers, teachers tended to implement the 

strategy. For example, Becky regularly discussed collecting strategies from her peers in the Tech 

Playground sessions and either planning to implement the strategy or actually using the strategy 

with her students. Becky described how she learned from her peers: 

And it just once again. I’m nosy. Me being nosy. I’m here. Me being nosy. And I heard 

the idea drop across the room. She was working with somebody else. And I said, you 

know what? I could use this in my class. Every time I go into one of these sessions, how 

can use. Beg, borrow, steal? That was a stealing. How can I take something that I learned 

heard across the classroom? I’m recognize this is something that I could do.  

Becky was able to implement strategies because she had time and resources to understand the 

strategy and then work with her peers to understand ways to implement them in her classroom.  

Henry also discussed changing his grading practices after collaborating with other AP 

teachers: 

 I had certain formats that I would use, and I would say grading was one of the biggest 

things that I changed . . . learning from that experience. Oh . . .  I had initially, when I 

started long ago and far away, a very rigid grading system, but that has obviously flexed 

tremendously since that time and evolved and morphed into whatever other terms you 

want to use for that. And now I use this separate grading style for each type of class that I 



 

120 

teach, and I have a format specifically for each type. Because that’s what fits that 

scenario best in my opinion. And it took not just the AP situation, but I talked to a lot of 

colleagues, peers.  

Because Henry developed his PLN within the school and through his contacts from grading for 

AP tests, he modified his grading practices. Teachers rely on their colleagues for suggestions and 

feedback. 

However, when the design of the professional learning did not reflect the teachers’ 

preferred form of learning, they were less inclined to implement the learning. While Henry 

sought out his colleagues as he needed to, he said that during the current professional learning, 

“Sometimes I think that the communication that occurs is excessive.” Not only did Henry not 

care for the style of professional learning in the session, but he also felt like he was not learning 

anything new that would impact his students: 

Yesterday’s commentary was predominantly a common-sense issue that most of us who 

have been teaching for any amount of time are familiar with all that . . . But you as an 

individual are not going to be able to connect with everyone . . . And we just have to 

accept that. Deal with it and move on. 

Because Henry did not trust that the professional learning would make any difference for his 

students, he was less likely to implement the learning with his students.  

The combination of engaging with a strategy through modeling and being able to learn 

from your peers motivated participants to more actively implement their learning in the 

classroom. Because teachers trusted who they were learning from and gained confidence through 

modeling, they were more apt to actually try the strategy with their students. 
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Teachers Tried Strategies 

Because the design of the learning during the professional learning supported teachers’ 

willingness to implement the learning, teachers regularly attempted the strategies in their 

classrooms. Participants referred to implementation as trying the strategy which indicated that 

they still were not completely confident in the strategy. However, student responses often 

encouraged further use of the learning. Teachers discussed three different contexts that 

encouraged implementation: accountability, adaptability, and reflection. Figure 9 demonstrates 

how teachers begin to implement professional learning in their classrooms. 

 
Figure 9 

Teachers Try Strategies from Professional Learning 
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Teachers appreciated when the facilitator developed a supportive culture of 

implementation. In addition, the strategies needed to be adaptable to the teachers’ students and 

content. Finally, teachers required time to reflect on how the instructional strategy impacted 

students. When the facilitator incorporated accountability, adaptability, and reflection into the 

professional learning, teachers were more likely to continually implement professional learning.  

Requesting Accountability  

In several of the professional learning settings, facilitators encouraged teachers to 

implement the learning and then share the experience at the next session. However, while some 

participants shared what they learned, they asked for more consistent accountability to 

implement the learning in their classroom. 

The participants used several different ways to discuss accountability, but the consistent 

aspect was that they had to share their experiences. Sadie referred to the idea of homework: “I 

like how we kind of had, like, a homework to do or something to try.” Olivia acknowledged that 

she may not have tried the strategy without the expectation: “And we were sort of forced to try 

them, which I appreciate, because if you just encourage me to try it, I might not get around to. 

But if I know I’m accountable.” In general, the participants appreciated the expectation to try the 

learning. 

Accountability looked like opportunities for participants to discuss their experiences. In 

most cases, the facilitators just asked the participants to share if they were willing, but the best 

strategy seemed to be when participants had the opportunity to discuss in small groups: “Patrick 

showed me his little things, and then I showed him our notecards. And then the pictures that they 

had drawn to do with what we were doing.” Alfred tried the strategy because he was going to 



 

123 

have to talk about it in the next session, but he appreciated the chance to see what Patrick was 

doing as well.  

While participants appreciated the accountability, they found that the process for holding 

teachers accountable was lacking. As a result, they did not get to hear from all of their peers and 

missed out on learning from them. In fact, several participants attempted to consider ways to 

consider getting all teachers to share what they tried. Sadie shared her concerns with limited 

accountability: 

I think maybe actually holding us to those homeworks or those assignments instead of 

saying, “Okay, did anyone try it?” Maybe instead of saying, did anyone try it? Be like, “I 

want to hear from each of you, what you tried and how did it work?” That way people 

aren’t just gonna shut down, “No, I'm not going to say anything.” This way, we’re told 

that we have to share and tell how it went, and I want to be held more accountable for 

that. 

Just as when teachers do not participate in collaborative activities, participants felt that they lost 

out on learning because they did not hear from other teachers. Olivia discussed how she did not 

get to learn from all the people in her session because “I heard a lot from an English teacher and 

the PE teacher that I had already observed.” She appreciated that the facilitator planned to send 

out a list of what others had shared via email so they could have access to more ideas. The 

participants who invested in the learning looked for accountability, not just for themselves, but 

for all teachers so that everyone could access a variety of information. 
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Requiring Adaptability 

All participants implemented strategies they felt they could adapt to the needs of their 

students. As Henry put it, “You’re always going to need to modify things.” Participants looked 

for ways that they could adjust the strategies to their students and content. 

Participants appreciated when facilitators provided examples from different content areas. 

For example, when Alexis modeled using HyperDocs in the Tech Playground session, she 

provided a particular website that provided multiple HyperDoc examples organized by content-

area. Becky identified how to use HyperDocs in the English Language Arts classroom and began 

adapting one directly from the website. As Becky put it, “This is how you can create or modify 

something that already exists. And that was the key point. Let’s not reinvent the wheel.” Becky 

immediately implemented the HyperDoc strategy because of the direct connection to her content 

area.  

In addition, participants needed to see how the strategy could meet the needs of their 

students. In particular, Alfred expressed frustration at professional learning that focused on 

general education students because he struggled to see how he could adapt it for his students with 

special needs. As such, he was excited when facilitators provided selections of strategies that 

could meet his students’ needs. 

Something in each four of those four categories appealed to me because it struck me that 

I could adapt that for them [the students] because I wasn’t currently doing it, and it was 

something new. And I thought, well, that would work and they would like that. 

Since the facilitator provided a variety of options for Alfred to implement, he was able to select 

strategies that he felt confident implementing with his students. 
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Providing Reflection 

Once teachers implemented the learning, they reflected on their experience and continued 

to implement the strategy. For the current professional learning, if the participants implemented 

the learning, they typically discussed plans to continue using the instructional strategy. 

Participants found that the strategies they adapted for their classrooms supported student learning 

and then adapted the strategy to either use with other classes or other content for the same class.  

Whether prompted or not, participants reflected on how the students responded to the 

learning strategies and discussed the value of the strategy for their students. Olivia discussed the 

strategy that she implemented as homework for one of the Whole Child sessions: 

I think my directions were really clear. I tried to make sure that they knew exactly what 

to do, so I had to step-by-step directions on the board and they had a tangible, they had a 

slip of paper. So, they had that to hold on to to sort of remind themselves of what was 

going on, because they’re a little squirrely sometimes. And I told them ahead of time that 

they would have to present what they discussed. They were matching quotes with 

characters. 

Because of the success she saw with her English I students, she modified the strategy for her 

English 2 students. She implemented the activity again mostly because the students responded so 

positively to it, but also because she identified how carefully she planned and implemented the 

strategy. The strategy continued to be successful for her because she reflected on all aspects of 

how she implemented the strategy. 

