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What gets in the way? A new conceptual model for the trajectory from teacher

professional development to impact

Abstract

Although school and education system leaders can mandate teachers’ participation in
professional development activities, various school-related, teacher-related and student-
related factors influence the degree to which professional development opportunities
ultimately result in the desired teaching and learning impacts. This study examined teachers’
perceptions of the factors that influenced the impacts of a range of professional development
activities in which they had participated. Constructivist grounded theory analysis of
qualitative data provided by 131 teachers (reflecting 15 nationalities) led to the development
of a new conceptual model for the trajectory from teacher professional development activities
to student impacts. The model involved five stages: intended professional development,
received professional development, accepted professional development, applied professional
development and student impacts. Various barriers influenced whether professional
development was able to progress to each successive stage; the current data provided
particular insight into the structural barriers that determined whether intended professional
development was actually received by teachers and the acceptance barriers that determined
whether received professional development was actually accepted by teachers. The new
model extends existing frameworks by highlighting the importance of contextual influences
on teacher professional development and providing further specificity regarding some of the

gatekeeping factors that influence the outcomes of teacher professional development.
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What gets in the way? A new conceptual model for the trajectory from teacher

professional development to impact

In the context of widespread global reliance on teacher professional development as a
means of improving educational quality, it is essential that we continue to extend our
understanding of how professional development activities lead to impacts (Kennedy 2014). In
practice, the relationship between professional development activities and subsequent impacts
is often weak (TNTP 2015), yet it is precisely for these impacts that professional
development typically occurs. The study reported in this article explored teachers’
perceptions of what ‘gets in the way’—that is, what factors interrupt the trajectory from
professional development activities to subsequent impacts. To facilitate consideration of the
relationship between professional development and its associated impacts, the term
professional development is used here to refer to activities or opportunities for teachers’

professional learning, growth or development.

Background

Teacher professional development is relied upon internationally as a means of
educational improvement (Opfer 2016), with huge associated investments of time, money and
human resources (TNTP 2015). These efforts are ‘driven in no small measure by the global
hyper-narrative that tells us (and tells governments in particular!) that improving teacher
quality will improve pupil outcomes, which will increase nation-states” economic
competitiveness’ (Kennedy 2014, p. 691).

This global trend is supported (at least to some extent) by empirical research on the
links between professional development activities and teaching and learning impacts.
Researchers have sought to provide guidance on best practices as well as the challenges

associated with evaluating the impacts of professional development (see, for example,



Guskey 2000, Desimone 2009, Coldwell and Simkins 2011, Earley and Porritt 2014, King
2014, McChesney and Aldridge 2018, 2019). Drawing on such work, evaluations of
particular initiatives have provided inspiring evidence of the potential for teacher professional
development to increase teacher knowledge, change teaching practices and improve students’
academic and affective outcomes (a few illustrative examples include Timperley et al. 2009,
Bishop et al. 2012, Smith 2014). When set alongside the ample evidence that such positive
outcomes are not always—perhaps not even often—realised (Timperley et al. 2007, Yoon et
al. 2007, Darling-Hammond et al. 2009, Hill et al. 2013, TNTP 2015, Opfer 2016), these
examples of success encourage the continued pursuit of what professional development has to
offer.

To increase the impact of professional development, a significant line of past
research has investigated key features of the design of professional development that are
associated with higher impacts (see, for example, Garet et al. 2001, Timperley et al. 2007,
Desimone 2009, Earley and Porritt 2009, Stoll et al. 2012, Barrera-Pedemonte 2016, Opfer
2016). Positive professional development design features emerging from such research
include subject-specific curricular focuses, extended and sustained duration, a focus on
student learning outcomes, job-embeddedness and opportunities for collaboration and active
learning.

Concerningly, however, Hill et al. (2013, p. 476) note that ‘disappointing results from
recent rigorous studies of programs containing some or all of these features have turned this
consensus on its head’ (see also Opfer and Pedder 2011). Hill et al. (2013) suggest that
ineffective professional development content, poor implementation, inconsistency across
multiple sites and poor research designs may be possible explanations for these results. We
propose, however, that there is even more at play: A range of additional factors may ‘get in

the way’ such that even well-designed professional development (that is, professional



development that reflects literature-based design recommendations) does not always lead to
the desired teaching and learning gains. Exploring these factors is the focus of the present

article.

Literature Review

This section reviews existing models that link professional development activities and
their impacts. Our goal here is to examine what existing models have to say about how
professional development activities (can) lead to teaching and learning impacts. As such, we
exclude models that provide only lists of aspects for evaluation (Hunzicker 2011, King 2014),
models that focus only on classifying or categorising professional development activities
(Kennedy 2005, Fraser et al. 2007, Sachs 2011) and models that do not depict how
professional development activities relate to teaching and learning impacts (Evans, 2014).
Though helpful for other purposes, none of these types of models indicates how professional

development activities and their impacts are interrelated.

Existing models of teacher professional development and its impacts

A majority of the existing models of the teacher professional development process
involve sequential or path structures (Loucks-Horsley and Matsumoto 1999, Supovitz and
Turner 2000, Guskey 2002, Fishman et al. 2003, Timperley et al. 2007, Desimone 2009,
Opfer 2016). These models attempt to show how various teacher and student outcomes
follow on from professional development activities. Table 1 summarises the structures of
seven sequential models identified within the teacher professional development literature.

