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Introduction 

Background and Need

To meet the needs of students in the 21st century’s knowledge based economy, a 

transformational change must occur within our schools.  At the heart of improving outcomes for 

all students is a need to shift teacher practice.  It is no longer as important for teachers to be 

experts in subject matter; students can access any information on any topic in seconds via digital 

technology.  Teachers are no longer primarily vehicles for the delivery of content, but rather 

facilitators to guide students in creating greater depth of knowledge on any topic they study.  

Common Core State Standards present both a challenge and an opportunity to engage teachers in

new ways.

 Although significant efforts have been made to improve public education over the last 

few decades, little lasting change has occurred.  In order for teachers to grow and change their 

practice, significant professional development or learning will be needed.  Unfortunately, twenty 

years worth of research shows that the types of professional development that teachers routinely 

engage in are mostly ineffective in producing the desired result.  (Supovitz & Turner, 2000)  A 

different model of professional learning for educators is needed, one that challenges them to 

think deeply about their practice.   Ineffective professional development has occurred mainly 

through one time workshops or in-services.  In order to truly impact teaching and learning, 

professional learning must occur within a culture of inquiry that is an ongoing part of teaching 

and school life.  (Supovitz &Turner, 2000) Only when educators are able to engage in this type 

of reflective practice can a true reinvention of schools occur.  



Statement of the Problem 

If teachers are to make the kinds of transformational changes necessary to align their 

practice to the new Common Core State Standards, one critical question is, “Why it is so hard for

individuals to change, even when individuals genuinely intend to do so?”  (Wagner et al., 2006)  

Most teachers work very hard, and want their students to succeed and yet, as a profession we fail 

to make significant improvements in our practice when we engage in typical professional 

development.   To better understand this conundrum, the researcher reviewed a variety of studies

relating to adult learning theory or andragogy.  In “Self-Directed Learning: A Goal, Process and 

Personal Attribute,” Lisa Baumgartner identifies one commonly held presupposition of adult 

learning, namely that adults, as learners, move from “being dependent personalities toward 

being…self-directed.” (Baumgartner, 2003)  A better understanding of the specific needs of adult

learners, including self-direction, is essential to supporting learning that leads to changes in 

practice that will improve student outcomes.

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this initial study is to gather data about teachers' perceptions of effective 

professional development and of themselves as learners.  In particular, how might self-directed 

learning support the development of high quality professional learning modules?  The focus of 

the survey questions tie directly to research on self-directed learning, particularly as it relates to 

the importance of choice in selecting professional development.  Also, one question in the survey

asks teachers to identify themselves on a scale rating their perceived level of self-directedness.   



The teachers' responses will be used to plan professional learning modules with the intention that

reflect the teachers’ feelings about their own learning.

Research Questions 

Research Question 1.  To what degree do teachers feel that they have choices regarding 

the professional development they engage in?

Research Question 2.  To what degree is choosing their own professional learning 

important to them?

Research Question 3.  To what degree do teachers’ identify themselves as self-directed 

learners? 

Research Question 4. What are teachers’ perceptions of effective professional 

development?

Review of the Literature 

Introduction

In order to support improved opportunities for professional learning among educators, it 

is critical to first understand how adults learn.  The review of the literature starts by considering 

research identifying both individual and institutional characteristics that can promote or impede 

learning.  General theories of adult learning are considered next.   Finally, how self-directed 

learning may be leveraged to support transformational change for teachers is addressed.

Conditions That Promote or Impede Professional Learning



In the book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success--How we can learn to fulfill our 

potential, author Carol Dweck summarizes decades of research on achievement and success.  She

explains why it’s not just our abilities and talent that bring us success–but whether we approach 

them with a fixed or growth mindset.  A person with a fixed mindset believes that their success 

or failure is mainly the result of their innate talents—how smart they are, or how good of an 

athlete they are.  From this perspective, success is viewed as an affirmation of talent, while 

failure is seen as a negation of it.  So, if a student with a fixed mindset does poorly on an exam 

they may decide it is because they just aren’t good at that subject.  In contrast, a person with a 

growth mindset sees their success or failure as a direct result of their effort and because of this, 

failures are seen as opportunities to learn or grow.  For an individual with a growth mindset, poor

performance in a competition is incentive to practice harder and improve.  (Dweck, 2012) 

