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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction to the Study 

Background 

 National and state reform efforts in the past two decades have focused on 

increased student achievement for all students with accountability measures (Burke, 

Marx, & Lowenstein, 2012). Researchers (Lam, Mercer, Podolsky, & Darling-Hammond, 

2016) reported in December of 2015, the latest federal guidance in the form of the Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed into law. ESSA replaces the No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) and serves as the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) (Ferguson, 2016). Unlike NCLB where schools were held 

accountable through the Adequate Yearly Progress measurement, ESSA allows states to 

create accountability systems based on adopted academic standards (Darling-Hammond, 

Bae, Cook-Harvey, Lam, Mercer, Podolsky, & Stosich, 2016). According to Weiss and 

McGuinn (2016), ESSA provides states the opportunity to create interventions that are 

not prescriptive with a one-size fits all mentality that will allow for flexibility according 

to the needs of the states and individual school districts and schools. The purpose of 

ESSA is to close achievement gaps and improve student learning (Lam, et al, 2016). 

 Under Title II, Part A of ESSA, approximately $2.3 billion per year through 2020 

is authorized for states to improve instruction in the classroom through the development 

of teachers and administrators (Herman, Gates, Chavez-Harrerias, & Harris, 2016). Weiss 

and McGuinn (2016) acknowledged through this huge investment, states, school districts, 

and individual schools will be tasked with how to implement improvement strategies that 

will be effective and fruitful.  
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 As the states have been given authority to develop their own accountability 

systems, school districts must bide time while the accountability systems are developed 

to know what they will specifically need to improve upon with new standards (Ferguson, 

2016). Until new systems are developed, school districts are required to operate under 

previously approved systems (Burnett & Ujifusa, 2016).  

 In the state of Missouri, the previously approved accountability system that met 

the requirements of NCLB is the Missouri School Improvement Program, Version 5 

(MSIP5) (MODESE, 2015). Once NCLB was enacted and Missouri applied for and won 

approval for a waiver through state measures as opposed to federal measures, MSIP5 was 

revised beginning in 2013 with the first accountability measures to occur with 

implications in 2015 (MODESE, 2014). During the course of this period of time as the 

accountability system was being revised, the state of Missouri was also undergoing the 

design and beginning implementation phases of revised standards based on the Common 

Core State Standards (MODESE, 2015). Common assessments in core areas created 

baseline assessments that could be measured across states to give better comparison data 

was the premise of the Common Core State Standards (Porter, Fusarelli, & Fusarelli, 

2015). Phillips (2015) noted at one time 46 states in the United States had agreed to 

participate in the development and implementation of the standard and their assessments. 

As politics have a role in education through funding and legislation, the state of Missouri 

and other states have opted out of the coalition of states (Henderson, Peterson, & West, 

2015). As a result, the guidance of assessment which factors largely into accreditation for 

school districts must once again be revised with the newly approved Missouri Learning 

Standards (MODESE, 2015). Due to this tumultuous time with standards and 
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assessments, school districts have largely been left to predict the future path in hopes the 

preparation will result in documented student growth that is still required but defined by 

states through the ESSA legislation (Ferguson, 2016).  

 Within the state of Missouri, the Outstanding School Act of 1993 dictated that 

one-percent of school districts’ budgets to be specifically used toward professional 

development (MODESE, 2015). Even with underfunding the budget, priority has still 

been placed on professional development as the legislature required districts to continue 

to allocate one percent of funds to staff development, except for 2011-13 when Missouri 

House Bill 1543 suspended the requirement (MODESE, 2010). The Missouri legislature 

and Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education established 

requirements for professional development funds and placed requirements on school 

districts to create Comprehensive School Improvement Plans as well as individual 

Building-Level Comprehensive School Improvement Plans (MODESE, 2013). The 

purpose behind these plans was to require school districts to plan for learning for staff to 

occur and for the learning at the district and building levels to be coordinated as opposed 

to being contrasting (MODESE, 2015). In addition, the Missouri Professional Learning 

Guidelines for Student Success (MODESE, 2013) specified certificated teachers were to 

participate in at least 15 hours of professional development annually which can occur 

through district level, building level, or individual decision making processes.  

 The value placed on professional development as a vehicle for the improvement 

of instruction has been high (Miller, Garciduenas, Green, Shatola, & Enumba, 2008). 

Ferguson (2016) explained the outcomes of professional development are difficult to 

measure as a target since assessment standards have continued to adjust. Once teachers 
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are in classrooms and managing the daily tasks of providing instruction and planning 

ahead, quantifying data is difficult as the variables of student achievement vary between 

students (Chenoweth, 2016). Looking into principal and teacher perceptions of the 

planning and implementation of professional development in a school district through the 

lens of adult learning theory provided a more in-depth view of whether staff involved 

with professional development perceives value and effectiveness in what is provided.  