In addition, participants reflected in the moment as they implemented the strategy to 

modify their instruction to support student learning. Becky discussed using Pear Deck, an 
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interactive technology resource, that she learned from one of the Tech Playground sessions, 

“You can see it there. Boom! ‘No, you missing the concept, baby.’ So, let me go back and I can 

redirect. I can re-teach and it's instantly, instantly.” She also discussed how implementing the 

landing page strategy provided students with very clear expectations for beginning class and 

allowed her to not only monitor student activity, but also complete basic paperwork such as 

attendance. Once again, Alexis modeled using landing pages for the Tech Playground sessions. 

The landing pages were a Google Slide that provided students with necessary information: 

learning target, agenda, homework reminders, and upcoming due dates. Most importantly, the 

landing page provided the bell work assignment with clear directions that allowed students to get 

work immediately after the bell.  

And it gives you this time to do the, to do things like take roll, check homework. I mean, 

it’s giving you the time. You have more free time to do the one on one with students that 

need remediation. And you don’t have to worry about Johnny who is over there finished 

with everything because he knows what to do next.  

Because students knew what to do at the beginning of class, Becky used the time to provide 

individual support to students as well as complete the menial tasks of attendance without taking 

away from instructional time. Becky continued to implement the landing page because she 

noticed these benefits for her students. 

Finally, participants wanted opportunities to reflect on their learning in a group setting. 

Just as teachers wanted to hear strategies from a variety of peers, they wanted the opportunity to 

reflect and receive feedback from their peers. Sadie mentioned that she wanted the input from 

her peers, but did not have the time in the professional learning setting: 
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Well, reflect on it every day, but then see how, how it's gone and then provide feedback 

at the meetings for that. And then maybe with that feedback I, others can give me, like, 

feedback on my feedback. “Okay. So, this worked for you and you’re doing this, but 

maybe try doing this instead.” Like hearing that from one of the other group members. 

Sadie acknowledged that she regularly reflects on her own practice but she valued the feedback 

of others. 

While Henry acknowledged that what works for one class may not work for another, so 

“you have to try a lot of things to see if its works.” The participants found when given the time to 

adapt their learning to their classroom needs, they saw students respond positively to the 

strategy. Teachers then reflected on what worked and what did not work and adapted their 

planning accordingly.  

Supported Implementation to Motivate Continued Implementation 

When facilitators incorporated accountability, adaptability, and reflection into the design 

of the professional learning, teachers were more likely to continue to implement the learning. 

The more teachers felt supported to try learning, the more they attempted to implement the 

learning in their classroom.  

When teachers participated in professional learning that supported implementation 

expectations, the teachers discussed implementing or planning to implement strategies. Of all the 

participants, Becky most often discussed strategies she had implemented or planned to 

implement from her learning. Most commonly, she connected her implementation to facilitators 

providing resources to adapt her learning. However, when teachers doubted that a strategy would 

work for their students, they were less likely to implement the learning. For instance, Henry said, 



 

128 

“There are some students who just aren’t going to trust ya, and they’re not going to communicate 

with you. And that’s the way it is.” While Henry tried some different questioning techniques to 

try to build relationships with students, he struggled to continually implement the current 

professional learning because he did not think it would work for all of his students. 

Teachers are also more inclined to implement professional learning when peers or 

facilitators provide support. Henry mentioned how he was able to implement various technology 

strategies because of support of peers:  

I’ve been using different things. One of the things that you helped me implement is the 

use of Quizlet. And you and Alexis. And that has really helped a lot of my CP students 

because I used to just give them the vocabulary terms and definitions. 

Teachers need to feel supported as they try something new with their students. 

While Olivia and Sadie regularly tried the learning, they most often requested more 

accountability for their learning. Sadie acknowledged, “In order to make myself better, I feel like 

I need to be held accountable for some things.” Time for reflection and feedback allowed 

teachers to develop their instructional practice. As Olivia said, “if you just encourage me to try it, 

I might not get around to” it. Teachers are more likely to implement professional learning when 

they have supported expectations. 

Putting the Kids at the Center Focus 

While aspects of the process of professional learning supported teachers’ motivation to 

engage and implement learning, students were the driving force behind teachers’ professional 

learning decisions. From beginning to end, participants referenced their students to explain their 

professional learning choices. Most clearly students dictated participants’ reasons for selecting 
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and engaging professional learning as well as for implementing the learning. Participants made 

choices about professional learning in order to improve student learning. As Becky put it, 

“Putting the kids at the center focus.” 

Selecting Professional Learning 

Teachers selected their professional learning based on the needs of their students. 

Whether they had been teaching for three years or 20, teachers put the needs of their students at 

the center of their professional learning. For some teachers, they just wanted to strengthen their 

professional practice to provide students with a better learning experience. For others it was the 

realization that they do not always teach the same type of student, and therefore, they needed 

new strategies or ways of understanding their students. 

Meeting Student Needs. The most basic reason for selecting professional learning was 

to meet clear needs of students in the classroom. Sadie acknowledged that her classroom did not 

run as smoothly as she would like. As a newer teacher, she is still figuring out how to establish 

the culture of her classroom. She specifically mentioned that her third block class which begins 

right after lunch struggled to settle and begin work, so for the last year or two, she specifically 

selected professional learning about classroom management. “I think the biggest thing is student 

behavior. What did I write? How could I, um, kind of stop or apprehend this behavior from 

going?” The question guided Sadie’s selection of professional learning, not only for her current 

Routines and Procedure series, but also in the previous year’s choice-based learning. In the 

previous year, I provided teachers a monthly calendar with a variety of professional learning 

opportunities. Teachers selected at least one session each month to attend. Sadie’s choices that 
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year were based on her need to support her students in developing a learning-focused classroom 

environment. 

In a similar way, Olivia selected the current professional learning because she sensed a 

need to find ways to allow students to be more active in her classroom. She taught freshmen in 

an English I course and acknowledged that “you’re always in need of more engagement there.” 

She selected the Planning with the Whole Child in Mind learning series in order to identify more 

strategies to incorporate movement and collaboration into her classroom to meet the needs of her 

active students. 

Changing Student Needs. Not only did teachers sense a need for learning based on 

immediate classroom needs, but they also sensed that the needs of students had changed over 

their years of experience. Both Alfred and Becky acknowledged that the learning needs of 

students have changed since they first started teaching. Alfred had taught special education 

almost his entire career, but the needs of the students in his classroom at the time of this study 

were more of a challenge to him than they have been in the past. Not only did Alfred support 

students in an inclusion classroom, but he also continued to teach students who were working 

towards a state high school credential instead of a high school diploma. Over the last few years, 

the way that students were identified for the various support levels has changed, and as a result, 

Alfred teaches students with a wider variety of learning needs than when he began teaching. He 

stated, “This group that I’ve got now was even more [pointed down, indicated students struggled 

more], if that’s even possible, than last. And it was more varied and mixed in this group.” In 

order to support his students, Alfred selected the Planning with the Whole Child in Mind series 

in hopes that he would be able to find resources to support his students.  
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In a similar way, Becky acknowledged that her students had changed as well. “The kids 

that I’m teaching now, these are not the same kids that I start. These are not the same kids from 

five years ago. These kids are totally, totally different.” Becky found herself supporting a variety 

of learning styles as well. While she had always taught students with special needs in her general 

education English classroom, she began co-teaching with a special education teacher a few years 

ago when the school moved towards an inclusive instruction model. Becky selected the Tech 

Playground series not only to enhance her own technology knowledge, but also to find resources 

that allowed her to support the varying needs of her students. 

Whether a teacher had just started teaching or had been teaching for over 20 years, they 

based their selection of learning on their needs to support learners. Participants sensed the need 

to learn because they needed to better understand how to meet either the most basic needs of 

learners or learn how to adapt to meet the changing needs of student learning environments.  