Unfortunately, in many instances, the traditional school system and its institutions reflect a fixed 

mindset.  Historically, students were judged to be academic or not, and those who were not 

thought to have the intellect to succeed in higher education were tracked into jobs in 

manufacturing.  This worked in our society when such jobs were readily available and provided a

reasonable wage, job security and retirement.  None of these conditions exist now.  Most jobs 

that provide these things now require a college education, and cutting off a majority of students 

from them is unjust.  However, teachers may not consider themselves or their students from a 

growth mindset.  Jaime Escalante, the famous educator many know from the film Stand and 

Deliver, approached his students with a growth mindset.  He asked, “How can I teach them?” not

“Can I teach them?” and “How will they learn best?” not “Can they learn?”   (Dweck, 2012) A 

precursor to shifting teacher practice may be beginning with helping them to develop a growth 

mindset in themselves and in their students; shifting their language from can to how.



In the article, “The Effects of Professional Development on Science Teaching Practices 

and Classroom Culture,” Jonathan Supovitz and Herbert Turner summarize 20 years of research, 

which consistently show “typical professional development in-service training to be the least 

effective source of learning for teachers.” (Supovitz & Turner, 2000) A careful review of 

literature on professional development highlighted that every major work on the topic of staff 

development disparaged its effectiveness.  This was attributed to poor understanding of teachers’

motivations and lack of insight into both individual and environmental factors and how they 

affect the process of change.  They continue by identifying research that describes what 

constitutes high quality professional development as that which models inquiry-based forms of 

teaching.  Participants are immersed in inquiry, questioning and experimentation in a way that 

represents a substantial departure from their prior teaching experience.  Also, to be effective 

professional development must be both intensive and sustained. (Supovitz & Turner, 2000) This 

type of inquiry-based model also conforms to the theory of adult learning that will be described 

below because it can be self-directed and relevant to the educator’s context for teaching.  

General Theories of Adult Learning

Adult learning theory is based on the idea that adult learners are quantifiably different in 

how they learn from children.  Andragogy, methodology for teaching adults, is seen as distinct 

from pedagogy, the methodology for teaching children.  There are five assumptions about the 

differences in adult learners underpinning the theory of andragogy.  First, they move from being 

dependent personalities to being self-directed as learners.  Second, adult learners bring greater 

quantity and quality of personal experiences to learning than children do.  It is important for 

those teaching adults to be mindful of those experiences.  The third assumption is that adult 

learners are unlikely to be engaged in learning that they do not see as relevant to them as 



learners.  This is connected to the fourth assumption that most adult learning is problem centered

rather than subject centered.  Finally, adults are internally motivated to learn rather than 

externally. (Knowles, 1973)  When designing learning for adults, it is important to consider these

differences directly and to plan learning experiences accordingly.  

“Transformative Learning: Fundamental Concepts” by Lisa Baumgartener identifies the 

distinctions between Learning for Transformation versus Learning for Information and includes 

multiple philosophical approaches to transformative learning. During the last 25 years, most of 

the literature on Transformative Learning is in regards to Mezirow’s cognitive theory.  It details 

a 10-step model describing the process learners go through when learning is transformative and 

leads to lasting change.  

• First, there is a disorienting dilemma that causes disequilibrium for the learner.

• Second, the learner experiences fear, anger, guilt or shame. 

• Third, the individual critically assesses their assumptions about the world.

• Fourth, they realize that others have gone through what they are feeling.  

• Fifth, based on a revision to their old belief system, a learner begins to explore 

new roles, relationships or actions.  

• Sixth, they plan a course of action  

• Seventh, they gain new knowledge and skills 

• Eighth, they implement their plan and testing their new knowledge and skills.  

• Ninth, the learner becomes more competent and confident in a new role.  

• Tenth, is integration of new knowledge and skills in such a way that the new 

underlying perspective has become a part of the individual. 



This article is a meta-analysis of a variety of literature on Transformative Learning.  