 In this chapter, the researcher will provide an introduction to the study of planning 

and implementing professional development within one Missouri school district and the 

utilization of adult learning theory assumptions. The problem and the purpose of the 

research will be discussed, and the research questions will be stated. The conceptual 

framework will be provided along with the research design and methodology. 

Furthermore, definitions of key terms will be provided.  

Statement of the Problem  

 School districts invest heavily in the areas of improved instruction and 

professional development (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015; Zellmer, Frontier, & 

Pheifer, 2006). When instruction is improved, the overall success rate for students 

improves (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008). In order for instruction to improve, 

professional development of teachers is necessary to provide a solid foundation of 

knowledge and expectations (Kimball & Milanowski, 2009). Researchers (Beavers, 2009; 

Donaldson, 2013) discovered when planning professional development, principals or 

professional development coordinators are often tasked with limited resources 

considering time and money for meeting the needs of teachers. The planning phase of 

professional development existed with the goal of disseminating information (Hilton, 
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Hilton, Dole, & Goos, 2015). However, to achieve improved instruction, principals 

should go beyond analyzing resources or information dissemination and incorporate 

learning theories into their modes of delivery, specifically adult learning theory 

(Knowles,1990; O’Toole & Essex, 2012). These assumptions include self-directed, need 

to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and motivation 

(Caruth, 2014). Teachers may have experienced obstacles to their learning based in the 

assumptions of adult learning theory that prevented them from interpreting and 

implementing the professional development focus as intended (Darling-Hammond & 

Richardson, 2009). Researchers (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015) found teachers’ 

needs are not currently being met through professional development opportunities. This 

qualitative study will explore the implementation and perspectives of those directly 

involved within one Missouri school district. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine professional development 

for teachers in one Missouri school district from the perspective of teachers and 

principals to determine whether the assumptions of Knowles (1990) adult learning theory 

are applied in the planning and implementation of professional development. For the 

purposes of this research study, professional development was defined by DiPaola and 

Hoy (2014) as building capacity in teachers that will result in student achievement. 

Determining the best method and utilization of resources for effective professional 

development has been found to be elusive due to the complex nature of education 

(Donaldson, 2013; Kennedy, 2016). Although the state education agencies, including the 

Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, provide direction about 
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funding related to continued professional development for certified teachers, individual 

school districts and principals are responsible for the planning and implementation of the 

professional development (MODESE, 2013; Weiss & McGuinn, 2016). Consequently, 

this study examined the perceptions of the planning and implementation of professional 

development from both the teacher and principal viewpoints. This study sought to 

provide both principal and teacher perceptions of professional development and the 

implementation of Knowles (1990) adult learning theory assumptions within the provided 

professional development. Both groups of perceptions were important in consideration of 

whether professional development was as effective as it should be. If the perceptions 

differ on the planning and implementation utilizing the assumptions of adult learning 

theory between principals and teachers, the goals of continued professional development 

may not be achieved or as effective (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; O’Toole & 

Essex, 2012).  

Research Questions 

 The following questions guided this study in examining how teachers and 

principals perceive professional development planning and implementation in regards to 

adult learning theory: 

1. To what extent do principals utilize the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation) during professional development planning? 

2. To what extent do teachers perceive the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 
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learning, and motivation) are present in district provided professional 

development? 

3. What differences exist between principals’ and teachers' perceptions of 

professional development based on the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation)? 

Conceptual Framework 

 Improving student achievement has been the focus on national and state 

educational reform efforts (Darling-Hammond, Bae, Cook-Harvey, Lam, Mercer, 

Podolsky, & Stosich, 2016). Researchers (Opfer &Pedder, 2011) found improvement of 

instruction translates into increased student achievement. As a result, emphasis has been 

placed on professional development of teachers to improve instruction (Masuda, 

Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013). Petrie and McGee (2012) ascertained planning and 

implementation of effective professional development requires educational leaders and 

teachers working together. 

 Effective professional development depends upon the ability of the teachers to 

learn and apply the newly learned knowledge (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). 

Darling-Hammond (2011) noted capacity building supports both teachers and students. 