The models summarised in Table 1 are relatively similar, most commonly showing
professional development activities (ideally) leading to some sort of internal change among
teachers, which then leads to external change in the teachers’ classroom practice, which, in

turn, leads to student impacts. Sequential models of the teacher professional development



process have been criticised as being overly simplistic (Coldwell and Simkins 2011, Opfer
and Pedder 2011, Bates 2013, King 2016, Boylan et al. 2017). However, the number of
models reflecting similar trajectories presumably reflects the intuitive acknowledgement that
something (or some things) must happen at the teacher level before students are likely to be
impacted.

The seven sequential models, though similar, are not identical. Three models omit
explicit mention of internal teacher learning or change (Supovitz and Turner 2000, Guskey
2002, Opfer 2016), and one omits mention of external teacher change in terms of classroom
practice (Loucks-Horsley and Matsumoto 1999). Two of the models include additional
components: Fishman et al.’s model (2003) includes the curriculum as explicitly informing
professional development design, and Guskey’s (2002) model depicts teachers’ attitudes and
beliefs as only changing after teachers have seen the effects of new teaching practices on
their students’ outcomes. Four of the models depict only unidirectional links between
adjacent stages (Loucks-Horsley and Matsumoto 1999, Supovitz and Turner 2000, Guskey
2002, Opfer 2016), whereas two models depict bidirectional links (Timperley et al. 2007,
Desimone 2009) and another uses a mix of unidirectional and bidirectional links (Fishman et
al. 2003). Fishman et al.’s (2003) model is unique in two further respects. First, it contains
links between non-adjacent stages, with evidence of student performance (student impacts)
linking back to knowledge, beliefs and attitudes (teacher learning / internal change). Second,
Fishman et al.’s model forms a complete cycle rather than just a linear path, with knowledge,
beliefs and attitudes, enactment (classroom practice) and evidence of student performance
each linking back to inform subsequent professional development design.

The sequential models reviewed above are complemented in the existing literature by

various non-sequential models (Clarke and Hollingsworth 2002, Opfer and Pedder 2011,



Table 1. Sequential structures depicted in seven models of the trajectory from teacher professional development to student impacts

Professional Teacher Teacher Teacher
Background / learning practice Student beliefs
Model development - ; .
context : (internal (external impacts (internal
design
change) change) change)
Desimone (2009) v —» v —r v —r v *a
Fishman et al. (2003)°® v — v —» v > v —> v
Guskey (2002) v > v —» v —> v
Loucks-Horsley and v > v > v
Matsumoto (1999)
Opfer (2016) v > v —> v
Supovitz and Turner (2000) v > v —> v
Timperley et al. (2007) © v —» v —r v —r v

Notes.

@ Desimone’s model presents changes in terms of teachers” knowledge, skills, beliefs and/or attitudes all at the stage labelled ‘teacher
learning (internal change)’ in the above table

b Fishman et al.’s model also contains a feedback link from student impacts to teacher learning / internal change as well as a cyclical
structure whereby teacher learning / internal change, teacher practice / external change and student impacts all feed back into the
design of subsequent professional development. None of the other models contain such feedback links between non-adjacent stages or
use such a cyclical structure.

¢ Timperley et al.’s model contains additional stages, with both student learning opportunities and students’ interpretation and
utilisation of available understandings and skills being positioned between external teacher change (classroom practice) and student
impacts.



Cameron et al. 2013). These non-sequential models (reviewed below) are characterised by
their different structures and their emphasis on individual teachers’ experiences.

Clarke and Hollingsworth’s (2002) interconnected model of teacher professional
growth involves four domains: the external domain (representing external input such as
professional development provision); the personal domain (teachers’ knowledge, beliefs and
attitudes); the domain of practice (teachers’ professional actions and experimentation); and
the domain of consequence (teachers’ perceptions of salient outcomes). These domains are
similar to those used in many of the sequential models reviewed above; however, the
interconnected structure of this model highlights ‘the complexity of professional growth
through the identification of multiple growth pathways between the domains’ (Clarke and
Hollingsworth 2002, p. 950).

Cameron et al. (2013) and Opfer and Pedder (2011), on the other hand, highlight the
context surrounding professional development processes. Opfer and Pedder (2011) draw on
complexity theory to detail the multiple ways in which three sub-systems—the teacher, the
school and the professional development activity—interact to cause teacher learning.
Similarly, Cameron et al. (2013) illustrate how personal, environmental and professional
influences intersect with personal and professional needs to shape the teacher-learner’s
professional journey over time. Unlike the other models reviewed above, both Cameron et
al.’s (2013) and Opfer and Pedder’s (2011) models consider only one form of impact: teacher

learning (internal teacher change).

Gaps and concerns
Although we now have a wide range of models of the teacher professional
development process, gaps and concerns remain in relation to the comprehensiveness of these

models.



First, none of the existing models explains how progression occurs from one stage to
the next (Evans 2014, Boylan et al. 2017). This means that we lack the kind of insights that
could inform strategic efforts to increase the likelihood that what should happen actually does
happen (Timperley et al. 2007). Although we might hope that teacher professional
development activities will result in key forms of impact, we know little about how to
facilitate those outcomes or what barriers might hinder their realisation.