There are over 330 documents in the ERIC database on this topic alone.  There may be a greater 

interest in this type of learning because we are living in a world of such rapid change.  More than

40 studies on transformative learning theory were reviewed and generally support his theory. 

(Baumgartener, 2003)  Lynchpins underlying the theory of Transformational Learning include 

experience, critical reflection and reflective discourse.  Critical reflection on previously held 

assumptions can lead to a change in frame of reference or worldview.  In order to engage in this 

type of reflective discourse one must have accurate information and be free from bias.  One must

be able to participate fully and challenge self and others in an atmosphere of acceptance, 

empathy and caring.  Teachers and students alike should engage in activities that promote 

autonomy, participation and collaboration. This finding is consistent with both the assumptions 

of adult learning theory and with idea that transformative change is both individual and 

institutional in nature.  It is also correlated to Supovitz and Turner’s findings regarding effective 

models of professional learning for educators, although they differ slightly.  Transformative 

change is not possible in an hour or two after school, but must be an on-going, reflective process.

Transforming Teaching and Learning

Connecting the theories of adult learning and effective professional development is Self-

Directed Learning.  The article, ”Self-Directed Learning:  A Goal, Process and Personal 

Attribute” defines self-directed learning as that in which the learners’ needs come first and the 

teacher serves as the learners’ guide rather than a subject/content expert. (Baumgartener, 2003) 

With roots in humanism, learners are seen as self-directed individuals who strive to reach their 

full potential.



There are three goals identified, the first of which is to enhance learners’ ability to 

become more self-directed.  Increasing independence, personal choice and free will are highly 

valued.  The second goal is to foster transformative learning.  There is a clear link between the 

two types of learning because critical reflection and autonomy are central to both.  An 

instructional model is identified which considers four different levels of self-direction.  In stage 

one, learners rely heavily on the instructor for guidance and engage in lectures, drills and 

tutoring.  Teachers act as coaches, providing insight while helping to foster learners’ insight 

through goal setting.  In stage two, learners are moderately self-directed and interested in 

learning.  These students can become increasingly self-directed when they are encouraged to 

engage in activities with personal interaction and encouragement.  At this stage the teachers’ role

is as motivator, but motivation is still primarily external.  The third stage is typified by active 

learners who still need a guide.  Teachers facilitate the learning process by offering resources and

methods of gaining knowledge.  Activities like seminars and structured group projects with close

supervision are beneficial at this stage.  Stage four learners are highly self-directed.  They seek 

out the advice of experts while maintaining responsibility for their own learning, direction and 

productivity.  Teachers delegate tasks like evaluation and assignments to the learners by allowing

them to set up their own timetable for accomplishing tasks.  An example of a self-directed 

learning project is a dissertation.
Additional research has focused on self-directedness as a personal attribute and looks for 

increasing readiness.  A self-directed learner has the following attributes: enjoyment of learning; 

an independent self-concept; tolerance of risk, ambiguity and complexity; creativity; belief that 

learning is lifelong, beneficial process; initiative; self-understanding; and responsibility for one’s

own learning.  Additionally, certain personality characteristics, including cognitive openness 

versus defensiveness, are correlated with strong self-directed learners.  Criticisms of this theory 



of learning point to its predominantly White, Western values of individuality and autonomy.  

Other more communal cultures do not value these characteristics and thus questions the 

assumptions of universality in this learning theory.  Considering students level of self-

directedness may help teachers plan for more effective instruction.  
Indeed, in Change Leadership Tony Wagner suggests that self–directed, personal growth 

is at the heart of creating lasting change in our educational institutions.  “New forms of 

organizational and personal knowing are tightly linked to bringing about results.” (Wagner et al.,

2010)  A profound transformation has occurred in the working world, from law to law 

enforcement, to business, to medicine, individuals increasingly work in teams to solve problems, 

improve services, and collaboratively create new knowledge.  However, most teachers continue 

to work in isolation and isolation is the enemy of change according to Wagner. 
  In recent years with the strict precepts of No Child Left Behind, increasing pressure has 

been brought to bear on educators who may feel stigmatized by being part of a profession that 

many see as failing our students.  This causes some teachers to blame parents, students, and their 

colleagues while the real problems remain obscured. (Wagner et al., 2010)  However, teachers in

reality have continued to teach in the same manner that successfully met the needs of previous 

generations and in the very way that they themselves were taught.  Teachers have not failed; they

have continued to operate within institutional and personal mindsets that are fixed.  Our schools 

are in need not of reform, a reestablishment of past best practices, but of reinvention—a new way

of engaging all learners in the habits of mind they will need to be successful in the 21st century.  
In order to reinvent schools, we must begin by transforming how we as educators work.  