Within this study, the focus was on how professional development was planned and 

implemented as it was targeted for teacher learning. Schuell (2013) noted the importance 

of learning as one of the most important activities. As children, students learn 

information without the ability to apply the newly learned information (Caruth, 2014; 

Minter, 2011). Studying how children learn is referred to as pedagogy (Knowles, Holton, 
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& Swanson, 2005). Beginning in the 1960s, Knowles (1968) supported the notion adults 

learn differently. He introduced the United States to the term andragogy, “the art and 

science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1980, p. 43). Over the course of his lifetime, 

Knowles (1990) promoted adult learning theory as the basis for understanding how adults 

learn. Caruth (2014) further discussed the six assumptions related to adult learning theory 

as: self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation. 

 Theories of how adults learn exist including adult learning theory and 

transformative learning (Kitchenham, 2008; Peterson & Ray, 2013). Researchers 

(Snyder, 2012; Treff & Earnest, 2015) summarized transformative learning to be 

different for adults versus children due to maturity and experiences which create complex 

frames of reference for adults. Critical reflection and reflective judgment are two key 

goals of transformative learning (Kitchenham, 2008; Mezirow, 2003; Snyder, 2012). As 

reflection and judgment are considered and new stimuli are introduced, new frames of 

reference are created resulting in learning (Kitchenham, 2008; Malik, 2016). Since this 

study intended to focus on teachers within one district and continual learning toward 

improvement of instruction versus new stimuli and creating new frames of reference, 

adult learning theory was better suited for this study (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). 

Design of the Study 

 The approach to this qualitative, case study was one of a problem of practice 

(Creswell, 2007). Creswell (2007) defined a problem of practice as wanting “to 

understand the contexts or settings in which participants in a study address a problem or 

issue” (p.40). The problem of practice addressed in this study was the planning and 
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implementation of professional development and the perceptions of principals and 

teachers the professional development has on instruction. Given the inquiry in this study, 

a qualitative method was chosen as the “collection, analysis, and interpretation of the data 

were not easily reduced to numbers” (Anderson, 2010, p. 141). Due to the complex 

nature of educational settings, qualitative research uncovered a better understanding of 

educational issues (Anderson, 2010).  

 The research questions addressed perceptions of principals and teachers as they 

related to professional development and its impact on instruction. Principals and teachers 

constructed their responses based on experiences and knowledge. Given this guidance, 

the data sources selection was based on a social constructivist lens. Creswell (2007) 

stated, “social constructivists hold the assumption that individuals seek understanding of 

the world in which they live and work” (p. 234). Within the study, the researcher 

attempted to use a social constructivist lens to discover the perspectives of principals 

through interviews and teachers through focus groups. The researcher attempted to 

discover if the adult learning theory assumptions were utilized in the planning and 

implementation of professional development for teachers. By using a variety of sources 

including interviews, focus groups, observations, and document review, triangulation was 

used to sort through the data to find common themes (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

Limitations of the Study 

 The use of a case study design created a limitation in the data being specific to 

one district. Through the use of interviews and focus groups, George (2012) found 

limitations due to the self-reported aspect of the research specifically that “participants 

may self-censure, underreport, or overreport” (p. 258). Participants may have held back 
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in their responses due to the make-up of the focus group and the dominance of one or 

more individuals (Smithson, 2000). Due to limitations on time, the answers provided in 

the interview and focus groups may not be as in-depth or deep (Krueger & Casey, 2009). 

In addition, the requirement of principals being in administration in the same district for 

three years and teachers being in the district for three years may limit the participants. 

 With one associate superintendent providing access to the principals chosen and 

principals to the teachers selected, the researcher assumed the participants met the criteria 

established for the study prior to the interviews and focus groups. Throughout the study, 

the researcher assumed the participants provided truthful responses to the questions 

answered. Since all secondary schools within the district were not studied, it was 

assumed the two schools that participated were representative of the district.  

 An additional limitation to the study involved that of researcher bias. The 

researcher had been a high school educator and principal in Missouri public schools for 

16 years. The past four years, the researcher had been directly responsible for planning 

and implementing professional development at the high school level. 

Design Controls 

 As a qualitative study, importance was placed on utilizing the appropriate 

methods for seeking responses to the research questions (Anderson, 2010). The study was 

credible through the measures used in data analysis (Creswell, 2009). Through 

interviewing principals and utilizing the teacher focus groups, all parties directly involved 

in building level professional development planning and implementation provided input 

to be triangulated and checked for consistency (Creswell, 2009). Prior to the interviews 
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and focus groups being coded, member checks occurred allowing the participants to 

review the collected data for accuracy (Mertens, 2005).  