Deciding to Implement Learning 

From the very beginning, Henry discussed looking for learning that was valid. In his 

words, valid information was “something that will work in the classroom.” In a similar manner, 

all the participants were looking for valid strategies—those strategies that will support student 

learning. Teachers were more willing to try strategies that they thought would work for their 

students, and based on how students responded, teachers decided whether or not to continue to 

implement the instructional strategies. Participants chose to implement strategies that provided 

their students with structure, independence, and engagement. 

Providing Structure. Teachers implemented strategies that provided their students with 

structure in the classroom. When a teacher develops a consistent classroom structure, students 
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know how to behave and interact for their best learning in that classroom. Sadie and Becky both 

implemented strategies to provide students a clear and consistent structure. 

Sadie’s entire goal for learning was to create a better classroom environment by selecting 

the Routines and Procedures series, but she actually implemented strategies that allowed the 

students to better receive directions. For instance, she discussed implementing a five-second rule 

where she called for their attention and then waiting for students’ attention before beginning to 

give instructions. She discussed the outcome: 

It was like ‘'ll say, “All right, listen up,” and then I’ll wait maybe 10 seconds now. And 

that seemed to really help, because what I used to do was say, “All right, listen up. This is 

what we're doing blah blah blah blah.” And then everyone would miss it cause they’re 

talking. So now when I say like, “All right, listen up,” and then I wait those seconds, 

everyone’s . . . I have everyone’s attention. 

Students were no longer missing instructions because the classroom was quiet enough to hear the 

instructions.  

Similarly, Becky implemented the landing page strategy to provide students a process for 

how to begin class. “So, you can engage the kids when they walk right through the door. Boom! 

They know exactly what they need to do. Boom! They're engaged in something.” The students 

did not have to ask what they were doing for the day or just sit and wait for her to guide them. 

The landing page provided clear information, and Becky posted it clearly on the smart board for 

students to find.  

Also, Becky tried HyperDocs that very quickly became a resource that she implemented 

regularly with her students. HyperDocs are an interactive Google Doc that allowed Becky to 
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organize resources and activities for students. Students were struggling to understand multi-step 

assignments in her Google Classroom; however, HyperDocs placed all the information in one 

document with appropriate hyperlinks. Rather than viewing the assignments as “these little mini 

pieces, they were consuming those a whole assignment.” The landing page and HyperDocs 

provided the structure her students needed to succeed in her classroom. 

Providing Independence. In addition to providing structure, teachers implemented 

strategies that provided opportunities for independent learning. Teachers purposely selected 

strategies that provided students more ownership of their learning.  

For instance, Becky used videos or audio tracks that she referred to as podcasts to provide 

students the ability to work at their own pace. While Becky learned this strategy from her own 

children, she found that struggling students valued the ability to rewind and review information:  

The kids were very receptive to it. Especially because they had the, when there was 

something that they could stop, they could rewind, they could go back. And for a lot of 

kids, especially kids who might have to ask questions. It takes the conscientious. No, they 

don’t have to be conscientious. The video that could get something. They don’t have to 

raise their hand. They could move at the pace design for them. And you can see them 

going, going back and forth, back and forth. And, you know, they weren't like, “I'm 

dumb, I have to keep asking this question.” That didn't happen. So, you know, you get 

more engagement with all of your students. 

By creating videos or audio messages, students had a resource to return to if they had a question. 

She found that her podcasts gave students the confidence to find the information they needed as 

they needed it. She did acknowledge that this strategy did not work as well for some of her 
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students who were higher achievers, but despite laughing about how she sounded on the 

recordings, she saw the value for providing independence for her students. 

Similarly, Alfred tried a strategy that allowed the students to demonstrate their learning in 

their own way. Alfred allowed his students to draw on notecards rather than take notes, and 

found that the students used them as more of a manipulative than they could with traditional 

notetaking. For one student who struggles to write, the notecards provided a resource for him to 

point to in order to demonstrate his learning. Alfred explained, 

And with Derek in the room that helped him because that way he didn’t have to write or 

do anything with his computer. He could just tell, tell us which ones went with what. So, 

I’ve tried to do stuff that would include him. Because tha’'s really been the difference in 

the class. 

Alfred looked forward to implementing this strategy with a new group of students the next 

semester whom he believed would be able to benefit from a different style of learning. By 

turning notes into student-designed flashcards, students were able to take ownership of their 

learning and assessment in a new way.  

Providing Engagement. Finally, teachers implemented strategies that would engage 

their students throughout learning. In most cases, engaging students took the form of 

collaboration, but the goal was to keep students actively learning throughout their learning 

process.  

Olivia implemented a few strategies that provided her students opportunities to talk and 

move. For instance, she provided her English I students with a quote from Romeo and Juliet. The 
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students independently identified the importance of the quote, then they turned to a partner and 

discussed their response before sharing with the whole group. Olivia commented, 

I think it helped that they were able to talk about the importance of the quote with a 

partner before they talked to the whole class. So, they were able to validate their thoughts 

in a smaller group before the big group. They did great.  

She was pleasantly surprised by how well the strategy supported her students’ learning that she 

modified the strategy to implement with her English 2 students as they reviewed the characters in 

To Kill a Mockingbird. In addition, Olivia implemented movement by having students stand in 

an icebreaker activity on the first day of class. She planned to increase the ways in which 

students stood to speak to the class to teach presentation skills in a small way and build student 

confidence. By incorporating something even as simple as movement, Olivia found that her 

students were more actively involved in their own learning. 

Henry also implemented technology resources from a previous professional learning to 

engage his students in review activities. Knowing that the content of his science courses required 

a deep vocabulary knowledge, Henry began to use Quizlet Live to allow his students to practice 

vocabulary terms but also work in collaborative teams. Henry related, 

I have used Quizlet with great success. The students like that. I think especially for my 

classes, like, you know, your CP courses, the time that they get to move around and 

interact, even though it's only a short portion of the class, the majority of them are still 

very focused and I’ve seen improvement in scores. Some substantial improvement, and 

so I think that’s very positive. 
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By seeing students respond positively to the increased engagement, Henry was more willing to 

try technology resources that supported his students’ learning.  

Throughout the entire professional learning process, participants made decisions based on 

the needs of their students. Whether teachers had just started teaching or had been teaching for 

over twenty years, they all acknowledged that they needed to continually learn new ways to 

support their students. In addition, they tried strategies and continued to implement strategies as 

they found that they supported their students’ learning.  

Teachers Do Not Learn in the Same Manner: A Deeper Look at Henry  

 While the teachers ultimately reflected a similar pattern of learning, they did not all 

reflect that pattern in the same way. Initially, Henry appeared to be resistant to the learning 

because the Climate of Trust series did not reflect his identified needs for professional learning. 

As Henry stated, “I always have thought and will continue to think that a student has to be A) 

willing to work with you to get anything done.” He did not believe that trust and respect were 

“really the major thing.” As a result, he chose to participate in the professional learning series 

because he had to make a decision and because administration suggested that he consider trying 

to “be more nurturing.” However, when administration suggestions reflected Henry’s identified 

needs for learning, such as with technology, Henry willingly pursued learning in that area. 

Henry’s decision helped to define how administration can support teachers as they pursue 

professional learning.  

While Henry attended the professional learning because of the professional requirement, 

he still sought to learn from the professional learning: “You learn something from everything, 

even if you learn that that’s not what you want to do.” However, Henry continued to struggle to 
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engage the current professional learning because his prior belief regarding classroom 

environment did not reflect the ideas discussed in the Climate of Trust series, nor did the 

professional learning design reflect Henry’s preferred style of learning.  

While Henry valued modeling and collaboration, he preferred to observe as the facilitator 

modeled or discussed the strategies. He did not like to actively participate in the professional 

learning. He regularly mentioned that he found that “the communication that occurs is 

excessive.” Instead, he preferred to reach out to colleagues as he felt the need based on student 

achievement. Henry developed at least two PLNs to whom he reached out when necessary. The 

PLNs formed a regular pattern of professional learning for him. As Henry stated, “The basic 

concept of professional development should be working with your peers in whatever department. 

I guess would be the best way to say it, that you work and go from there.” He also noted, “I 

always have talked to different instructors in my field long before we had this PLC stuff going 

on.” He continued to add that “I want to work with people. I want to know what you’re teaching. 