Personal and institutional changes are necessary; how can they be achieved while honoring the 

hard work of professional educators?  A growth mindset is the first prerequisite with willingness 

and ability to engage in self-directed learning being central.  Change leaders, including 



innovative teachers, then have the responsibility of modeling the critical practices of 

collaboration, critical self-refection and risk taking.  (Wagner et al., 2010)

Summary

To create professional learning experiences that shift the culture and practice of 21st 

century classrooms will require changes that are both personal and institutional in nature.  

Teachers who exhibit a growth mindset, in which every student is seen as a learner and every 

educators job is to develop that learners potential, are poised to engage in the types of learning 

experiences that can lead to the reinvention of schools.  Adult learning can inform thinking about

differences between children and adult learners.  Unfortunately, most professional development 

has not considered the needs of adult learners and has been largely ineffective even with modest 

goals.  In the current climate of education, the goals of professional learning are not modest, but 

transformative in nature; a new understanding of teaching and learning is needed.  Although both

transformational learning theory and self-directed learning theory were conceived for adults, they

describe the very skills needed by young people in the current knowledge-based economy. 

However, before teachers can support students in becoming increasingly self-directed learners 

they must become more self-directed themselves.  Understanding teachers’ perceptions of 

professional development and their own learning styles may contribute to crafting professional 

learning that is not only relevant and engaging, but also increases teachers’ abilities to be more 

self-directed as learners.  Once they themselves act as truly life-long learners, educators will be 

better able to support the needs of their students.  

Research Methods



Project Introduction 

As an instructional coach working in a Northern Bay Area school district, it is part of my 

job to create professional learning modules for district teachers.  This project was designed to 

gather information about teachers’ perceptions of professional learning and themselves as 

learners.  The study was conducted through anonymous responses to a Google form with the four

research questions posed directly via survey.  The survey was sent to a random set of individual 

teachers working in the district, many of whom may know the researcher either personally or 

indirectly due to her employment in there.  Participation was completely anonymous and 

voluntary.

Data Analysis Plan 

Data related to teachers perceptions of professional development was collected and 

analyzed using a Google forms survey.  The first three questions were posed using a five-point 

likert scale which lead to quantitative data analyzed both individually and in connection to each 

other.   The researcher also gathered qualitative data by asking a final, open ended question.  The

digital sifting tool, wordle, was used to help identify themes in the qualitative measure.

Findings and Implications



Findings 

Research Question 1. 

A slim majority of respondents felt that they were at least partly able to choose their own 

professional development, with the total responses averaging 3.36.   Though the more 

respondents, 32%, said they disagreed with the statement, indicating that they did not feel able to

self-select their professional development, than any other response.  23% or respondents neither 

agreed nor disagreed, but 46% either agreed or strongly agreed that they felt able to self-select 

their professional development.  



Research Question 2.

 When asked whether or not choosing their own path for professional development was 

important to them a majority, 55%, of respondents strongly agreed.  Considering respondents 

who agreed or strongly agreed, results in 91% of respondents indicating preference for choice in 

their own learning.  Teachers in this survey pool clearly feel that having choices is important, 

with total average responses equaling 4.45.  In comparison to Question 1, it is interesting that 

while a very high percentage of respondents value choice, many respondents do not feel that they

are able to choose their own professional development path.  Further research is indicated to 



better understand the relationship between these two questions.  It is clear however, that 

developing relevant and responsive professional learning modules should included choice points 

for educators.

Research Question 3. 