 Interviews and focus group questions were designed to allow participants to 

provide thick descriptions and answers to the questions being asked (Creswell, 2009; 

Mertens & Miller, 2011). Utilizing participants from two secondary schools within the 

same district allowed for transferability (Mertens, 2005). Dependability occurred through 

the research as the process was documented and changes to the process were noted 

(Mertens). If national or state policies changed as they related to professional 

development, the differences were monitored. Confirmability was ensured by tracking the 

data back to the original principal and teacher sources and checking for accurate 

interpretation (Yin, 1994). 

Definition of Key Terms 

 The definitions below are provided to help clarify and provide understanding to 

the reader as it relates to this study. 

 Adult learner is someone who:  

has independent self-concept and who can direct his or her own learning, 

has accumulated a reservoir of life experiences that is a rich resource for 

learning, has learning needs closely related to changing social roles, is 

problem centered and interested in the immediate application of 

knowledge, and is motivated to learn by internal rather than external 

factors. (Knowles, 1968, p. 202-203) 

 

Adult learning theory. Study of how adults learn (Caruth, 2014).  

Andragogy. The art and science of helping adults learn (Knowles, 1980, p. 43). 

Collaboration. Means of aligning peoples’ actions to get something done (Rubin, 

2009, p. 16).  
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Internal motivation. Performing an activity because it was deemed interesting 

(Eyal & Roth, 2011). 

Life experiences. Preconceived notions based on experiences that may either 

enhance or cause questioning of the content being presented (Merriam, 2001).  

Need to know. Knowing why learning is needed helps teachers decipher what they 

already know and the current gap that exists creating the need for learning (Caruth, 

2014). 

Orientation to learning. Striving for new knowledge and skills that address a 

problem immediately (O’Toole & Essex, 2012). 

 Pedagogy. The art and science of teaching children (Knowles, 2005, p. 10). 

 Professional development. Building capacity of teachers to help students learn 

(DiPaola & Hoy, 2014, p. 101). 

 Readiness to learn. The timing of learning coinciding with a teacher’s realization 

of a learning gap (Caruth, 2014). 

 Secondary school. A school between elementary school and college (Merriam-

Webster, 2016). 

Self-directed learning. A learner taking control of his or her learning through 

planning, carrying out, and analyzing the learning experiences (Knowles, 1975). 

 Theory. A comprehensive, coherent, and internally consistent system of ideas 

about a set of phenomena (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005, p. 10). 

 Transformative learning.  

learning that transforms problematic frames of reference-sets of fixed 

assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, meaning perspectives, 

mindsets)—to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective, 

and emotionally able to change. Such frames of reference are better than 
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others because they are more likely to generate beliefs and opinions that 

will prove truer or justified to guide action. (Mezirow, 2003, p. 58-59) 

 

Summary 

 Federal and state mandates regulate the requirements for school districts in regard 

to accountability of student achievement (Ferguson, 2016). Weiss and McGuinn (2016) 

ascertained as the regulations and requirements change, school districts and building level 

principals are required to adapt and change in order to meet accountability standards. 

Although the legislation and requirements have changed, the expectation for decreasing 

achievement gaps and ensuring all students can succeed has not changed since the 

inception of NCLB when student groups were denoted and compared in terms of 

achievement (Chenoweth, 2016). Ferguson (2016) maintained over the past two decades, 

the focus has remained on the improvement of instruction as a means of increasing 

student achievement. Teachers spend the most time with students and have the most 

opportunity to influence the learning that occurs (Hattie, 2012).  

 With accreditation and accountability standards made public, building principals 

are required to implement professional development with the goal of building capacity, 

improving instruction, and increased student achievement (Donaldson, 2013). Kennedy 

(2016) determined funding for professional development exists, but the effectiveness of 

the professional development is hard to measure. The purpose of this study was to 

examine principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of the planning and implementation of 

professional development and whether the methods used are effective.  

 Remijan (2014) described professional development within schools as being 

targeted to teachers who are already certified and teaching within a school. Researchers 
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(Caruth, 2014; Knowles, 1990; Taylor & Kroth, 2009) found learning for adults to be 

different than children. Knowles (1990) adult learning theory made six assumptions about 

adult learners to include self-directed, need to know, life-experiences, readiness to learn, 

internal motivation, and an orientation to learning.  

 In planning and implementing professional development, principals are faced with 

challenges in the form of district initiatives, teachers’ aptitude to learning, time, and 

money (Donaldson, 2013). This study was based on the examination of how the six adult 

learning assumptions were integrated into the planning and implementation of 

professional development.  

