Brigham Young University

BYU ScholarsArchive

All Theses and Dissertations

2010-07-09

Elements of Professional Development That
Influenced Change in Elementary Teachers
Writing [nstruction

Jill Brown Shumway
Brigham Young University - Provo

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd

0 Part of the Teacher Education and Professional Development Commons

BYU ScholarsArchive Citation

Shumway, Jill Brown, "Elements of Professional Development That Influenced Change in Elementary Teachers' Writing Instruction”
(2010). All Theses and Dissertations. 2257.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd /2257

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for inclusion in All Theses and Dissertations by an
authorized administrator of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

www.manharaa.com



http://home.byu.edu/home/?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F2257&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://home.byu.edu/home/?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F2257&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F2257&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F2257&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F2257&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/803?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F2257&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/etd/2257?utm_source=scholarsarchive.byu.edu%2Fetd%2F2257&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarsarchive@byu.edu,%20ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu

Elements of Professional Development That Influenced
Change in Elementary Teachers’

Writing Instruction

Jill Brown Shumway

A thesis submitted to the faculty of
Brigham Young University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

Master of Arts

Brad Wilcox, Chair
Timothy G. Morrison
Stefinee Pinnegar

Department of Teacher Education
Brigham Young University

August 2010

Copyright © 2010 Jill Brown Shumway

All Rights Reserved

www.manharaa.com




ABSTRACT

Elements of Professional Development That Influenced
Change in Elementary Teachers’

Writing Instruction

Jill Brown Shumway
Department of Teacher Education

Master of Arts

Teacher quality has been identified as the most crucial factor in raising student
achievement. In order for teachers—and consequently their students—to be successful, teachers
must participate in life-long career development. For this reason, a great deal of time and
resources are spent on professional development. However, professional development for
teachers is not always effective.

This study was aimed at identifying those elements that led to success in professional
development conducted in one rural Utah school district. The study operated within the
theoretical framework of Appreciative Inquiry, which consists of collecting evidence by
interviewing successful participants to gather stories that reveal what works best in an
organization. For this study, four elementary teachers in the district were identified as having
made positive changes in their classrooms as a result of participation in the professional
development. These teachers were interviewed and their stories were recorded. Then, their
stories were analyzed and the following common themes emerged: validation, modeling with
children, “doable” practices, reanimation of previously learned content and desire to learn more.
These themes were then categorized into two sections that represent instructional strategies used
by the presenter and teacher behaviors that were influenced by the identified instructional
strategies. While research has identified many elements of quality professional development
programs, these additional elements that emerged deserve further investigation. Results may
provide useful information when designing professional development that will encourage
teachers to take up promoted practices.

Keywords: teacher change, teacher belief, teacher practice, teacher education, teacher
professional development, teacher in-service, elementary writing instruction
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Concern for student achievement continues to escalate. Federal legislation and funding
initiatives have been implemented with the goal of improving both student learning and teacher
qualifications through the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. In response, an increasing number
of school reforms have been introduced that require teachersto alter their practices (Feiman-
Nemser, 2001). While school reform may be mandated, implementation of school reform
depends primarily on the teacher. Included in the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act isthe
provision for quality professional development for in-service teachers with the intent of allowing
opportunities for teachers to keep up with changesin national and statewide standards of
performance. Indeed, the United States Department of Education (2007) recognizes, “Teachers
are the single most important factor in raising student achievement” (p. 700). However, it must
be acknowledged that “teaching is an emotionally charged activity and that changing the way
teachersteach is extremely difficult” (Scott & Sutton, 2008, p. 151).