In response to Question 3 a majority, 55%, of respondents indicated preference for a 

balance between instructor-centered and learner-centered experiences.  Only 9% of respondents 

preferred mostly self-guided learning and 32% indicated a preference for somewhat or mostly 

self-guided learning.  The remaining 14% indicated preference for partially instructor-centered 

learning.   This data does not present a picture of educators being highly self-directed, although 

the responses from Question 3 clearly indicate a strong preference for choice in initial selection 

of professional development.  



Research Question 4. 

Certain themes emerge in considering the qualitative responses of educators to the last 

question.  The most consistently mentioned theme was time often mentioned in conjunction with 

professional collaboration.  It is interesting to note that while these themes were clearly indicated

in the quantitative measure and would seem to reflect more self-directed learning this is at odds 

with the qualitative data in Question 3.  Another theme that emerges is a desire for new learning; 

respondents prefer developing new knowledge especially when they felt able to implement some 

aspect of that learning immediately.  Also, several respondents valued hands-on activities, but 

only if they were directly related to context for teaching.  Activities not related to classroom 

practice were viewed negatively.

Implications 

The purpose of this action research project was to gather information relating teachers’ 

perceptions of professional development.  One of the most interesting findings appears to support

the assertion that because their own learning experiences have been mostly teacher centered, 

adult learners may not have made the transition to being fully self-directed learners.  “Adults 

may be independent, self-directed people in other areas but may initially exhibit a “teach me” 

attitude because of previous school experiences.” (Baumgartener, 2003)    In the qualitative 

measure, most teachers, 92%, did not identify themselves as mostly self-directed learners yet in 



the quantitative measure many teachers indicated the desire for more autonomy something that 

also surfaces in the strong responses to question 2.  It may be that there are different reasons for 

this apparent discrepancy.  First, the quantitative question asked teachers to reflect on 

professional development that they have already participated in.  It may be that few teachers 

have participated in the kind of experiences that they feel would be most valuable.  Indeed, while

teachers reflected on positive experiences, further research would be needed to show whether 

these opportunities lead to any lasting change in teacher practice.  Current research indicates that 

they do not. (Supovitz & Turner, 2000)

In The Flat World and Education, Linda Darling-Hammond considers the experience of 

countries that have made dramatic, transformative changes to their education systems.  In South 

Korea, Singapore and Finland teachers spend more than 50% of their contracted time engaged in 

collaborative work that includes lesson design, and problem solving for students not achieving 

mastery of particular tasks. (Darling-Hammond, 2010)  This type of deeply reflective practice 

seldom occurs in district schools because 85% of contracted time is spent teaching students.  

Teachers who are new to the profession engage in two separate inquiry projects as a 

requirement to clear their credential through BTSA (Beginning Teacher Support and 

Assessment). For the researcher, creating an action research project was part of a Master of 

Education program.  Teachers who pursuer National Board Certification must go through a 

similar process.  Indeed this type of sustained, inquiry based professional development is much 

more effective and necessary if a true transformation of schools is desired.  (Supovitz & Turner, 

2003)  How might this type of work be incentivized for veteran teachers?  

Teachers need and desire more time to learn and reflect deeply about teaching and 

learning.  Their level of self-directedness may indicate that initially a teacher leader who has 



more experience with this process should guide them.   Supporting the work of teachers as a 

professional learning community is a critical role for teacher leaders.  “Success in any 

improvement effort always hinges on the smallest unit of the organization and, in education that 

is the classroom teacher.”  (Guskey, 1994)  Professional learning should include choice points, 

and encourage more self-direction as teachers follow up on new learning with colleagues in a 

way that fosters deeper thinking about practice. 
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Appendix

A word cloud (www.wordle.net) was used to identify themes in the qualitative responses.