 In Chapter Two, a review of relevant, current literature will be presented as it 

relates to the study. Included in Chapter Three are the research design and methodology 

utilized in the study. An analysis of the data collected will be discussed in Chapter Four, 

and finally, in Chapter Five the findings, conclusions, implications of the study, and areas 

for future study will be presented.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of Related Literature 

Introduction 

In December of 2015, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the reauthorization 

of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), was signed into law with 

significant changes to its predecessor, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (Lam, Mercer, 

Podolsky, & Darling-Hammond, 2016).  ESSA allowed states to create accountability 

systems based on adopted academic standards and eliminates the Adequate Yearly 

Progress system created under NCLB (Darling-Hammond, Bae, Cook-Harvey, Lam, 

Mercer, Podolsky, & Stosich, 2016; Lam, et al, 2016).  Previously, under NCLB, 

prescriptive interventions existed for states and schools that did not meet the required 

yearly progress; ESSA now allows for discretion by states recognizing “school 

circumstances differ and one-size-fits-all remedies in NCLB were not appropriate in 

every case” (Lam, et al, 2016, p. 1). As the name indicates, ESSA’s purpose is to close 

achievement gaps and improve student learning (Lam, et al, 2016).  Currently, under 

Title II, Part A of ESSA, approximately $2.3 billion per year through 2020 is authorized 

to states to “improve the quality of teachers, principals, and other school leaders” 

(Herman, Gates, Chavez-Harrerias, & Harris, 2016, p. 3). Consequently, principals 

encountered expectations to navigate through federal and state educational reform 

agendas that call for higher levels of student achievement (Burke, Marx, & Lowenstein, 

2012; Petrie & McGee, 2012). Examples of tasks that states, districts, and schools will 

need to undertake in order to improve instruction and create more in-depth learning are 

curriculum development, access to materials, and educator development (Darling-
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Hammond, Bae, Cook-Harvey, Lam, Mercer, Podolsky, & Stosich, 2016). Teachers 

ultimately have the most power in creating results with individual students (Hattie, 2012). 

Improving instruction provided by teachers that results in improved student 

achievement is the goal of ESSA (Darling-Hammond, Bae, Cook-Harvey, Lam, Mercer, 

Podolsky, & Stosich, 2016; Herman, Gates, Chavez-Herrerias, Harris, 2016). However, 

implementing successful strategies to create the intended results in the past has not been 

successful in all cases (Lam, Mercer, Podolsky, & Darling-Hammond, 2016). Likewise, 

Herman, Gates, Chavez-Harrerias, and Harris (2016) noted the need for the improvement 

activities to be selected based on evidence of effectiveness and results.  

Throughout Chapter Two, current literature will be reviewed beginning with the 

history of professional development of teachers and the characteristics of effective 

professional development. Within professional development, the focus is on improving 

the ability of teachers to provide instruction that will increase student achievement 

(Caruth, 2014; Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013). Specifically, improving the ability of 

teachers relies on continued learning by teachers (Remijan, 2014). The later part of 

Chapter Two will focus on the differences between learning as a child and learning as an 

adult (Caruth, 2014; Taylor & Kroth, 2009) because understanding how learning occurs 

is essential in the development of future learning opportunities for teachers (Gregson & 

Sturko, 2007; Remijan, 2014). In particular, two theories will be examined to explain the 

learning: adult learning theory and transformative learning. As a result, an argument will 

be made that the assumptions of adult learning theory is preferred regarding expectations 

for teachers’ learning.  Accordingly, adult learning theory provides guidance in terms of 

what adults bring to the learning environment differently than children (Knowles, Holton, 
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& Swanson, 2006). To this end, this study seeks to gather a better understanding of how 

adults are being taught currently and if the elements of effective professional 

development are being included in the learning process, through the lens of adult learning 

theory. 

Professional Development 

 In the early 1700s until the mid-1800s, education was not viewed as a 

professional field of study (Caruth, 2014) as town leaders and clergy made hiring 

decisions for teachers (Marzano, Frontier, & Livingston, 2011). By the mid-1800s, 

teaching began being regarded as a complex task requiring feedback in order to improve 

instruction (Marzano, Frontier, & Livingston, 2011). Through the 1930s, the science of 

education focused on the feedback systems versus data being used to determine if 

teachers, schools, and districts were effective (Marzano, Fronter, & Livingston, 2011).  