Professional development is often seen as away to improve instruction. It iscritical to
ensure that practicing teachers keep current on new methods of teaching in the content areas,
learn how to facilitate the use of new technologies for teaching and learning, adapt their
instruction to meet the diverse needs of student populations, and be aware of the core standards
that are required for meeting the cut scores of NCLB (Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007). However,
participation in professional development does not guarantee change. Multiple teachers can
participate in the same in-service, and some will make changes, but others will not. Some will
adopt new practices while others remain resistant (Richardson, 1998). This may be because

professional development is often delivered in aone-size-fits-all fashion. Alvermann and Nealy
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(2004) substantiated the ineffectiveness of such an approach: “It would be inappropriate to
assume that mandating so-called best practices [in professional development] would work or
look the same in different schools and classroom contexts” (p. 91). Burns and Stechuk (2004)
suggested, “Professional development should address the needs of teachers at different career
and skill levels’ (p. 49). Since developing the instructional expertise of al teachersiswidely
recognized as essential to improving the achievement of students (Allington, 2005), researchers
have investigated how best to develop that instructional expertise (Desimone, 2009; Duffy &
Atkinson, 2001). Recent reviews of literature on professional development have identified key
elements. These researchers argue that when professional development is designed using these
identified features, teaching practices will change. However, the same reviews al so suggest that
teacher change does not automatically follow when teachers participate in these professiona
development programs. Thus, more research needs to be done to identify what elements of
professional development programs, beyond those already identified, encourage participants to
make changes in their instructional practices.
Statement of the Problem

Most of the research on teacher change has focused on why and how teachers do not
change rather than examining more closely the elements of professional development that
influence some teachers to change. Many school districts across the nation have used
professional development to encourage their teachers to update their instructional practices.
Likewise, one Utah school district utilized professional development to encourage teachersto
embrace new practices. In an effort to encourage greater compliance to the district writing
curriculum, personnel of this Utah school district initiated a yearlong professional devel opment

program. Attending to the research on successful professional development, the district designed
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aresearch-based professional development program that focused on writing instruction and
incorporated the elements that research identifies as central in promoting teacher learning and
change. Almost all teachers who participated reported that the professional development
positively influenced their writing practices. Understanding more clearly what aspects prompted
these teachers to change could contribute to research exploring the relationship between well-
designed, research-based professional development and teacher change.
Statement of the Purpose

In order to examine more closely what elements of professional development prompt
teacher change, this study explored the positive stories told by teachers who noticeably altered
the writing instruction in their classrooms after participating in a district-sponsored professional
development on writing.
Resear ch Question

The following question drove this study: After participating in a researched-based, well-
received professional development focused on writing instruction, how do teachers who made
noticeable changes characterize the elements of professional development that were most
influential in their decision to make those changes in practice?
Limitations

Thisresearch is based on self-report data, which are subject to interpretation. Johnson
and Christensen (2004) explained that in some instances, to achieve their goals, people might be
motivated to “fake good.” For example, if aparent is hoping for a child to gain entrance to an
advanced school, the parent may stretch the truth to make the child seem more qualified for

admittance; on the other hand, if the goal is admission into a specialized school that catersto
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children who need extra attention, the inclination might be to “fake bad” to increase the child’s
probability of attending.

Despite these instances, there is value in self-report data, especially when accessing
personal experiences. Ericsson and Simon (1993) provide strong evidence that supports the
validity of self-report data when participants are asked to describe their experiences. “People
can only report what they are aware of. In order for people to articulate their thinking they must
be aware of it” (p. 3). Totruly identify how teachers responded to the district professional
development, teachers must be asked to articulate their experiences. Thus, self-report data
seemed an effective choice for the research question that guided this study.

Definition of Terms

A clear definition of terms used throughout the study may be helpful. Understanding of
the methods and results should be enhanced by the following definitions:

Professional development. Any professional growth opportunity in which teachers
develop their craft, help share school practices, and build learning communities (Way, 2001).

Process writing. A series of stages that describe what writers think and do as they write;
the stages are prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, and publishing. The processinvolves
recurring cycles rather than alinear activity (Tompkins, 2010).