A second, arguably related, gap, concerns our understanding of how contextual
factors influence the progression from professional development activities to subsequent
impacts. Although most existing models acknowledge that contextual factors affect the
teacher professional development process, there is a need for more clarification around what
these factors are, what parts of the process they influence and, in particular, how they exert
this influence (Boylan et al. 2017). Those existing models that do provide more detail about
contextual factors are limited in that they only consider teacher learning impacts (Opfer and
Pedder 2011, Cameron et al. 2013). Moving forward, Cameron et al. (2013, p. 388) argue
that ‘an improved framework for understanding teacher professional learning must attend to
contextual issues’ in order for the efficacy of professional development efforts to improve.

Finally, to date, matters of teacher agency have not been adequately addressed in
theoretical models of the teacher development process (Boylan et al. 2017). Past work in the
field has acknowledged that professional development activities afford differing levels of
teacher agency (Kennedy 2005, Kennedy 2014) and that greater levels of agency are likely to
be desirable. However, this principle has not yet been integrated into models of the teacher
professional development-to-impact process.

We are not the first to identify these gaps and concerns (see, in particular, the review
by Boylan et al. 2017), but the research reported in this article goes some way to addressing

each of these issues. The next section provides an overview of this research.
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Methods

Context

The present research took place within a large-scale public education reform in Abu
Dhabi, United Arab Emirates. Education reform efforts in that context have been informed by
Western research and practice (Badri and Al Khaili 2014), and Western approaches have
been ‘parachuted in’ (Thorne 2011, Badri and Al Khaili 2014). Drawing on international
recommendations, policymakers in Abu Dhabi have enforced extensive professional
development for public school teachers in an effort to address system-wide challenges
including poor-quality teaching and poor student achievement (Badri and Al Khaili 2014). To
sketch the professional development landscape in Abu Dhabi at the time of this study, Figure
1 shows the types of professional development that teachers in the present study reported
participating in during the 2013-2014 academic year.

The research reported in this article formed part of a larger study that examined
teachers’ experiences of professional development in the Abu Dhabi public education reform
context (McChesney 2017). The larger study included an investigation of the relationships
between the design of professional development activities and their subsequent impacts.
However, teachers in the study indicated that a range of other factors (besides the design of
professional development activities) influenced the impacts of professional development. The

present article draws on data and analysis related to these non-design-related factors.

Participants and Data Collection

The target population for the study was teachers of English, mathematics and science
in public middle and high schools in the emirate of Abu Dhabi. These teachers were known
to have experienced similar professional development provision, thus allowing their

experiences to be meaningfully compared. This population included both Arab and Western

11



0

ES

20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

System-wide, non-subject-specific workshops / training 100%

Formal lesson observation by school administrators

97
(with or without feedback)

Subject-specific guidance and support from

L . . 94%
visiting subject advisors

In-school subject department activities

. - 89
(e.g. meetings, workshops /training)

Peer lesson observation

0,
(with or without feedback) 86%

Other school-based activities (e.g. meetings,

. . . . .. 86%
committees, interactions with administrators)

Informal interactions with colleagues 7%

System-wide, subject-specific workshops / training 63%

Engagement with exemplars / resources

- 40%
(e.g. lesson plans, activities, assessments) =

Further study and/or participation in research projects

0,
(including teacher action research) eSS

Mentoring other staff 20%

ES

Figure 1. Teachers’ reported participation in professional development during the 2013-2014 academic year
(based on data provided by the 35 teachers in the interview sample)

teachers, as the Abu Dhabi public education reform strategy involved the recruitment of large
numbers of Western, native English-speaking teachers (Badri and Al Khaili 2014).

This article draws on two sets of qualitative data: written comments on a
questionnaire (provided by 96 teachers) and semi-structured teacher interviews with 35
teachers. In total, these N=131 teachers represented 15 nationalities. Demographic details of

the two samples are provided in Table 2.



Table 2. Demographic details for the questionnaire and interview samples

Questionnaire sample Interview sample
Demographic details (N=96) (N=35)
Number Percentage Number Percentage

Gender:

Male 32 33% 17 49%

Female 62 65% 18 51%

Not specified 2 2% - -
Cultural background:

Arab 49 51% 19 54%

Western 45 47% 16 46%

Not specified 2 2% - -
Teaching subject:

English 34 35% 11 31%

Mathematics 43 45% 12 34%

Science 16 17% 11 31%

Multiple subjects 1 1% - -

Not specified 2 2% 1 3%

The questionnaire comprised quantitative items investigating teachers’ perceptions of
the impact of professional development (McChesney and Aldridge 2018), but respondents
were invited to add qualitative comments at the end of the questionnaire. Of the 393 teachers
who completed the quantitative items, 96 provided qualitative comments; only the qualitative
comments were relevant to the research reported in this article. The larger questionnaire
sample of 393 teachers was designed to reflect the demographic composition of the
corresponding population of teachers, but the 96 teachers who chose to provide qualitative
comments were, necessarily, self-selected. The questionnaire was provided in both English
and Arabic. All Arabic-language responses were translated into English by a bilingual native
Arabic speaker.

The teacher interviews (N=35) explored teachers’ experiences of professional

development in Abu Dhabi public schools, including their perceptions of professional
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development’s impacts and the factors contributing to those impacts. The (Western) first
author conducted all interviews; she was considered a suitable person to conduct the cross-
cultural interviews given her extended experience in the Abu Dhabi context (for further
details of cross-cultural research considerations associated with the study, see McChesney
2017). Interviews were conducted in English, which was considered to be appropriate given
that all teachers in the target population were required to achieve an IELTS score of at least
5.5. Purposive and snowball sampling (Cohen et al. 2007) were used to ensure that the
interview sample reflected the experiences and perspective of a range of teachers.
Interviewing continued until Seidman’s (2006) criteria of sufficiency and saturation had both

been reached. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed in full.