 At the beginning of the 1970s, the effects of instruction on student learning began 

to be a focus (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001). By the mid-1980s, Glatthorn (1984) 

proposed teachers should have input in regard to their development since they were 

professionals. Prior to 1990, professional development consisted mainly of one-time 

workshops focused on a variety of topics including pedagogic or subject area content 

knowledge (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). In the 1990s, alternatives to the workshop model 

began to be preferred (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015) and during the early 2000s, the 

focus became site-based staff development including professional learning communities 

(Honowar, 2008). Over the past decade, teacher learning has transitioned to a prevailing 

belief that “links high-quality professional development to higher-quality teaching and 

high-quality teaching to student achievement” (Stewart, 2014, p. 28).  
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Professional Development Focus 

 Professional development is defined with slight variations in the literature 

including reference to the variety of educational experiences and the improvement of 

practice and outcomes (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2001; Darling-Hammond, 

Wei, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009). For the purposes of this study, the 

definition of teacher professional development comes from DiPaola and Hoy (2014) as 

“building capacity of teachers to help students learn” (p. 101). Lucilio (2009) argued 

“teachers are the catalyst of change in the classroom, and professional development is the 

tool by which that change can occur” (p. 74). Providing for improvements in a teacher’s 

knowledge base, as well as instructional practice resulting in student learning being 

increased, is a measure of effective or high–quality professional development (Patton, 

Parker, & Tannehill, 2015).  

 Although the goal of professional development is to build teacher capacity 

(DiPaola & Hoy, 2014), Kennedy (2016) concluded “there is little consensus about how 

PD works, that is about what happens in PD, how it fosters teacher learning, and how it is 

expected to alter teaching practice” (p.1).  Allen and Penuel (2015) postulated even when 

professional development did have a positive impact on teachers, their instructional 

practice did not always lead to immediate or durable changes. In short, professional 

development quality and impact varies widely, but is seen as an important strategy for 

schools, districts, and states to improve teaching (Tannehill, 2009).  

District, Building, and Teacher Role 

The selection of professional development opportunities occurs at the district, 

building, and teacher level (Donaldson, 2013). District level professional development 
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typically originates from district administrators, may be isolated from the classroom, and 

never influence practice (Hill, Beisiegel, & Jacob, 2013; Lucilio, 2009; Patton, Parker, & 

Tannehill, 2015). District level professional development may even conflict with 

classroom teaching (Donaldson, 2013). Patton, Parker, and Tannehill (2015) stated 

professional development is not selected based on its impact on student learning but on 

new teaching practices or ideas. As a result competing reforms and ideas lead to 

fragmentation of effort (Petrie & McGee, 2012; Timperley, 2008). Often, professional 

development ends up being the means to implementing new policy initiatives (Hill, 

Beisiegel, & Jacob, 2013), and not on impact of student learning. 

Frequently, building principals balance district level agendas with building 

initiatives and teacher needs and wants as it relates to professional development 

(Donaldson, 2013; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). As a result, principals note their 

lack of input or authority in the selection of professional development (Donaldson, 2013). 

However, principals have the opportunity to influence teacher effectiveness through 

professional development (Donaldson, 2013; Leithwood et al, 2010).  Hargreaves and 

Fullan (2012) discussed teachers as professional capital and how principals can help 

teachers help themselves and their students more effectively; “it is not about 

manipulating them into complying with externally imposed requirements or delivering 

someone else’s vision” (p. 169). Furthermore, leaders have the responsibility that 

ensuring new initiatives support the intended learning for teachers (Timperley, 2008), and 

principals also create conditions whereby teachers can fully participate in professional 

development opportunities (Leithwood et al, 2010).  
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Hilton, Hilton, Dole, and Goos (2015) argued that “it is essential that school 

leaders support, encourage, and recognize teachers when they take the initiative to engage 

in professional learning” (p. 104-105). However, providing resources does not guarantee 

they will be taken advantage of, but resources are essential to providing support 

(Lampert, 2012). When teachers are offered opportunities to learn and are supported 

during the learning process, the evidence suggests teachers begin taking on formal and 

informal leadership roles within the school (Lieberman, 2015; Remijan, 2014). The 

school environment strongly affects teacher learning and administration is responsible for 

that environment (DiPaola & Hoy, 2014; Miller, Garciduenas, Green, Shatola, & 

Enumba, 2008), thus continued learning and momentum rely on organizational 

infrastructure that supports professional development for teachers (Timperley, 2008).  

Although district and building level administrators contribute to the success of 

professional development opportunities, teachers should take responsibility for their own 

learning (Masuda, Ebersole, Barrett, 2013; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015; Timperley, 

2008).  While teacher needs currently are not being met through provided professional 

development (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015), teachers should be empowered through 

professional development resulting in reflection and action (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). 

Indeed, teachers should learn how to identify both their own professional development 

needs as well as the needs of their students (Lampert, 2012; Timperley, 2008), and by 

developing regulatory skills allow for monitoring and reflecting on changes and their 

effectiveness (Timperley, 2008). Professional development is both an obligation and 

opportunity for teachers (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015) and once teachers learn new 
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skills and knowledge, understanding the occasions where the new skill or knowledge is 

appropriate is another challenge (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015).   