Balanced literacy. A comprehensive view of literacy that combines explicit instruction,
guided practice, collaborative learning, and independent reading and writing. Balanced literacy
is often referred to as “reading and writing” to, with, and by children (Mooney, 1990).

Shared writing. A cooperative instructional activity during which the teacher serves as
the scribe. Students contribute their ideas and the teacher negotiates the text (Boothe & Swartz,

2004).
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Writing workshop. An organizational structure for teaching composition skills that can be
modified as needed. Instruction can be organized into five phases. teacher sharing time, mini-
lesson, state of the class, workshop activities, and student sharing time (Reutzel & Cooter, 2004).

Partnership facilitator. An on-site master teacher who has been released from classroom
assignments and whose primary responsibility isto mentor beginning teachers and to participate
in other activities involving the university and public school partnership (McKay School of
Education, 2005).

Clinical faculty associate. An experienced teacher hired by the university and
representing a partnership district. Responsibilities include mentoring, observing, and evaluating
teacher candidates in practicum/field experiences, student teaching, and internship settings.

Intern. A university student who takes yearlong responsibility for a classroom under the
direction of the partnership facilitator. The internship replaces student teaching and is completed
just prior to graduation.

Preservice instruction. The preparation that students receive before they become
certified teachers.

In-service instruction. The continuing education of certified, practicing teachers.

Teacher change. A changein a professional teachers' instructional practices, attitudes or

beliefs.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature

The purpose of this study was to examine the positive stories of change made by teachers
in one Utah school district. These teachers noticeably altered their writing instruction after
participating in adistrict professional development program focused on writing. The professional
development was researched-based and well-received by participants. Thisliterature review
will focus on teacher change, the role of professional development, constraints to change,
effective elements of professional development, and less effective elements of professional
development.
Teacher Change

Teacher change in this context is when professionals alter their instructional practices or
attitudes and beliefs about teaching. Even today, most researchers claim that many teachers do
not change their practices and beliefs, that changing practices hurts and istoo difficult to try
(Cuban, 1990). These were the research-based findings of Richardson (1998) that prompted an
article in which she explored further how teachers change. Based on her personal experience as
ateacher, teacher educator, student teacher supervisor, and researcher, she took exception to this
declaration. When looking more closely at teachers and their practices, she found evidence that
teachers are always changing. She maintained that often teachers resist change becauseit is
required from external sources. Her conclusion was that when some say teachers do not change,
they really mean that teachers are not doing what someone el se expects them to do. Researchers
have continued to explore when and how teacher change does or does not happen.

Role of professional development. Most professionalsinvolved in education see the

teacher at the center of attempts to improve the quality of teaching and learning in schools. In
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fact, in areview of literature on teachers beliefs and knowledge, Calderhead (1996) posited that
attempts to improve school reorganization, curriculum development, and teacher effectiveness all
ultimately rely on the professional development of the teacher. Sykes (1996) even went so far as
to label education reform and teacher professional development as synonymous. For this reason,
Day (1999) advocated in his book on the challenges of lifelong learning, “ Continuing career-long
professional development is necessary for all teachersin order to keep pace with change and to
review and renew their own knowledge, skills, and visions for good teaching” (p. 2). Inan
international literature review on professional development, Villegas-Reimers (2003) affirmed
teachers as the most significant change agents in school reforms. Additionally, Darling-
Hammond (1999), who has completed extensive research on teacher practices, identified
teachers as the most influential factor in raising student achievement scores. Professional
development activities, however, do not aways persuade teachers to change (Y oon, Park, &
Hong, 1999). Infact, inareview of literature, Lawless and Pellegrino (2007) state, “ Despite
national recognition of the importance of teacher professional development, report after report
depicts the state of teacher professional development as inadequate” (p. 575).

Constraintsto change. Simply knowing that it is difficult for teachers to make changes
in their instructional practicesisinsufficient. |dentifying reasons teachers give for resisting
change may provide further guidance as professional development programs are planned. Two of
the most common constraints voiced are external mandates and prior knowledge.