Data Analysis

Data analysis involved constructivist grounded theory methods (as described by
Charmaz 2000, 2003, 2006, 2008). Charmaz modified traditional grounded theory
methodology (as defined by Glaser and Strauss 1967, Strauss and Corbin 1994), advocating a
constructivist epistemology that involves consideration of the underlying motivations, beliefs
and other influences that affect people’s observable behaviour and speech. Further, Charmaz
moved away from grounded theory’s traditional search for universally applicable theories,
arguing that ‘understanding must be located in the studied specific circumstances of the
research process’ (Charmaz 2008, p. 398).

For the present study, themes were identified within the interview and survey data
through constant comparative analysis both during and following data collection (Charmaz
2000, 2003, 2006, 2008). Coding of themes was iterative and used inductive code names
generated from the raw data. Emerging themes were triangulated across both the data sets
(interview and survey responses). After the full set of themes had been identified, the

development of the conceptual model involved searching for possible groupings and
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connections among these themes. Various groupings of themes were trialled as well as
various ways of arranging these groupings and depicting their interactions, including
sequential and non-sequential arrangements.

Throughout this process, data analysis was seen ‘as a construction that not only
locate[d] the data in time, place, culture and context, but also reflect[ed] the researcher’s
thinking’ (Charmaz 2003, p. 313, see also Willis 2007). Thus, in interpreting teachers’
contributions, while seeking to understand teachers’ constructed meaning around professional
development, the first author also drew on her own experiences in the Abu Dhabi context as
well as on existing theory. Memo writing, including extracts of raw data, was used
throughout all stages of this process to document the first author’s growing understanding of
the meaning contained in the data and the emerging links between the raw data, the themes,
and the researcher’s own experiences and knowledge of existing theory (Charmaz 2003).

Ultimately, a sequential arrangement of themes was identified that captured all the
identified themes satisfactorily and also captured the apparent interactions among the
groupings of themes. This arrangement was therefore proposed as a new conceptual model of

the teacher professional development to impact trajectory.

Results

The New Conceptual Model

The result of the analysis reported above was a contextually situated grounded theory,
summarised in a visual depiction of a conceptual model (see Figure 2) that reflected the first
author’s construction of meaning related to teachers’ experiences of professional
development within the specific context of Abu Dhabi public schools. The new model
acknowledges the barriers that teachers identified and depicts how, in teachers’ views, these

barriers intersected with the professional development-to-impact process.
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Conceptual model of the professional development-to-impact trajectory and the filters that restrict

progression through the intended trajectory

The model shows professional development progressing through five stages, ideally

culminating in student-level impacts. These stages are:
Intended professional development—the planned professional development

[}
that teachers were intended to experience;
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e Received professional development—the professional development that
teachers actually experienced;

e Accepted professional development—the professional development that
teachers had both received and accepted;

e Applied professional development—the professional development that was
applied in teachers’ classroom practice; and

e Student impacts—the professional development that had positive effects on

students (e.g. their learning, attitudes, motivation or engagement).

This trajectory differs from past models of the teacher professional development
process, which generally indicate progression from professional development activities to
teacher learning, classroom implementation and then student impacts (see literature review).
The intended, received and accepted professional development stages are unique to this
model; the applied professional development (classroom practice) and student impacts stages
align with components of other models.

The data indicated that this trajectory was influenced by a number of barriers,
depicted in the conceptual model (Figure 2) as filters that lie between the stages. These
barriers successively reduced the amount of professional development progressing through
the intended impact trajectory. That is, not all of the intended professional development
became received professional development; not all of the received professional development
became accepted professional development; not all of the accepted professional development
became applied professional development; and not all of the applied professional
development resulted in student impacts.

The present study allowed the identification of two types of structural barriers
(language issues and school-related factors) that prevented some teachers from accessing

some of the intended professional development; these structural barriers were identified as
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forming the first filter. Similarly, three types of acceptance barriers (cognitive access,
contextual fit and teacher agency) were identified as having prevented some of the received
professional development from being accepted by teachers.

Two further filters were depicted in the conceptual model: implementation barriers,
which prevented received professional development from being applied in teachers’
classroom practice, and student impact barriers, which prevented teachers’ classroom
changes from affecting students. Although the data provided by teachers in this study did not
provide insights regarding the specific nature of the implementation and student impact
barriers, these two filters were included in the conceptual model for completeness, informed
by the existing literature (reviewed earlier). Further probing the nature of these filters is a
pressing direction for further research (see Limitations).

The sections that follow provide more details about the barriers making up the first
two filters in the conceptual model. In doing so, the numbers of teachers reporting the various
barriers are reported. These numbers should not be over-interpreted since the teachers were
not asked about each distinct barrier in order to establish frequencies. Nonetheless, these
numbers provide some indication of the relative importance of issues, such as where large
numbers of teachers within the sample spontaneously shared their experiences of a common

issue despite this not being directly prompted in the data collection.

Structural Barriers
The first filter, structural barriers, prevented some of the intended professional
development from being received by teachers. There were two types of structural barrier:
e School-related factors that prevented teachers from attending professional
development; and
e Language issues when professional development was conducted in a language

that teachers were not able to understand.
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These barriers are described below. It should be noted that since the intended
professional development for all teachers in the target population of this study was consistent,
differences in received professional development were interpreted as being due to barriers

rather than differing policy intentions.