I want to know how you are teaching it.” Henry regularly sought out colleagues for professional 

learning, but he did it on his own terms as he felt the need. However, the Cultivating 

Conversations professional learning did not account or provide credit for teachers’ PLNs. 

Henry’s professional learning story helped to expand the description of the teachers’ 

motivation throughout professional learning. Henry’s story indicated that teachers need 

professional learning that reflects their preferred style of learning. In most professional learning 

plans, instructional leadership does not account for teachers’ individual PLNs or the unique ways 

that teachers seek out instructional strategies. While Henry initially seemed resistant to 

professional learning, his story actually indicated that the professional learning simply did not 
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meet Henry’s professional learning needs or reflect his learning style. Henry’s story asks 

instructional leadership to consider the wide variety of ways that teachers learn in addition to 

formalized professional learning opportunities. 

Conclusion of Motivation Throughout Professional Learning 

Teachers experience motivation to engage and implement professional learning in a 

variety of ways as they progress throughout professional learning. Before selecting professional 

learning, a teacher determines if the professional learning will meet their particular learning 

needs and decide whether or not they will engage in the professional learning. Once the teacher 

has decided to engage in the professional learning, the teacher begins to connect the learning to 

the classroom. As the teachers engage in the professional learning, teachers want to interact with 

their colleagues to gain trusted strategies and to experience the strategy to know how the strategy 

should look in their classroom. In order for a teacher to actually implement the strategy, they 

need to see how to adapt the strategy to their students and content area. The more support 

facilitators provide for teachers the more likely teachers will continue to implement professional 

learning.  

Motivation to engage in professional learning begins when a teacher determines their 

professional learning need. Teachers identify their own personal learning needs based on the 

needs of their students. Even when administration recommends professional learning for 

teachers, teachers may struggle to engage in professional learning if the suggestion does not 

reflect their identified needs for learning. Teachers will attend professional learning if required, 

but they will be less motivated to engage the professional learning when the professional 

learning does not connect to their identified learning needs for their students. When teachers 
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selected professional learning of their own volition based on their learning needs, teachers 

expressed more excitement to engage professional learning.  

Once teachers identified their learning needs, they selected and engaged professional 

learning. Once again, teacher preferences impacted their motivation. As teachers began to 

engage in professional learning, their continued motivation was based on their ability to connect 

the professional learning to the classroom. Teachers valued different approaches to learning, but 

when the design of the learning reflected their preferred learning methods, teachers were more 

likely to implement learning in their classrooms. Teachers valued modeling and collaboration 

throughout their professional learning. Whether teachers preferred to actively participate in the 

modeling or to observe as the facilitator modeled, modeling provided teachers with insight as to 

how to implement the learning in their classrooms. Teachers also trusted the validity of 

instructional strategies when classroom teachers suggested them. Collaboration supported 

teacher learning by provided a trusted source. Whether teachers sought out peers on their own or 

collaborated with peers within a professional learning setting, teachers relied on the input of 

other classroom teachers. The more a teacher visualized a strategy and trusted the source the 

more likely teachers were to implement professional learning with their students. 

Finally, teachers tried the learning. As teachers began to implement the learning with 

their students, they were more likely to continue to implement the professional learning when 

they had accountability, adaptability, and reflection. Teachers appreciated when facilitators 

expected them to try the learning and provided a variety of resources to choose from. 

Expectation encouraged teachers to try things they might not have without the encouragement. 

Teachers also needed to see ways they could adapt the instructional strategies to meet the needs 
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of their students. As the facilitators provided choice in strategies and supportive resources, 

teachers were confident to adapt strategies for their content and students. Finally, teachers 

appreciated opportunity to reflect on their implementation. As teachers reflected on their 

implementation experiences, they identified ways to adapt the strategy for other classes or to 

implement again. The more the facilitator incorporated supported expectations the more likely 

teachers were to continually implement professional learning. 

However, if at any point, the teacher struggled to connect their learning to their students, 

they were at risk to lose motivation in their learning. Students were the driving force for 

professional learning decisions throughout this study. No matter the experience level of the 

participants, they always had a reason for new learning because of the constantly changing needs 

of their students. Whether they were teaching a new instructional level or adapting to changing 

culture, teachers valued professional learning so they could best support their students. Teacher 

not only selected professional learning based on their student needs, but they also implemented 

professional learning based on their students. Teachers were more likely to implement strategies 

that they could adapt to their content and students’ needs. Teachers also continued to implement 

professional learning based on how students responded to the instructional strategy or resource.  

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to better understand how teachers experience motivation to 

engage and implement learning throughout professional learning experiences. This 

phenomenological study provided insight into the common factors that support teacher 

motivation from identifying needs for professional learning to implementing professional 

learning, and established a connection between student needs and teacher motivation. Data 
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collection centered on professional learning observations and interviews from five participants as 

they participated in a choice-based professional learning program. Data analysis focused on 

understanding teachers’ stories of selecting, engaging, and implementing professional learning.  

Data analysis revealed several points at which teachers might experience increased or 

decreased motivation to engage and implement professional learning. Teachers identified their 

professional learning needs and selected professional learning to reflect those needs. Then as 

teachers engaged in the professional learning, they began to consider how to implement the 

professional learning in their classrooms. Teachers were more likely to implement professional 

learning when the design of the professional learning reflected their preferred learning styles. 

Finally, teachers consistently implemented learning when they had support to adapt and reflect 

on the implementation. Throughout professional learning, teachers made students the main focus 

of their professional learning. The following chapter provides a discussion of the findings and 

the implications for future use and research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Professional learning is the primary method for supporting teacher professional growth 

(Ball & Cohen, 1999; de Vries et al., 2013), and yet, professional learning does not always result 

in teacher growth or student achievement (Kennedy, 2016; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). The current 

phenomenological study provided insight to how teachers experience motivation to both engage 

and implement professional learning. Data collection focused on a series of professional learning 

observations and individual participant interviews. Results from data analysis indicate teachers 

experience increased or decreased motivation throughout professional learning as the 

professional learning reflects their determined professional learning needs, as it reflects their 

preferred style of learning, and as it is adaptable to their content and students. In addition, 

throughout the entire professional learning process, teachers focused on their needs of the 

students in their classrooms. Specifically, teachers selected professional learning based on 

student needs and implemented professional learning based on student needs and feedback. 

Figure 5 in Chapter 4 depicted teachers’ thought process as they identify a need for professional 

learning, select and engage professional learning, and implement professional learning. 

Based on the findings from the previous chapter, the following chapter provides 

conclusions regarding encouraging teacher motivation throughout professional learning. The 

conclusions indicate several considerations for current practice for instructional leaders and 

professional learning developers. The final sections address the limitations of the current study 

and recommendations for future research to continue to support teacher professional 

development and student achievement. 
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Discussion 

Based on the findings in the previous chapter, professional learning design can encourage 

teacher engagement and implementation as it reflects the teachers’ professional learning needs 

and the needs of the teachers’ students. Motivational theories and adult learning theories speak to 

how best to design professional learning experiences (Knowles, 1980; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The 

following questions guided the current research: 

• How do teachers experience motivation to engage in choice-based professional 

learning? 

• How do teachers experience motivation to implement effective instruction through 

choice-based professional learning? 

The following section reflects on the answers to these questions in the relationship to how 

teachers identify, select and engage, and implement professional learning. From providing 

professional learning choices that reflect teachers’ identified need for professional learning to 

supporting implementation of professional learning, the design of the professional learning 

encourages teacher motivation. Throughout the entirety of professional learning, teachers need to 

see the direct connection to their students. 

Teachers Want to be Heard in Professional Learning 

From the outset of the interviews, teachers reflected on the professional learning they 

chose and why they chose it. Teachers clearly articulated personal reasons for pursuing 

professional learning. Even within the current study, teachers explained why they made their 

selections and connected their choice to either administrative suggestions or personally identified 

reasons for professional learning. Teachers more readily engaged professional learning when the 
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choices for professional learning reflected their personal goals. Even when teachers used 

suggestions from administration to guide their choices, they were more likely to engage the 

professional learning when the administrative selection reflected their personally identified 

goals. When administrative suggestions do not reflect teachers’ personal goals for professional 

learning, teachers may attend the professional learning due to a professional expectation, but 

they are less likely to engage the professional learning. Figure 6 in Chapter 4 highlights teachers’ 

initial thought process as they begin to consider professional learning. 