Deciding what professional development opportunities to provide and when to 

provide them, creates a dilemma for school leaders as well as teachers (Petrie & McGee, 

2012). Multiple and conflicting messages for teachers exist through district and building 

level priorities which can change with legislation (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015; 

Timperley, 2008). Shared responsibility within the school district, building leadership, 

and teachers can facilitate improved professional and student learning (Coggshall, 

Rasmussen, Colton, Milton, & Jacques, 2012). 

Donaldson (2013) ascertained as accountability pressure increases for principals, 

taking into consideration barriers encountered in the development of teachers and their 

effectiveness is underdeveloped. Both teachers and principals cite lack of time as a 

significant challenge to effective teacher development (Lucilio, 2009). In addition to 

time, funding and control over professional development offerings create obstacles for 

principals (Donaldson, 2013; Miller, Garciduenas, Green, Shatola, & Enumba, 2008).  

Despite obstacles and challenges associated with professional development 

opportunities, research supports that professional development opportunities can be 

effective for teachers if certain elements are present (Coggshall, Rasmussen, Colton, 

Milton, & Jacques, 2012; Donaldson, 2013; Lucilio, 2009; Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 

2013; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015; Timperley, 2008). These elements include 

learning extended over time and multiple opportunities (Gregson & Sturko, 2007; Patton, 

Parker, & Tannehill, 2015), practicing skills learned in professional development 

(Coggshall, Rasmussen, Colton, Milton, & Jacques, 2012), acknowledging conflict 
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between existing and new information (Hadar & Brody, 2013; Kennedy, 2016), 

motivating teachers to learn (Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013; Patton, Parker, & 

Tannehill, 2015), and providing opportunities for collaboration (Morel, 2014; Sun, 

Penuel, Frank, Gallagher, & Youngs, 2013).  

Opportunities Extended over Time 

For professional development to be effective, it must be sustained over time 

(Gregson & Sturko, 2007; Masuda, Ebersole, Barrett, 2013; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 

2015; Sun, Penuel, Frank, Gallagher, & Youngs, 2013; Timperley, 2008). One-time 

workshops do not provide opportunities for change in instruction (Gregson, & Sturko, 

2007; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). Liljedahl (2014) stated teachers wanting to 

make minor changes could do so from single sessions, but not necessarily with significant 

impact. Extended time is needed in order to provide opportunities for teachers to learn 

and change instruction (Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 

2015; Timperley, 2008). Other studies (Darling-Hammond, Bae, Cook-Harvey, Lam, 

Mercer, Podolsky, & Stosich, 2016) discovered an average of 49 hours of professional 

development is needed to show significant, positive results on student achievement; less 

than 14 hours has no significant impact.  

Practicing Newly Learned Skills 

One aspect in support of extended time and multiple opportunities to learn is the 

need for teachers to practice and try new skills without judgment being passed on the 

success of the first attempt (Coggshall, Rasmussen, Colton, Milton, & Jacques, 2012; 

Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015; Timperley, 2008). Researchers (Gregson & Sturko, 

2007; Liljedahl, 2014) concluded when teachers walked away from professional 
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development with an opportunity to apply their learning, they were more willing to invest 

time in the improvement. In addition, teachers must utilize what research-based strategies 

are learned and invest time in figuring out how to make it work within their own 

classroom (Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013). Ideas not fully developed but partially 

implemented need to continue to be developed (Timperley, 2008). Accordingly, teachers 

value the opportunity to actively build their professional knowledge and apply newly 

learned skills in the classroom in an effort to increase student achievement (Patton, 

Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). Reinforcing new practices within the classroom supports 

long term changes (Sun, Penuel, Frank, Gallagher, & Youngs, 2013); utilizing a 

supportive staff with positive relationships provides opportunities for staff to be reflective 

and focused on improved instruction for continual improvement (Coggshall, Rasmussen, 

Colton, Milton, & Jacques, 2012; Gregson & Sturko, 2007; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 

2015;). Unfortunately, schools do not typically have enough time to utilize colleagues to 

help provide feedback and support growth (Lucilio, 2009; Petrie & McGee, 2012).  

Extended time to apply newly learned knowledge and skills with feedback from 

colleagues helps teachers as they balance the previous strategies while trying to improve 

and integrate new strategies (Gregson & Sturko, 2007; Kennedy, 2016; Patton, Parker, & 

Tannehill, 2015; Timperley, 2008). Kennedy (2016) ascertained “professional 

development requires not merely an adoption but also abandonment of prior approach” 

(p. 4). Maintaining a balance with the teacher workload, while practicing new skills, 

requires time for teachers to change and can be viewed as a challenge to their competence 

(Hadar & Brody, 2013; Kennedy, 2016; Timperley, 2008). Acknowledging and taking 

into consideration prior teacher knowledge, abilities, and experience are essential to 
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generate teacher buy-in to new professional development (Allen & Penuel, 2015; 

Kennedy, 2016; Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). 