School-Related Factors

Some teachers reported that their access to the intended professional development was
affected by school-related factors including school timetabling, the school’s physical location
and teachers’ assigned grade levels or teaching subjects. In terms of school timetabling, some
teachers’ access to professional development was restricted due to professional development
activities occurring while the teacher was teaching (16 teachers) or at times when teachers
were too tired or busy to engage fully (18 teachers). In terms of the school’s physical
location, some teachers in rural schools felt that they had received less professional
development than their counterparts in urban schools (6 teachers). In terms of teachers’
assigned teaching subjects and grade, teachers reported that subject-specific forms of
professional development were more common for teachers of certain subjects or grade levels,

thus disadvantaging teachers of other subjects or grade levels (20 teachers).

Language Issues

The language used in professional development was a second structural barrier that
prevented some teachers from accessing professional development. Language issues appeared
to be particularly problematic for in-school, whole-school professional development activities
involving both Arabic- and English-speaking teachers. In some schools, these activities were
conducted predominantly in Arabic, with Western teachers being provided with supporting
English language translation (9 teachers). However, the extent of this English translation

ranged from complete, parallel translation to only brief summaries of key messages. In other
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schools, the in-school, whole-school professional development was conducted entirely in
Arabic, with no provision for non-Arabic-speaking staff (8 teachers).

Language appeared to be less problematic for other forms of professional
development, with just two teachers reporting language-related access issues outside the in-
school, whole-school professional development sessions. One Western teacher reported a
language barrier in relation to formal lesson observation and feedback by (Arab) school
administrators, and one Arab teacher reported struggling to understand exemplar teaching and
assessment materials that were in English. On the other hand, two Western teachers who
spoke no Arabic reported nonetheless being able to learn a great deal from observing their
Arab colleagues’ lessons (1 teacher) and from school leadership meetings (1 teacher) that
were conducted entirely in Arabic. These teachers described observing body language and
other cues to construct meaning.

Overall, the results indicated that despite standardised policy intentions for
professional development provision, school-related factors and language issues prevented
some teachers from accessing the intended professional development. As such, these
structural barriers formed the first filter in the conceptual model of the teacher professional

development impact trajectory.

Acceptance Barriers

The second filter shown in Figure 2, acceptance barriers, prevented some of the
received professional development from being accepted by teachers. Although existing
models emphasise teacher learning (Guskey 2000, Fishman et al. 2003, Timperley et al.
2007, Desimone 2009, King 2014), the present study suggested that after teachers received
professional development, the gatekeeper for subsequent impact was whether teachers
accepted the professional development content.

Three types of acceptance barrier were identified in the data:

20



e Teachers’ cognitive access to professional development;

e The perceived fit of professional development for the contexts in which
teachers worked; and

e Matters related to teacher agency.

Each of these barriers is described below.

Cognitive Access

The first type of acceptance barrier involved teachers’ ability to understand and
construct meaning related to the ideas and approaches that they encountered within
professional development activities. This cognitive access barrier appeared to specifically
affect the Arab teachers, as there was a cultural and conceptual gap between these teachers’
existing worldviews, practices and professional knowledge and the new (Western)
approaches that were reflected in professional development.

Arab teachers in the study noted that the learning and change being expected of them
were substantial (9 teachers). (In contrast, the Western teachers felt very familiar with the
pedagogical approaches being promoted.) Some Arab teachers reported feeling overwhelmed
or exhausted as a result of the pace and scale of the change required (3 teachers). Another

Arab teacher described struggling to keep up with the change:

It was a rush of information, with no time to implement, to apply, to test ... We
need to focus on something, and we need to have some time to understand, to apply,

to test, to evaluate, to reflect, before going to another [topic]. (Int-Ar-14)

This teacher’s remark followed a full year of weekly professional development on a single
theme, suggesting that the issue related to cognitive access rather than either a shortage of

professional development or an overabundance of competing topics.
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Arab teachers described the professional development they had received as being too
theoretical and not sufficiently linked to classroom practice (10 teachers). For example, after

attending 30 hours of differentiation training, one Arab teacher said:

Actually, | still need more [professional development] about differentiation even
now, because | think that [my understanding of differentiation] is still theoretical,

not practical. (Int-Ar-01)

The Arab teachers particularly struggled to make sense of new ideas when the professional
development had not been directly aligned to their particular teaching subject or grade level
(8 teachers); they, therefore, preferred subject-specific professional development (9 teachers).

Relatedly, the Arab teachers expressed that practical forms of professional
development were more helpful than theoretical approaches in allowing them to understand
new teaching strategies. They wanted model lessons (5 teachers), exemplar teaching
resources or plans (5 teachers) and in-class coaching (8 teachers) to illustrate the new
approaches, and they valued interactions with their peers (2 teachers) and support from
subject advisors (3 teachers) because of the specific, practical support involved.

Overall, the data suggested that the Arab teachers’ cognitive access to professional
development was restricted due to a cultural and cognitive gap between the teachers’ existing
knowledge and skills and the pedagogical approaches involved in the professional
development. Making sense of these foreign pedagogies and practices was challenging for the
Arab teachers, preventing them from accepting and thus moving forward with some of the

received professional development.