Throughout the entire professional learning for the current research, teachers had multiple 

opportunities to speak into their learning and make decisions based on their own needs. As 

Alfred said, “I think it did a good job in zeroing in on something specifically that each individual 

would need.” Not only did teachers select the professional learning experience, but also through 

several prior surveys, they shared what they most felt they needed to learn to improve their 

instruction and support students. The professional learning was able to “zero in” because teacher 

input guided the development of the professional learning. The design of the learning sought to 

align with the identified professional learning goals of the teachers. Teachers engaged with the 

learning because they saw coherence with their learning goals (Lindvall & Ryve, 2019). 

Knowles et al. (2005) recognized that adult learners often need to understand the goal for 

learning and understand how the learning is of value to them personally. The levels of choice 

throughout the professional learning made the learning relevant for teachers. 

Even when teachers selected their professional learning based on an administrative 

suggestion, they were more likely to engage the professional learning when the administrative 

suggestion reflected their personal professional learning goals. Henry’s story demonstrated how 
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administrative suggestions either encourage or discourage engagement in professional learning. 

In previous school-based professional learning, Henry selected professional learning that focused 

on instructional technology. Henry made those selections because he was “continually ridiculed” 

for not using technology in his classroom and because he acknowledged that he was “not wicked 

proficient at it.” He continued to explain that even though he was not particularly comfortable 

with instructional technology, he tried it because “I want to do what I think will be the best way 

to help a student.” However, for the current professional learning, Henry did not engage the 

professional learning because his selection reflected an administrative suggestion but not his 

personal professional learning goals. When asked what he hoped to get out of the professional 

learning, Henry stated, “A contract for next year.” While he indicated that he hoped to learn 

something, he also stated that “I have a specific way that I feel my classroom should operate” 

and he did not intend to “pamper people.” For Henry, the professional learning did not reflect his 

personally identified needs for professional learning. 

Henry’s story indicates the need for teacher agency within professional learning. Calvert 

(2016) indicated that professional learning encourages teacher agency when it begins with 

“teacher-identified learning objectives” and allows teachers to “decide what they need to learn” 

(p. 5). While the current professional learning included teacher input in the development of the 

Cultivating Conversations series, the offered series still did not reflect all of the teachers’ 

individually identified needs for professional learning. While teacher observation feedback and 

student achievement scores are important variables in developing professional learning 

(Rodman, 2019), teachers have their own identified goals for learning. The more professional 
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learning supports teacher agency by personalizing it to teachers’ identified learning needs the 

more teachers will engage in professional learning (Rodman, 2019). 

Teachers Know How They Learn 

Once teachers identified their needs for professional learning, they selected and engaged 

in professional learning. Throughout their professional learning experiences, teachers reflected 

on how the design of the professional learning encouraged their plans to implement the learning. 

In particular, teachers were more likely to implement professional learning when facilitators 

modeled strategies and when teachers were able to collaborate with their peers. While not all 

teachers preferred to learn in the same way, teachers all expressed some desire for modeling and 

collaboration as these strategies supported the teachers sense of competence and relatedness. 

Figure 7 in Chapter 4 displays the questions teachers consider while participating in professional 

learning and beginning to plan to implement professional learning. 

Modeling Supports Teachers’ Competence 

Modeling provided teachers with connection to real-life experiences that supported their 

“readiness to learn” (Knowles et al., 2005, p. 149). Olivia discussed how being able to act as a 

student motivated her to implement writing workshops with her students. Because she valued the 

free time to write and receive feedback from peers, she overcame her hesitation to create the 

same scenario for her students. In addition, Becky spoke of how experiencing gradual release of 

responsibility allowed her to try it with her students. For Becky, seeing the strategy in action 

“simplified it, where it wasn’t something so difficult, and it’s not something so intimidating or 

scary.” For teachers, the ability to experience an instructional strategy creates a real-life scenario 

that supports their willingness to learn (Knowles et al., 2005). Olivia and Becky’s experiences 
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indicate that as teachers are able to physically experience the learning they are more likely to 

change previously held beliefs regarding learning (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). Opfer and Pedder 

(2011) found that because teacher beliefs about learning develop through experience, it is only 

through experience that teachers will change their beliefs about learning. As Becky said, “If 

you’re thinking changes, it changes the way you do things.” Modeling supports teachers’ 

professional growth by allowing them to experience the reason to implement the professional 

learning. 

Not only did modeling provide real-life experiences, but modeling and practicing also 

provided teachers with mastery experiences (Fullan, 1995) that built up their self-efficacy 

(Bandura, 1977). Teachers regularly discussed how facilitator modeling provided them the 

understanding they needed to feel confident to try the strategy with their students. As Becky put 

it, “If I can see it and I can manipulate it, then I can teach it . . . If you can demonstrate to me and 

then that way, I can work out the kinks too it. And then I can go on.” In addition, positive student 

results encouraged teachers continued implementation of strategies. Olivia reframed a strategy 

she implemented with her freshman students to meet the needs of her sophomore students 

because it went so well with her freshman students. In addition, Becky quickly implemented 

multiple versions of HyperDocs because they provided organization for her students, and she 

found her students completing the work more consistently. The positive student feedback 

indicated continuing mastery experiences that encouraged participants to implement learning 

(Bruce et al., 2010). 

As teachers participated as students or practiced the strategy in the professional learning 

setting, they developed a sense of confidence to implement the strategy in the classroom. For 
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example, Alfred explained that practicing the strategy helped him to actually remember how to 

actually do the strategy in his classroom: 

I like what [Samantha] is doing, as far as we’ll come in and she will present something 

and explain it, but then you actually get to do a hands-on because I work a lot better if I 

can practice it or talk about it a little more instead of just sitting there taking notes and not 

really maybe understanding what's going on. And then not really until I get back and try 

to do. And then I don’t really know. 

Becky also expressed how practicing a strategy supports her ability to implement the strategy 

with her students: “If I can practice with a small group. I can bring it back with a big group.” The 

more teachers were able to practice or experience a strategy, the more confident they were to 

implement the strategy. The confidence that modeling provides is reflective of Ryan and Deci’s 

(2017) concept of competence or “feeling effective” (p. 86). Ryan and Deci (2017) also 

explained that the competence need will go unmet when people are unable to grow towards 

understanding or mastery. As a result, professional learning should incorporate opportunities for 

teachers to practice the strategies or gain a full understanding of a concept in order to encourage 

teacher motivation to implement learning. 

Collaboration Builds Teachers’ Community 

The teachers presented a natural inclination to learn from each other and to value the 

input of other teachers over those who work outside of the classroom. At one point, Becky even 

made a point to comment that she meant no offense to me as the instructional coach and my role 

in the school, but “sometimes it comes better from a teacher who’s in that classroom.” Teachers 

appreciated learning from each other in a variety of ways from individual questions to 
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collaborative sharing and feedback opportunities. Teachers demonstrated that professional 

growth happens as part of a learning community (Fullan, 1995; Hawley & Valli, 1999; Little, 

1999; Smyth, 1995). 

I designed the current professional learning to function as interdisciplinary professional 

learning communities (PLCs). The goal was for teachers to learn from each other and support 

each other in their learning. However, while some of the individual participants made a point to 

learn from others in the group, they often expressed a desire to hear more from others. Because 

not all of the teachers in the learning groups were particularly motivated to learn, the participants 

found themselves frustrated from the lack of input from all teachers. Olivia and Sadie both 

referenced how they would like to find a way to encourage more teachers to share what they 

were learning.  