Teachers’ full responses to Research Question 4:



I like to read, watch, and discuss and then try it out. :) When I've been given new information 

that is relevant and can be utilized relatively quickly, but allows for more depth of development 

over time, that's when I've felt success in my own professional learning. I feel a sense of 

accomplishment and motivation when I walk away from a learning experience that has built 

upon my prior knowledge as an educator, validated that knowledge and my abilities, and shown 

me a new perspective that will make me more effective as an educator without having to reinvent

"the wheel" or my style of teaching. Opportunities for learning that seek to enhance rather than 

change are most meaningful and influential to my teaching practice. Instant implementation with 

minor prep - ex. Strategies from Teach Like a Champion or SIOP that I could "take and do" the 

next day. Opportunities for individual growth away from a whole staff PD - a class at NCOE or 

organization that I can attend without the pressures or influence of staff members I interact with 

daily. This allows personal growth in specific areas that I need improvement or knowledge in 

that other staff members may not need. I value and enjoy basic teacher collaboration around 

content, strategies, and management- I often feel isolated or in a vacuum and feel that multi-

school collaboration could help especially when you've taught with the same peers for a few 

years. I wish there were more PD offerings from the NCOE and district and that they were better 

advertised and offered beyond a few Saturdays or Wednesdays. hands on workshops. for 

example, I had one where I learned math games and had time to make them in the workshop. 

Awesome! I learn the most by doing. I don't truly understand something unless I can see it, touch

it, experience it, etc... My best opportunity for professional learning involved high level adult 

learning, grade level planning and collaboration and ongoing coaching. It really made a 

difference to my teaching that stuck. Direct instruction/explanation then an opportunity and time 

to implement the new strategies/practice as it relates to my classroom. (Example: Step Up to 



Writing...then time to plan the lessons/unit at the workshop with the instructor nearby to help). I 

love being trained on the materials I am using. I appreciate being pulled out of class to 

collaborate with colleagues. The best opportunities are those that are done with more than a one 

part PD. If something is important enough to learn, then we must continue to follow after people 

have had time to digest and practice. Also, I feel like PD that is relevent to my grade level is 

important. It's difficult to stay engaged if it is not relevant to my students or my school. Planning 

with my team is a valuable use of time. When a part of the professional development includes a 

time for me to "play" with the new information I have been given so I can figure out how to use 

it. The best professional development I have gone to was the Treasures Boot Camp because I 

was given collaboration time at the end with other teachers and a coach to guide me through the 

new information. When practical application is a big part of any PD, I feel it's the best use of my 

time. I can use it the very next time I'm with students. I enjoy observing a live classroom setting 

using an education tool. I want to see it in action with students on our school campus. Online 

learning with the opportunity to collaborate is a positive way to learn. Additionally, watching 

videos of teachers instructing students allows one to observe classroom management and also 

learn new instructional strategies. Some of the best opportunities I have had are when I am able 

to get the information, digest it (through activities) and then discuss with partner or small group. 

And at the end of it all, having some next steps, just small goals of how I will use it tomorrow, 

next week, and in the longer term. I learn best when I can be taught how to do something and 

then have a chance to plan an implement it. I like being given a chance to reflect on how it went. 

I also think it is successful to have a chance to dig deeper into the subject after practicing it a 

bit. Opportunities to explore specific, practical tools that are ready-to-use. I appreciate it when 

very little of the time is spent on "exercises" with materials that are not related to my teaching. I 



like to learn just enough of the foundational understandings (so I can explore more on my own 

later if needed). I also appreciate early indication of outcomes and products that I will walk away

with. Lastly, I do better when we work in small groups and then share out--rather that being 

facilitating the whole time. I end up constructing much more knowledge when I can participate 

in smaller conversations. :) Hands on activities that put me into the learning. Information that is 

worth while. Something that helps me to be a better teacher. Time to take the information, 

reflect, and adapt. Outdoor and experiental based A dynamic presenter whom is organized 

cooperative learning/teaching learning over time: Listening to presntor and reading about topic, 

then practicing and implementing what I learn and finally meeting with presntor again for more 

training and clarification. When I walk away feeling like I can implement or try something 

immediately. I need the theory--the why--and then need to see real examples of how theory 

applies to the classroom. Learning about what others have already tried and found to be the most 

successful allows me to see how to make the ideas work for my own style and approach. The 

most meaningful professional development I have encountered is a combination of some pre-

reading/writing, some direct instruction (short presentation, research related facts, provocative 

video clips or quotes with information) and then a chance to create something that synthesizes 

the new ideas or puts them into an application. The creations (products) have sometimes been 

individual, but have also been made in collaboration with others. A mix of hands on and directed

learning. I love it when I learn a method by doing it rather than hearing it. Seeing it is also 

valuable.