Contextual Fit
The second type of acceptance barrier identified in this study involved teachers’

perceptions of the contextual suitability of professional development. Teachers indicated that
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for them to accept professional development, its content needed to ‘fit’ their student, school
and wider cultural contexts.

Some teachers (both Arab and Western) felt that the ideas and strategies advocated
during professional development were not suitable for their students. Reasons given for this
lack of fit included students’ attitudes (6 teachers), behaviour (6 teachers), poor English
language proficiency (8 teachers) and low academic abilities (10 teachers),

Some teachers rejected the content of professional development because of school-
level factors: school leaders failing to support behaviour management (5 teachers) and either
lacking understanding (4 teachers) or being unaware (4 teachers) of the pedagogical
approaches advocated in professional development. For example, one teacher (Int-We-05)
reported that his principal was ‘very focused on whether or not your students are fairly quiet.
He doesn’t mind if they work in groups, but he wants a well-structured classroom.’ This
teacher went on to admit that his teaching decisions were, to some extent, compromised by
‘the reality, which is, I have to control these students and not let them run wild.’

At a wider cultural level, teachers indicated that it was inappropriate to simply
transfer teaching approaches from other parts of the world to the Abu Dhabi context (8
teachers). Teachers rejected professional development that they felt was ‘inapplicable’ (Int-
We-02) or ‘not real[istic]’ (Int-Ar-08) for Abu Dhabi public schools or that had been led by
personnel who, in the teachers’ opinion, lacked the cultural and contextual knowledge
necessary to inform their work (5 teachers).

Overall, these issues with the contextual fit of professional development affected
teachers’ acceptance of the content of that professional development. As such, these issues
prevented some of the received professional development from becoming accepted

professional development.

Teacher Agency
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The final type of acceptance barrier identified in the study involved matters of teacher
agency. The teachers valued being respected as professionals and having opportunities to
exercise professional agency; when this was not the case, they were more likely to reject the
ideas and approaches involved in professional development.

The teachers in the present study expressed strong perceptions of their existing
expertise (32 teachers). As such, the teachers were frustrated when professional development
involved content that they felt was not new for them (30 teachers) or when they were refused
permission to participate in activities that they felt would have been beneficial for their
professional learning (10 teachers). The teachers called for future professional development
to be differentiated according to teachers’ needs and proficiencies (8 teachers).

The teachers were also frustrated by professional development being delivered by
personnel whom the teachers did not perceive to be sufficiently skilled or qualified (14
teachers). In contrast, they highlighted the value of professional development that occurred
through informal collaboration with their peers, whom they generally perceived as holding
significant expertise (31 teachers).

When teachers were able to exercise their professional agency in selecting
professional development, they reported greater associated benefits and impacts (9 teachers).
Although 7 teachers indicated that they would prefer not to participate in professional
development at all, most teachers indicated that they valued and wanted professional
development—oprovided that they could have input into both the types and the topics of the

professional development that they would participate in. One teacher stated that:

We can’t forget that we are adults and there has to be a choice in order to engage
the learner within the teacher. A teacher has to be able to have a choice in the

learning they want to engage in. (Int-We-04)
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Regardless of whether professional development activities were compulsory or self-
selected, teachers exercised agency by actively critiquing professional development content
against their existing knowledge, beliefs and practices. One teacher explicitly described only
accepting and progressing the ideas presented in professional development ‘if I agreed with
[them]’ (Int-We-01). Teachers reported filtering professional development on the basis of
their existing philosophies of teaching (14 teachers) as well as the fit of the professional
development for their teaching context (14 teachers) or their teaching subject (15 teachers).
Thus, despite the policy mandates for extensive pedagogical change, teachers appeared to
retain self-determination and professional autonomy over their practice. According to one
teacher, “We have to be selective ... you know, it’s teachers’ “sixth or seventh sense’” (Int-
Ar-02).

Overall, the data indicated that when teachers felt that their agency or expertise were
not appropriately acknowledged, they exercised their agency by rejecting the content of the
received professional development. This prevented professional development from

progressing along the intended impact trajectory.

Discussion

The research reported in this article investigated teachers’ perceptions of the factors
(other than the design of professional development) that influenced the impact of the
professional development that they had participated in during one academic year.

Although the study took place in a specific local context, the sample comprised
teachers from 15 Arab and Western countries, including countries such as the US and UK
that have, to date, been the origins of much of the teacher professional development
literature. In addition, the N=131 teachers’ accounts related to a wide range of professional
development activities (see Figure 1), many of which were similar to those that have been

documented as forming part of teacher professional development efforts in other international
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contexts (OECD 2009). As such, the findings reported in this article may offer relevant
insights for teacher professional development efforts elsewhere provided that care is taken in
generalising to any new context. Those wishing to draw on the findings of the present study
in another context should consider the degree of similarity between the Abu Dhabi context
and the proposed new context, in line with standard procedures for generalising the findings

of interpretivist research (Lincoln and Guba 1986, Willis 2007).

Significance of the New Conceptual Model

Despite a proliferation of models of the teacher professional development process, the
field as a whole has been described as under-theorised (Evans 2014, Kennedy 2014). Our
new conceptual model is distinct from existing models in two important ways, meaning that it
may help extend the theorisation of professional development. First, our model was informed
by data that reflected teachers’ perceptions of what actually happened in relation to the
impacts of professional development. Our model thus differs from past models that have
primarily emerged from theorising about what we think should happen. Second, the new
model depicts how progression among the stages of the model occurs and offers insights into
what can ‘get in the way’. This progression has been largely un-addressed in existing
literature (Evans 2014, Boylan et al. 2017).

