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MOTIVATION & 
BACKGROUND 



THE UNFULFILLED PROMISE OF PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
➤  Among three large urban school districts (TNTP, 2015): 

➤  $18,000 per teacher per year 
➤  150 hours per year 

➤  “No type, amount or combination of development activities appears 
more likely than any other to help teachers improve 
substantially…” (p. 2) 
 

➤  Mirroring decades of research and teachers’ own intuition 
about PD (e.g., Calvert, 2016; Garet et al., 2011, 2013; Gates Foundation, 2015; Hill, 
Beisiegel, & Jacob, 2013; Johnson, 1990; Smylie, 1989) 
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“ Bad 
85% 

Good 
15% 

“If it was a pie chart, [professional 
development] would be like 85 percent 
bad. But there’s 15 percent good.” 

— Chelsea, K-8 inclusion specialist 
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AGENCY IDENTITY 
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Campbell, 2009; Buchanan, 2015; 
Priestley et al., 2015; Emirbayer & 
Mische, 1998; Holland et al., 1998 

Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; Beijaard et al., 
2004; Huberman, 1990; Mockler, 2011; 
Schultz & Ravitch, 2013 



TEACHER AGENCY 
➤  Situating individual motivations within contexts and in 

response to external forces 
(e.g., Campbell, 2009; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Holland et al., 1998) 

 

➤  Consistent with “occupational norm of autonomy” in teaching  
(Coburn, 2004, p. 234; Lipsky, 1980; Lortie, 1975) 

 

➤  General agreement that contemporary context and external 
forces in education constrain teacher agency 

(Buchanan, 2015; Priestley et al., 2015; Sachs, 2001) 
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METHODS 



METHODS 
➤  A research design privileging teachers’ “lived experiences of 

learning” (Webster-Wright, 2009, p. 728) 

➤  Semi-structured in-depth interviews with 25 public school 
teachers across five districts 
➤  Pre-K through 12th grade 

➤  Between 4 and 30 years of experience 
➤  Lasted between 45-90 minutes 

➤  “[A]ttending carefully to outliers” (Bullough, 2011, p. 350), focused on 
two professional learning experiences: (1) their “most 
powerful,” and (2) one they would like “never to have again” 
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ANALYTIC APPROACH 
➤  Analyzed 40 discrete professional learning experiences 

➤  25 powerful 
➤  15 negative 

➤  Iterative rounds of descriptive coding (Saldaña, 2013) and thematic 
memos to identify patterns for closer analysis (Maxwell, 2005) 

➤  Peer debriefing and member checks (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) 

➤  Trends and patterns across learning experiences, used to 
identify case studies of discrete learning experiences for more 
textured picture of teachers’ learning 
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FINDINGS & 
IMPLICATIONS 



OVERALL: MULTI-DIMENSIONAL AGENCY IN PD 
➤  Generally, agency is seen as the capacity for autonomous 

action and the actions themselves 
➤  Teachers accounts in this study suggested that agency in PD 

is layered, able to be be further specified into three 
dimensions: 

over during emerging from 

capacity to engage (or 
disengage) in learning 

capacity to customize 
learning 

capacity to apply 
learning 
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OVERALL: TRENDS ACROSS DIMENSIONS 

over during emerging from 

PLEs (n=25) 20 21 23 

NLEs (n=15) 3 3 2 

0 1 2 3 

PLEs (n=25) 0 1 9 15 

NLEs (n=15) 9 4 2 0 

Teachers’ reports of agency, by dimension and type of learning experience 

Comparing concentrations of teachers’ reports of agency, by number of dimensions evident 
and type of learning experience 



INTRODUCING RUTH 
➤  Grade 6-8 English, 30+ years 
 
➤  Ruth’s PLE: a two-year seminar with Harvard 

Project Zero’s Making Learning Visible (MLV) 
(Giudici, Rinaldi, and Krechevsky, 2001; Krechevsky, 2012) 

➤  Originated as study of early childhood 
education in Reggio Emilia 

➤  Continued as US-based teacher seminars  
to improve “all schools” 

➤  Three “through-lines”: focus on individual 
and group learning; documentation; 
culture, values, and democracy 
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“I just have to stop for a second and say 
that, for me, I need to stop every once in a 
while and say, ‘What does what I’m talking 
to you about have to do with me now?’ I 
don’t think I have to do that yet, but I 
meant to tell you that at the beginning. 
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RUTH 
➤  agency over 

➤  “When [the MLV researcher] started to talk about what 
she was doing, I thought, ‘That’s exactly what I need to 
learn more about.’”  

➤  agency during 

➤  “Who is the teacher in the group?” 
➤  agency emerging from 

➤  “When I started to think about myself, like in what ways 
am I part of the group, [group learning] became more 
important to me.” 
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“It’s usually one of our school norms in most meetings -- 
to value the learning of other people -- but I distinctly feel 
it in that group… People will spend an entire meeting 
being completely committed to the learning of someone's 
classroom, knowing that they might get something from 
it that day, they might not, but it doesn't really matter, 
because the group cares about the group in and of itself. 

- Vicky, 5th grade teacher 
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IMPLICATIONS 
➤  Agency need not be all-or-nothing 
➤  Agency over PD allows teachers more opportunities to design responsive 

and meaningful learning, a demonstration of professional respect 
➤  Agency during PD allows teachers more pathways for engagement 
➤  Agency emerging from is suggestive of a systems-view of PD that 

promotes “collective autonomy” (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012)  

 

Caveat 

➤  Agency is not a panacea for improving PD or teacher practice: 
➤  Having choice does not mean people always make good choices 
➤  Some topics are too important to leave to choice 
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