External mandates. Assuggested by Richardson (1998), teachers are often resistant to
change when participation is mandated rather than optional. In atheoretical article, Morimoto

(1973) highlighted this reaction of resistance to mandated change:
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When change is advocated or demanded by another person, we fedl threatened, defensive
and perhaps rushed. We are then without the freedom and the time to understand and to
affirm the new learning as something desirable, and as something of our own choosing.
Pressure to change, without an opportunity for exploration and choice, seldom resultsin
experiences of joy and excitement in learning. (p. 246)

Prior knowledge. Teachers bring to the profession theories that are grounded in their
own persona histories. The value of tapping into students' prior knowledge is a principle that
has been established as essential for |earners who must come to understand new material. “Good
teachers should work hard to help students access relevant prior knowledge and/or build it”
(Holt-Reynolds, 1992, p. 326). However, in the case of in-service teacher professiona
development, prior knowledge or prior experience may even more dramatically outweigh new
perspectives presented, because in-service teacher beliefs are supported by experience, beliefs,
and practices. As Richardson (1998) reminded us, teachers may resist change because of their
frequent experiences with cycles of reform and professional development.

Holt-Reynolds (1992) conducted a study that explored relationships among history-based
preservice teacher beliefs, the content they were taught in methods courses, and the practices
they implemented in field experiences; specifically, the study explored which literacy practices
preservice teachers would most likely use. Even though their university professors modeled
excellent practices and they demonstrated those practices in coursework, the preservice teachers
rejected practices that did not match their original beliefs. Finaly, Holt-Reynolds discussed the
relationship between these preservice teachers' beliefs and the decisions they make. Her results
showed that new teachers come to the classroom having had numerous experiences as students in

the same content they are required to teach. These prior experiences and beliefs shape their

www.manaraa.com



views on teaching and learning. Consequently, how ateacher views teaching and learning will
greatly affect the outcome of the classroom instruction and environment. In areview of
literature on learning to teach, Borko and Putnam (1996) supported Holt-Reynolds's (1992)
findings concerning the effect of teachers' prior beliefs on their instructional practices.

Roth and Andersen (1988) conducted a study examining preservice teachers' interaction
with science textbooks. They concluded there are times when students’ “lay concepts are not
quite contextualizing, illuminating, and helpful so much as they are powerful, potentially
misleading, and unproductive as resources for learning the principles. . . [teacher educators]
hope to teach” (p. 135). In asynthesis of international literature on professiona development,
Timperley (2009) further states, “existing assumptions about curriculum or about what particular
groups of students are able to learn can prevent teachers from examining how effectively their
own practice isin promoting student learning” (p. 20). Opinions differ on the potentia benefits
and the appropriate method for changing teachers and their prior beliefs, but most agree that
these prior beliefs have a strong impact on what teachers will accept during preservice teacher
education or professional development.

Theories of change. Contrasting theories exist on how best to change practicing
teachers' beliefs and attitudes about teaching. Fullan (1991) supports the idea that teachers must
first participate in teacher in-service, leading to a change in knowledge and beliefs, which in turn
changes their practice in the classroom, with those changesin practice ultimately leading to
change in student |earning outcomes.

In contrast, in an article on the process of teacher change, Guskey (1986) argues that
teachers will only change their beliefs and attitudes after they see a change in student learning

outcomes. Hismodel starts with participation in staff development where teachers are
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introduced to new ideas that require a change in their classroom practices. The change in teacher
practices then affects the student learning outcomes. Finally, when teachers see that student
learning improves, they change their beliefs and attitudes, which leads to a change in their
practices if necessary.

Catalyst for change. Studies with evidence of teachers changing instructional practices
have focused on aspects of teacher knowledge that can encourage changes such as teachers
sense of identity, reasonable practices and content knowledge.