On the other hand, most participants referenced how they enjoyed learning from teachers 

outside of their discipline. While research indicates that the most successful teams are based on 

common grade-levels or content (DuFour & Reason, 2016), the teachers expressed appreciation 

for opportunities to learn from all teachers and adapt learning for their content. Olivia said that 

interdisciplinary learning “allows me to branch out and get new ideas that I can bring back to my 

PLC.” Alfred mentioned that to “not be with the same person all the time does help as well.” He 

mentioned that sometimes he struggles to learn from other disciplines, but then “sometimes you 

can get something out of what they’re doing.” Teachers see value in learning from teachers in 

other disciplines. 

In addition to formalized professional learning situations, the teachers developed their 

own Professional Learning Networks. In particular, Henry preferred to learn through the network 
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of teacher that he had developed over the years. He regularly mentioned how he relied on the 

input from Advanced Placement teachers he met through being an AP reader and from other 

teachers in the building who taught AP courses. From the very first interview, Henry indicated 

that he preferred this form of learning: “The basic concept of professional development should 

be working with your peers in whatever department.” He referred to the AP teachers in his PLN 

as “some of the best instructors in your field in the world.” He trusted the input of his PLN 

because of the experience in the classroom. While the research is clear on the value of teacher 

collaboration, unfortunately few formal professional learning systems account for the informal 

way in which many teachers rely on each other and develop their own trusted PLN. 

Professional learning communities support teacher well-being over time because of the 

emphasis of learning together and supporting each other (Owen, 2016). Collaboration, everyone 

working and sharing together, is at the heart of PLCs (Damjanovic & Blank, 2018; DuFour & 

Reason, 2016; Owen, 2016). Collaboration reflects Ryan and Deci’s (2017) inherent need of 

relatedness, “both experiencing others as responsive and sensitive and being able to be 

responsive and sensitive to them” (p. 86). Sadie demonstrated her desire to be sensitive to others 

as she used her notetaking to remind herself to share learning with another teacher. 

And then I write sometimes some comments along the side, um, and then I also think 

about the other people in our PD like Lacey. I’m like, oh maybe like, um, ’cause she’s 

expressed concern about something. And ‘'m like, well, ‘'ve heard this teacher does that. 

So maybe I’ll talk to her and be like, see if we can get them talking and . . . Find a way. 

Cause I know . . . She’s talking about doing the bathroom pass, um, and Trisha has a 
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good . . . Good idea for that. So, I was like, maybe talk to Lacey, and let her know about 

Trisha’s stuff. 

Just as Sadie sought to support other teachers’ learning, she wanted other teachers to support her 

learning. She regularly mentioned her desire to hear from other teachers in her group and was 

disappointed when teachers who had been teaching for over 20 years did not regularly join in the 

group discussions or activities. “I think you're missing out on hearing from other people's point 

of view what worked, what didn't work for them as far as their routines and procedures.” True 

collaboration supports teachers’ need for relatedness and supports their internal motivation to 

engage and implement the learning (Calvert, 2016; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

Teachers Connect Professional Learning to Classroom 

After engaging in professional learning that encouraged teachers’ implementation of 

professional learning, teacher tried various strategies in their classrooms. Most importantly 

teachers needed to understand how best to adapt the professional learning to their classrooms. 

Facilitators supported the teachers’ implementation of professional learning when they provided 

a variety of resources for teachers to adapt the learning to their students and when they provided 

teachers time to plan and implement the instructional strategies. Figure 8 in the Chapter 4 

highlights the questions that teachers consider as they begin to implement the professional 

learning with their students. 

Just as teachers appreciate the opportunity to learn from each other, teachers needed to 

consider how best to implement the professional learning in their classrooms. Garet et al. (2001) 

identified active learning as a critical aspect of professional learning. Active learning is teachers 

“actively engaged in meaningful discussion, planning, and practice” (Garet et al., 2001, p. 925). 
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Active learning provides teachers time to plan for classroom implementation while including 

resources for teachers to adapt the instructional strategies to their content and students. 

All of the participants referenced the need to adapt learning to fit their classroom content 

and students. As Henry put it, “You’re always going to need to modify things.” Because teachers 

need to modify strategies, providing a variety of resources to help teachers make the necessary 

adaptations is helpful (Garet et al., 2001). For example, Becky was able to begin using 

HyperDocs so easily because Alexis provided her with a resource that linked examples of 

HyperDocs in the English classroom. Becky did not have to “reinvent the wheel” because the 

facilitator planned to support the teachers’ implementation. 

Because teachers need to modify strategies, teachers need time to plan for 

implementation (Bannister, 2015; Garet et al., 2001). On several occasions, facilitators provided 

the opportunity for teachers to plan to implement the learning, and teachers took advantage of it. 

For example, Liliana, Routines and Procedures facilitator, new that the teachers would be 

starting new classes at the beginning of second semester, so in the January session, she asked 

teachers to identify strategies they would plan to implement to help them streamline their 

routines and procedures. Sadie described the session as “kind of like a reiteration. Um, and then 

we filled out that form for things that we would like to try.” Rather than providing more 

strategies, Liliana took the time to allow teachers to reflect on their learning and plan for 

implementation. Sadie said that she “was able to learn some things at the beginning of the year. 

And then once we got new kids in, I was able to try some of those.” Becky also implemented 

strategies because she had time to work and ask questions. Just as Alexis, Tech Playground 

facilitator, provided Becky with examples of HyperDocs, Alexis gave teachers time to create 
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HyperDocs in the session. Becky used this time to ask clarifying questions and begin to create a 

HyperDoc for her students. Teachers need both the resources and time to adapt the learning to 

meet their needs. 

Students Guide Teachers’ Professional Learning 

While the ultimate goal for professional learning is student growth (Garet et al., 2001; 

Sykes, 1999), unfortunately traditional professional learning often starts with a need to simply 

train teachers on a change in policy or standards (Borko & Putnam, 1995; Thompson & Zueli, 

1999). The focus on teacher training may fail to include the connection to student learning 

(Sykes, 1999), and yet, throughout the current study, teachers regularly referenced their students 

as their reason for learning. From how teachers selected their learning to how they decided to 

implement learning, teachers put the needs of their students first. 

First, teachers selected learning that met the needs they saw in their classrooms. For 

example, Sadie knew she wanted to continue to focus on structuring her classroom environment 

to support her students’ learning. Olivia chose the Whole Child series, because she wanted to put 

her students’ needs and interests above her own interests. Professional learning should create 

“direct linkage between what students are to learn and what teachers learn” (Sykes, 1999, p. 

161). From the very description of professional learning, teachers should understand what they 

are to learn in order to support their student learning.  

In addition to how teachers choose their learning, the professional learning should focus 

on the learning of students, so teachers are able to understand what the learning looks like in the 

classroom and have opportunities to reflect on student work (Bruce et al., 2010; Garet et al., 

2001). For example, Sadie wanted time to share how her implementation went with her students 
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to have a chance to receive feedback from other teachers. Olivia and Alfred appreciated when the 

facilitator held them responsible to try a strategy because they shared how it went with a partner 

and had time to reflect on their students’ learning. Active professional learning makes student 

work the main focus of the learning (Garet et al., 2001). Bruce et al. (2010) indicated that 

teachers who focused on evaluating student work developed a stronger sense of self-efficacy 

because they could see the results of their learning. While the current professional learning did 

not emphasize continual analysis of student work, the teachers did use qualitative descriptions of 

how students responded to various strategies to explain their continued implementation of 

learning. For example, Becky shared how implementing PearDeck allowed her to get instant 

feedback from her students. 

Interactive lectures are no longer you sitting up there just talking because you can get 

instant feedback of what these kids. Are they getting what you’re saying? And you don’t 

have to wait for the exit slips at the end of the class period. You can see it there. Boom! 

“No, you missing the concept, baby.” So, let me go back, and I can redirect. I can re-

teach and it’s instantly, instantly. 

Olivia also mentioned how she continued to implement a strategy that she thought would not 

work, but when it worked, she implemented with another group of students. 

And I tried it with Romeo and Juliet with my freshmen, because you're always in need of 

more engagement there. And I thought even if it bombs, like, at least I'm trying it. But it 

didn't. It didn't bomb at all. It was really successful. 