To build on the present study, further studies should continue to investigate what
actually happens in terms of the impacts of professional development activities, examining
whether the stages and filters in our model seem relevant in other contexts. Such research
could incorporate the accounts of school leaders, professional development providers and
students as well as teachers.

This model was primarily designed to capture teachers’ experiences in the Abu Dhabi
context. Some of the specific structural and acceptance barriers that were identified in the

present study may, therefore, tell us more about the nature of professional development
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provision in Abu Dhabi than they do about what might contribute to the impact of
professional development in other contexts. However, we suggest that the overarching
structure of the model may, nonetheless, be transferable. That is, although it may not be (for
example) school timetabling that prevents teachers in another context from receiving the
intended professional development, something in that other context may nonetheless act as a
barrier or filter between intended and received professional development. Likewise, although
the specific acceptance barriers in other contexts may differ, such barriers may, nonetheless,
exist. Investigating the transferability of the overarching structure of the conceptual model for
other geographic contexts is an important direction for future research.

At the same time, however, consideration of past literature suggests that some of the
specific barriers highlighted in this study may be relevant elsewhere, given that they are in
alignment with international research findings. While we cannot claim that our findings are
directly generalisable given the interpretivist and contextually-situated nature of our study,
below we consider how the issues raised in this study relate to the findings of existing

literature. We also identify relevant directions for future research.

Integration and Extensions of Existing Literature

Although the importance of context in influencing professional development has
previously been widely acknowledged (Day and Gu 2007, Timperley et al. 2007, Desimone
2009, Opfer and Pedder 2011), our findings provide new specificity regarding how the
previously poorly defined ‘context’ variable can affect the outcomes of professional
development. All of the structural and acceptance barriers identified in the present study
reflect contextual influences—features of the school context, policy context or personnel
involved rather than, for example, the design or delivery of the professional development
itself. Our study thus provides insights into what may be some relevant contextual factors (in

our study’s particular context) and how these factors can act as gatekeepers or filters in the
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professional development-to-impact trajectory. Understanding these elements is important
because ‘the impact of professional learning, both positive and negative, cannot be felt or
seen in a vacuum’ (Fraser et al. 2007, p. 160).

The access barriers identified in this study—namely, language issues and school-
related factors—highlight the importance of school leaders’ role in ensuring that intended
professional development is implemented and accessible for all teachers. In other contexts, it
may be that different specific factors constitute barriers to teachers’ access to professional
development. However, we suggest that it is nonetheless important for school leaders to be
attentive to (and work to pre-empt or resolve) whatever might restrict teachers’ access to
professional development in their specific setting. Other educational reform literature has
emphasised the crucial role of school leaders in managing change within their school sites
(Pont et al. 2008, Robinson et al. 2009, Harris and Jones 2017), but our study has illustrated
ways in which this aspect of the organisational context specifically relates to teacher
professional development efforts. Future research could seek to further investigate this
interaction.

On the other hand, the acceptance barriers identified in this study—cognitive access
to professional development, the contextual fit of professional development and matters of
teacher agency—highlight the importance of reachers’ active role in managing their
professional development, affecting the potential for teaching and learning impacts. This
active participation appears to happen at (at least) two moments: the constructing of meaning
as teachers make sense of new ideas, and then the critiquing and acceptance (or rejection) of
those ideas. Because these are both internal teacher processes and were evident in our sample
of teachers from 15 nationalities, we suggest that this finding may well be relevant in a range

of geographic contexts. Future research should explore this possibility.
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In terms of teachers’ active role in constructing meaning, research involving
sensemaking theory has previously highlighted the active cognitive process whereby teachers
make sense of policy messages, teaching approaches and reform initiatives (Rosebery and
Puttick 1998, Coburn 2001, McArdle and Coutts 2010, Wallace and Priestley 2011, Allen
and Penuel 2015). The present study has illustrated what can happen if teachers do not have
the opportunities or abilities that afford adequate sensemaking: In this study, the lack of
cognitive access formed a barrier to the Arab teachers’ acceptance and subsequent
implementation of the ideas, strategies and philosophies contained within professional
development. While the specific manifestations of cognitive access issues may vary in
different contexts, the accounts of the teachers in the present study resonate with Timperley

et al.’s (2007, p. 7, emphasis added) statement that

The extent to which new information is used [by teachers] is strongly influenced by
the extent to which conceptual understandings and practical resources offered
through the learning experience make sense to the recipients in terms of their

existing understandings and practice contexts.

Even once (or if) teachers have made sense of the ideas and strategies involved in
professional development, the present study indicated that teachers then exercise agency in
considering whether these ideas and strategies fit their teaching context or align with their
existing philosophies, beliefs and practices. Much existing literature has emphasised the
importance of acknowledging and promoting teacher agency in the context of teacher
professional development (Kennedy 2005, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 2014, Kennedy
2014, King 2014, Boylan et al. 2017, Harris and Jones 2017, Vahdsantanen et al. 2017). The
present study advances the field by incorporating, for the first time, matters of teacher agency
into a theoretical model of the professional development-to-impact trajectory. The study also

demonstrated how, in a specific context, matters of teacher agency affected the impact of
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teacher professional development. Specifically, teachers exercised their agency to reject
(rather than accept) professional development that they felt was unnecessary, irrelevant,
inappropriate or that they felt did not honour their existing professional expertise. The
teachers’ use of agency aligns with Vahasantanen et al.’s (2017, p. 518) suggestion that ‘the
manifestations of professional agency are not always proactive and developmental; indeed,
agency also includes forms of resistance towards external norms and reforms, and of
maintenance of professional practices and identities.” Future research should consider
whether teacher agency is exercised in similar ways in relation to professional development

in other contexts.