Sense of identity. Bullough (1991) explored personal teaching metaphors, or how a
teacher characterizes his or her professional role. He studied preservice teachers participating in
field experiences and reported that those students who had a clear consciousness of their
identities as teachers were more likely to improve and branch out during their teaching
practicum. Similarly, Tobin (1990) worked with a first-year teacher who struggled with
classroom management. He found that as she changed her image of herself as ateacher, she was
able to change her behavior and that of her students. In aresearch study exploring vital el ements
of professional development for high school mathematic teachers, Brown and Benken (2009)
listed professional identity as a crucial factor in whether teachers accept new practices and move
forward with their personal professional development as teachers. Until teachers recognize their
personal beliefs and challenge them as they receive new information, little changeislikely to
take place. Routman (2005) wrote from her personal experience that “ effective teachers are
always examining, evaluating, and refining what they believe as afirst step to improving
instructional practices’ (p. 8). Timperley (2009) even goes so far as to suggest that external

experts presenting professional development need to purposefully design situations that will

www.manaraa.com



11

challenge teachers assumptions, causing them to articulate what they believe and then either
accept or reject those beliefs.

Reasonableness. Teachers also change practices when they are introduced to acts of
teaching that are reasoned and reasonable. Richardson (1998) observed in her study that teachers
did try new practices and willingly embraced change if they saw results in student achievement,
and if those practices aligned with their personal beliefs. Timperley (2009) confirmed that when
teachers personal theories about students, curriculum, and instructional strategies were at odds
with the practices being promoted in the professional development, they needed evidence of how
the new practices would impact their students’ learning. Thisrequired a discussion about the
limitations of current practices while demonstrating effective alternative practices. “Change
appears to be promoted by a cyclical process in which teachers have their current assumptions
challenged by the demonstration of effective aternative practice” (p. 18). Through this teachers
also develop new knowledge and skills, leading to small adjustmentsto their practices. This
causes improved student achievement, which in turn encourages the teacher to further examine
their practices. Additionally, a small but growing body of evidence links the emphasis on
devel oping subject knowledge in professional development to changing teaching practicesin
ways shown to increase student achievement (Brown & Benken, 2009; Desimone, 2009;
Timperley, 2009).

Content knowledge. Cohen and Hill (1998) prepared a research report describing the
link between instructional policy and classroom performance regarding the mathematics reform
in California. They found that teachers with more mathematical knowledge felt more confident
in teaching mathematics. Bowie (1996) completed a study looking at preservice teachers

perception of themselves as writers and found that teachers often did not feel confident in their
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own writing skill or in their ability to teach writing. He suggested that one way to change and
improve instruction is to help teachers improve their own skillsin writing. This philosophy
concurs with that of the National Writing Project, where participants engage in writing strategies
to improve their own writing, resulting in an improvement of their classroom writing instruction.
Research now acknowledges the importance of teachers' mastery of the content they are teaching
aswell as the pedagogical content knowledge needed to successfully teach that content (Cohen
& Hill, 1998; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Y oon, 2001). With this confidence teachers
are more likely to make changes to their beliefs and practices. This suggests that professional
development must inform and educate teachers’ content knowledge and pedagogical content
knowledge, providing teachers with clear evidence in the performance of their students that
suggested practices lead to improvement in student learning.

Professional Development

Professiona development guidelines provided by the American Federation of Teachers
(2002) suggest that “highly effective standards-based teaching requires radical changesin
practice. If teachers are to move away from comfortable, |ong-established practice towards the
uncertainty that accompanies change, . . . carefully crafted, well-supported professional
development isrequired” (p. 3).

Current trends. The adoption of the NCLB Act of 2001 resulted in an increase of high-
stake testing across public schoolsin America. As part of NCLB, provisions were made and
federal funds allotted for greater support and mentorship of classroom teachers. Many school
reforms have been introduced with the purpose of raising student test scores and meeting
adequate yearly progress standards. Consequently, the need for meaningful professional

development has been brought to the forefront of state a