When asked if she would continue to use the strategy, Olivia revealed she had already modified 

it for another class and text.  
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Throughout the current professional learning, students were the driving motivational 

factor in how teachers engaged and implemented learning. The design of the professional 

learning supported teacher learning as the learning connected to the needs of the students. While 

choice, modeling, collaboration, and adaptability supported teachers' motivation to learn, they 

only did so as they connected to the needs of the students as perceived by the teachers. 

Implications for Current Practice 

Because student needs were such a driving force for teachers throughout professional 

learning, teachers need personalized professional learning to meet the needs of their students. As 

adult learners, teachers know the areas in which they need to grow to support their students’ 

learning. Instructional leaders and professional learning developers can design professional 

learning in such a way that teachers are more motivated to engage and implement the learning. 

The following section provides some implications for designing professional learning based on 

the findings of the current study. 

Autonomy-Supportive Leadership 

Throughout the professional learning, teachers inadvertently referenced various aspects 

of self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Teachers valued the ability to make 

professional learning decisions based on their own perceptions of student needs (autonomy). 

Teachers appreciated practicing strategies and acting as students as the modeling supported their 

confidence to implement strategies (competence). Finally, teachers needed collaboration in one 

form or another to learn from their colleagues (relatedness). While research indicates that the 

culture of the school influences teachers’ motivation in professional learning (King, 2014; Kraft 
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& Papay, 2014; Opfer & Pedder, 2011), little research exists regarding how administration can 

support teachers’ well-being through autonomy-supportive leadership. 

Reeve (2015) stated that the goals of autonomy-supportive teaching are to provide 

students with an environment that encourages their learning motivation and improves the 

student-teacher relationship. As teachers know their students better, teachers design learning and 

provide instructional choices for students that support student well-being and intrinsic motivation 

(Reeve, 2015). Just as students benefit from an autonomy-supportive classroom, teachers could 

benefit from an autonomy-supportive school environment.  

Supporting teachers’ well-being in professional learning may not only increase 

motivation within professional learning, but support teachers’ well-being as whole within their 

workplace. Leadership plays a crucial role in demonstrating that they are sensitive to the needs of 

teachers (Ebersold et al., 2019). Just as research from the corporate realm indicated that training 

managers to support worker’s autonomy resulted in positive outcomes (Deci et al., 1989), 

teachers could benefit from autonomy-supportive administrative leadership. While professional 

learning should align with teachers’ goals and learning needs, very little professional learning 

supports teacher autonomy (Lindvall & Ryve, 2019; Rodman, 2019). If professional learning is 

to intrinsically motivate teachers to engage in learning, then professional learning must allow for 

choice and personalization to hope to meet teachers’ learning needs and student achievement. 

Personalized Professional Learning 

Because teachers have different learning needs and different learning preferences, 

instructional leadership should work to incorporate personalized professional learning. For 

example, while most of the participants preferred to learn by actively participating in the 
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professional learning, Henry preferred that the facilitator simply model or explain what he 

needed to know. He also preferred to learn by reaching out to his peers as he found the need. By 

personalizing professional learning, instructional leaders share the control of professional 

learning with the teacher. Not only should professional learning developers use student data and 

teacher feedback to inform professional learning planning, but also Rodman (2019) suggested 

that teachers should make up at least half of the professional learning development team. 

Personalizing professional learning allows instructional leaders to plan with teachers to set 

professional learning goals and plans. Personalized professional learning would have better 

supported Henry by allowing him to identify his learning goals and identify steps he could take 

to address those goals. Personalized professional learning supports a teachers’ sense of autonomy 

by valuing their expertise and their identified professional learning goals.  

Personalizing professional learning also includes incorporating choice at varying levels. 

Throughout the current research, teachers had choice not only in the selection of the topic, but 

also the strategies they could implement. During the Routines and Procedures and Planning with 

the Whole Child in Mind series, the facilitators, Liliana and Samantha, provided a variety of 

strategies that Sadie, Alfred, and Olivia could choose from to support their students. In 

particular, Alfred appreciated the variety of options because typically he struggles to connect 

professional learning to his students, but choice allowed him to identify strategies he could use. 

Not only should teachers have choice of topics, but also forms of learning (Rodman, 2019). 

Professional learning can happen not only in-person, but also through virtual means (Gamrat et 

al., 2014). Edcamps also demonstrate the positive outcomes of providing choices for teachers 

(Carpenter & Linton, 2018; Carpenter & MacFarlane, 2018). Edcamps incorporate 
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personalization by allowing teachers to determine the schedule of discussions and topics, and 

personalization supports teacher implementation of professional learning (Carpenter & Linton, 

2018). Personalizing professional learning elevates the role of the teacher and provides choice at 

various levels of professional learning to increase teacher control of their professional learning. 

Teacher Leadership 

In addition to encouraging teacher motivation through autonomy-supportive leadership 

and personalizing professional learning, instructional leadership and professional learning 

designers should develop teacher leadership by incorporating classroom teachers as facilitators 

for professional learning. Current classroom teachers facilitated all of the professional learning 

series for the current study. Participants regularly commented on the value of learning from 

classroom teachers. For example, Becky indicated that it is easier to trust a teacher who is also 

using the strategy they are modeling. Sadie appreciated observing other teachers because she saw 

the strategies within the context of the classroom. Henry created his own PLN to learn from 

trusted classroom teachers. Teachers want to learn from other teachers. 

Rodman (2019) discussed the value of incorporating and training teacher facilitators to 

personalize professional learning. For the current professional learning, the facilitators met 

during the summer to organize and plan, and throughout the school year, they met quarterly to 

reflect and plan future professional learning. Just before school closed due to the coronavirus, the 

facilitators provided feedback on the current professional learning and began planning strategies 

for the following school year. Just as teachers need support in the classroom, teachers need 

support to know how best to facilitate professional learning (Rodman, 2019). By meeting 
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regularly with facilitators, the instructional leader develops stronger relationships with the 

facilitator and better understands the professional learning needs of teachers (Rodman, 2019). 

Personal Learning Networks 

 In an effort to further support personalizing professional learning and encouraging 

teacher leadership, instructional leaders need to recognize the myriad of ways that teachers learn 

from each other. Just as Henry developed his own PLN through the community of AP teachers 

and Sadie developed her own interdisciplinary PLN within her school, teachers rely on the 

support and input of other trusted colleagues. However, most formalized professional learning 

does not account for the way that teachers regularly collaborate with their colleagues.  

 When considering an individualized professional learning approach, the instructional 

leader may take more of a facilitator or coach role to provide a variety of resources yet 

encourage teachers to consistently pursue their own professional learning goals (Rodman, 2019). 

A PLN may fit into a more individualized professional learning approach as teachers achieve 

their own professional learning goals by reaching out to the teachers in their PLN. In addition, 

the PLC research supports the concept of a PLN. While PLCs tend to focus on school-based, 

content-area groups, DuFour and Reason (2016) acknowledged that the main focus for PLC is 

teachers working as a team towards a common goal. The common goal may expand beyond a 

specific content area. In addition, PLNs may support teachers who are the only teacher of their 

content area by allowing them to reach out to similar content areas outside of their school. 

Interdisciplinary Professional Learning Communities 

Not only did teachers value a sense of autonomy that voice and choice provided, but 

teachers valued learning from teachers in a variety of content-areas. As mentioned earlier, most 
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PLC literature encouraged common content-area groupings at the secondary level. However, 

teachers indicated the value of learning from those outside of their content area. Oliva in 

particular made a point to observe a physical education in order to consider implementing more 

movement into her classroom. While there is a need to work closely with common content areas 

for developing curriculum, professional learning cannot neglect the value of learning strategies 

from those in other content areas. 

Professional learning communities function best when working with like-minded teachers 

who work as a team (DuFour & Reason, 2016). The goal of PLCs is student growth, so “you 

haven’t taught until they’ve learned” (Gallimore et al., 2009, p. 544). Because teachers made 

professional learning decisions based on student needs, then their learning should impact those 

instructional needs. Teachers also indicated the need for collaboration and feedback. PLCs 

support student learning best when PLCs develop a safe environment for teachers to push each 

other to reflect on student learning and pursue instructional strategies to support student learning 

(Gallimore et al., 2009). When PLCs are implemented correctly, they are a powerful professional 

learning experience. However, PLCs can be designed to be interdisciplinary as long as teachers 

are working together towards a common goal and teachers support and encourage each other 

based on evidence from students (DuFour & Reason, 2016; Gallimore et al., 2009). 