Implications for Practice

This study offers three main implications for teacher professional development
practice. First, our identification of structural barriers highlights the need for school leaders to
actively monitor and seek to minimise any issues that may be preventing teachers from
accessing intended professional development. Such barriers may include, but are likely to not
be limited to, the barriers identified in this study: school-related factors (school timetabling,
the school’s physical location and teachers’ assigned grade levels or teaching subjects) and
language barriers.

Second, this study highlights the need to acknowledge teachers as adult learners and
as professionals who seek to be respected and offered agency in their own professional
learning journey. One-size-fits-all professional development or initiatives that omit
consultation and partnership with teachers may be frustrated due to teachers’ agency in
rejecting the received professional development and the associated reform intentions.

Third, our study raises questions around the ‘gap’ between teachers’ present beliefs,
understandings, philosophies and practices and those that are advocated within professional

development. Previous research has noted the importance of cognitive dissonance for
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prompting deep change in teachers’ beliefs and practice (Loucks-Horsley and Matsumoto
1999, Timperley et al. 2007, Stoll et al. 2012, Allen and Penuel 2015). However, our research
along with that of Coburn (2001) and Timperley et al. (2007) indicates that if this dissonance
or cognitive access gap is too great, teachers may dismiss the new ideas completely. Thus, the
‘Goldilocks principle’ seems to apply here: too little dissonance between old and new ideas
and teachers are not prompted to learn or change; too much dissonance and teachers either
are unable to make sense of the new ideas or make sense of but reject the new ideas—in
either case, failing to learn or change. A level of dissonance that is ‘just right’ seems
necessary; professional development facilitators face a clear challenge in balancing this

consideration with the need for teacher agency discussed above.

Limitations

Given the interpretivist stance taken for this study, it is important to reinforce that the
findings are context-specific. Our intention was not to capture a universally-applicable set of
influences or factors that reflect what makes professional development ‘work’ across all
contexts. Rather, we sought to understand and interpret teachers’ accounts of how this
process worked in the specific context of Abu Dhabi public schools. Although there may be
findings that are applicable elsewhere, the transferability of interpretivist research findings to
other contexts depends on the degree of similarity between the research context and any
proposed contexts in which the findings may be applied (Lincoln and Guba 1986, Willis
2007).

The results of this study are also grounded in the subjective accounts and
constructions of meaning that were expressed by teachers. Teachers’ perceptions and
accounts of their classroom practice or their existing knowledge and expertise may not align
with objective observations of these matters; indeed, teachers in the present study hinted at

this issue, such as in the following remark:

31



[Teachers in my school] had misunderstandings, for example, about
differentiation—they said, ‘Yes, we know, we’ve had it before, we’ve talked about
it so many times before’—but when you visit their classrooms, there is no
differentiation in the classrooms. So, they don’t understand it, and they don’t think

they need to know more. (Int-Ar-14)

In one sense, this is a limitation in terms of the ‘objectivity’ of the research. However, the
present study has demonstrated how the teachers’ perceptions—accurate or otherwise—of
their own expertise affected their attitudes toward (and, therefore, the impact of) professional
development. For more objective studies of teacher professional development in Abu Dhabi
at the time this study was conducted, we refer readers to Badri et al. (2017) and VVon Oppell
and Aldridge (2015).

In terms of the comprehensiveness of the study’s findings, it was disappointing that
the data collected did not shed light on the specific nature of any implementation or student
impact barriers. Timperley et al. (2007) have previously noted that there are unknown factors
at play—depicted in their work as ‘black boxes’—both before and after changes in teachers’
classroom practice (corresponding to our implementation and student impact barriers).
However, at the time that the data were collected for this study, the importance of these
various barriers had not yet been identified and the conceptual model shown in Figure 2 had
not yet been developed. As such, we did not have the opportunity to deliberately elicit data
that would ‘fill out’ our understanding of these types of barriers. Exploring and identifying
these implementation and student impact barriers is an important direction for future

research.

Conclusion
It is in the nature of models to be incomplete, over-simplistic or limited in application.

Like the statistician George Box (1979, p. 2), however, we take the view that ‘all models are
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wrong—but some are useful.” Existing models of the teacher development process each offer
us partial understanding of the complex process by which teacher professional development
activities influence teachers, teaching and student outcomes. In this article, we have offered a
new model that complements and extends past models. Whereas past models emphasised the
ideal or intended trajectory from professional development activities to teacher and student
impacts (what should happen), our new model uses teacher voice to capture their perceptions
of what actually happens. The new model indicates the key points at which contextual factors
may act as barriers, ‘blocking’ the impacts of professional development, and offers examples
of what some of the barriers were for the teachers involved in the present study. We believe
that the field will benefit from ongoing examination of what teachers (and/or other
stakeholders) report actually happens around professional development in a range of different
contexts. Such examination may support increased understanding—and hence, ideally,

mitigation—of the barriers that can ‘get in the way’ of professional development’s impacts.
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