Limitations 

The phenomenological design of the study allowed me to listen to the personal stories of 

the participants, but as with any study, the design presented several limitations. First, as the 

instructional coach at the research site, the relationship between the participants and myself 

presented a possible power differential. While I value the trusting relationships that I share with 
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many of the teachers at the site, I do not doubt that some of the participants may have carefully 

crafted their responses regarding the current professional learning to avoid hurting my feelings or 

perceived possibility of professional consequences. While some participants admitted their lack 

of intimidation, other personalities may have been more cautious. 

In addition, the onset of the Coronavirus limited the extent of the data collection. The 

original design of the data collection would have included classroom observations and at least 

two more sets of professional learning observations and interviews per participant. However, due 

to the need to work from home, I suspended the current professional learning to allow for 

learning that met more immediate needs of the teachers. The additional observations and 

interviews could have provided a fuller picture of how teachers continued to implement the 

learning. However, because I did not limit the interview conversations to the current professional 

learning but also included the participants’ general experiences with professional learning, the 

collected data provided a picture of how the participants’ experienced motivation throughout 

professional learning. 

Another limitation is the design of the current professional learning. While the interviews 

and data collection encompassed the whole of the participants’ professional learning experiences, 

I designed the current professional learning to meet the specific needs of the teachers at the 

research site. The research site was a rural public school set in the foothills of the Appalachian 

Mountains. The needs of the students in this setting may not reflect the needs of students in other 

settings. However, the inclusion of the teachers’ experiences with professional learning 

throughout their career allowed teachers to discuss a variety of professional learning that was not 

specific to the research site. 
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In addition to the format of the professional learning, the number of participants may not 

be reflective of all teachers. While the five teachers who participated in the study do represent 

diverse needs of teachers, they cannot represent all teachers. However, the small number of 

participants allowed me to engage with each of the participants and develop a deeper 

understanding of their stories and how they relate to each other. 

Considerations for Future Research 

While the current study provides insight into how teachers experience motivation 

throughout professional learning, professional learning is a vast topic that continues to require 

additional research. This section provides some considerations for future research. 

First, the current study only encompassed teachers’ learning throughout one school year. 

As a result, further longitudinal study would support an understanding of how teachers continue 

to implement learning with other students and other classes. While the current study indicated a 

few scenarios in which teachers implemented the learning, longitudinal research would provide 

insight to how or if teachers continue to implement professional learning without the continual 

support of the professional learning series. 

In addition, because I conducted the study in a rural public school with only five teachers, 

further research in other settings and with more diverse populations could provide deeper 

understanding to teacher motivation throughout professional learning. The current participants 

did reflect varying ages, genders, content areas, and years of experience, but most of the 

participants taught at the research site for the majority of their careers. The phenomenological 

design of the study does not restrict the study to a specific type of professional learning, and 
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therefore, the study is repeatable with a variety of teachers from diverse settings and 

backgrounds to truly understand teachers’ motivation in professional learning. 

In addition to the setting, future research could control for bias by removing the power 

differential. The researcher could work with teachers at a different school or even a different 

instructional level. My role as the instructional coach at the research site may have limited 

teacher responses and may have unintentionally biased analysis of teacher responses. By creating 

a gap between the researcher’s location and experiences, the researcher may be able to tell the 

teachers’ stories more clearly. 

Not only would a broader range of school sites and teacher backgrounds provide deeper 

insight to motivation in professional learning, but more research is needed on different types of 

professional learning that support teacher motivation. For instance, little research exists 

regarding autonomy-supportive leadership in schools. While research indicates that teachers 

would benefit from instructional leaders who create autonomy-supportive environments (Deci et 

al., 1989; Ryan & Deci, 2017), currently research only exists around autonomy-supportive 

classrooms (Reeve, 2015; Reeve et al., 2004). Research on autonomy-supportive leadership 

would provide a deeper understanding of how instructional leadership best creates a culture of 

professional learning that supports teacher well-being. In the current instructional climate, 

teachers often view professional learning as just another requirement to complete (Rodman, 

2019). Rather than focusing on professional learning as a requirement, autonomy-supported 

practices may develop a deeper partnership between teachers and instructional leadership for 

student growth. 
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In addition to autonomy-supportive leadership, instructional leaders need a better 

understanding of how to support teachers through personalized professional learning. Teachers 

have so many ways to access professional learning in the technological age. Teachers are not 

limited to professional learning in the building. In fact, in-house professional learning may no 

longer be the most convenient professional learning for teachers. In the digital age, teachers 

access instructional ideas not only through colleagues but also through social media (Prestridge, 

2019). As professional learning platforms continue to emerge, instructional leaders need a deeper 

understanding of how to support teachers as they navigate the options available to them. 

To better understand how to personalize professional learning, instructional leaders and 

teachers need to know how PLNs support teacher growth and student achievement. Because 

PLNs generally develop in a natural way among teachers, they are not considered formal 

professional learning, and therefore, are not often considered for research. Teachers regularly 

learn from each other, so research could help to understand how teachers develop PLNs and how 

they rely on them to improve their practice and support student achievement. Understanding the 

benefit of PLNs may also help to support teachers on-going well-being by acknowledging the 

work that is being done and avoiding adding unnecessary expectations for teachers. 

Finally, because a variety of professional learning platforms do exist and the current 

instructional environment often requires virtual professional learning settings, research is needed 

to better understand how to engage teachers in virtual professional learning. Not only does 

virtual learning provide more options for teachers, but it also provides more resources for 

professional learning designers. A variety of research exists regarding various technology 

platforms (Bates et al., 2018; Matzat, 2013) and the benefit of virtual PLCs (DuFour & Reason, 
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2016), but as more teachers are turning to virtual professional learning, more research is needed 

to help building instructional leaders develop and implement supportive virtual learning. 

Summary of the Study 

Professional learning continues to be the primary method for improving instruction, 

moderating teacher growth, and increasing student achievement (Ball & Cohen, 1999; de Vries 

et al., 2013; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). However, the outcome of professional learning remains 

inconsistent (Kennedy, 2016). The current phenomenological study sought to understand how 

teachers experience motivation to engage and implement professional learning. Data collection 

followed five participants as they participated in professional learning experiences and reflected 

on the experiences during interviews. Data analysis indicated that teachers experience increases 

and decreases in motivation at various points throughout professional learning. Teachers are 

more likely to engage and implement professional learning when professional learning connects 

to their identified needs, reflects their preferred style of learning, and adapts to their content and 

student needs. In addition, teachers placed students at the center of their professional learning. 

Teachers most engage in professional learning when it reflects the students learning needs as 

determined by the teacher. 

As instructional leaders continue to support teachers through professional learning, 

instructional leaders should work to develop autonomy-supportive leadership skills that seek to 

better understand the professional learning goals of each teacher. As instructional leaders 

develop more personalized professional learning, they will meet teachers where they are and 

understand how to connect teachers with the appropriate professional learning to support student 

achievement.
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
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Participant:  ____________________________________________________________  

Date:  _________________________________________________________________  

Time:  _________________________________________________________________  

Location:  ______________________________________________________________  

 

Prior experience: 

• Tell me about your experiences with professional learning. 

o On your own 
o Provided by district 
o Provided by school 

• What types of professional learning are you most inclined to pursue? 

• What types of professional learning are you most inclined to implement in your 

classroom? 

Current Experience:  

• Tell me about your experience in the most recent Cultivating Conversation. 

• What did you view as a strength of the experience? 

• What did you view as a weakness of the experience? 

• Possible follow up approach: Tell how the experience might change if that 

weakness/strength had not been present. 

Future Expectations: 

• So where does your learning go from here? 

• What do you still need to do or learn?
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