Liljedahl (2014) and Timperley (2008) argued teachers come to professional 

development with varying needs and wants as they relate to improvement of instruction.  

While Masuda, Ebersole, and Barrett (2013) noted the potential value of the professional 

development opportunity impacts teachers’ attitudes and willingness to be receptive to 

new learning.  Furthermore, teachers seek out professional development that is perceived 

to help them balance new information and strategies with their current practices; making 

connections eases the transition and adoption of strategies to improve instruction 

(Kennedy, 2016; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015; Timperley, 2008).  

Teacher Motivation 

Poekert (2012) discussed the need for improving instructional practice through 

professional development as a focal point due to the impact teachers have on students 

through their consistent contact with students. In order for improvement to occur, 

teachers must be actively engaged in continual learning (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 

2015). Due to the expectation of change from previous strategies and the challenges 

teachers face on a daily basis with the individual needs of students, leaders must find 

ways to motivate teachers to be engaged in continual professional learning (Masuda, 

Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). Gregson and Sturko 

(2007) stated, “Teachers, like other professionals, need intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 

to participate in professional development” (p. 18). Late career professionals who 

deemed professional development as worthwhile participated voluntarily due to the 

expected outcomes (Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013). While Pella (2015) noted 
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motivation as being necessary for teachers to deliberately practice what was learned and 

to exert effort routinely, Patton, Parker, and Tannehill (2015) found that teachers are 

motivated and will incorporate new strategies when they were provided support while 

implementing new practices, making mistakes, and discerning when to implement 

changes. 

Collaboration 

Teacher support is needed from principals and other levels of leadership, but also 

is needed through teachers’ colleagues (Morel, 2014). Pella (2015) noted collaboration is 

essential to effective professional development. Rubin (2009) defined collaboration as a 

“means of aligning peoples’ actions to get something done” (p. 16). Collaboration 

requires working with others to share ideas, taking a stance, supporting and defending the 

stance, providing and accepting feedback, and concluding in a common sentiment while 

working toward a common goal (Morel, 2014). Poekert (2012) found classroom teaching 

quality improved with high-quality collaboration. Collaboration builds a more supportive 

environment (Morel, 2014; Sun, Penuel, Frank, Gallagher, & Youngs, 2013), yet teachers 

wanted more meaningful opportunities to collaborate (Bernhardt, 2015). Therefore, 

teachers must be taught how to collaborate for the opportunities to be successful 

(Donaldson, 2013; Morel, 2014; Sun, Penuel, Frank, Gallagher, & Youngs, 2013; Thessin 

& Starr, 2011). Thessin and Starr (2011) postulated “Learning how to work in teams does 

not just magically happen” (p. 48). Teachers learning how to collaborate serves as 

practice for encouraging collaboration as a learning strategy in the classroom as it is 

effective for teachers and students and necessary as an identified 21st century skill 

(Morel, 2014; Stewart, 2014).   
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Conceptual Framework 

Professional development for teachers is a vehicle for improving instruction with 

the ultimate goal of increased student achievement (Miller, Garciduenas, Green, Shatola, 

& Enumba, 2008). Opfer and Pedder (2011) noted, “The importance of improving 

schools, increasing teacher quality, and improving the quality of student learning has led 

to a concentrated concern with professional development of teachers as one important 

way of achieving these goals” (p. 376). Professional development that produces results 

takes planning on behalf of educational leaders and teachers (Petrie & McGee, 2012). 

Just as teachers plan instruction for students with different needs and wants, leaders need 

to plan for teachers who have a variety of needs and wants (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). 

Understanding how they learn best is important to make professional development 

meaningful and to create lasting results (Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013).  

In examining learning theory and how teachers learn, two theories were explored 

more deeply: adult learning theory and transformative learning theory. An argument will 

be made that adult learning theory and its six basic assumptions more closely fits the 

needs of teachers learning through professional development.  

Learning Theory 

 Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (2005) defined theory as “a comprehensive, 

coherent, and internally consistent system of ideas about a set of phenomena” (p. 10). 

The attempt to understand how people learn and its complexities leads researchers to 

study “physiological, psychological, and sociological changes that take place during the 

learning process” (Guney & Al, 2012, p. 2337). Schuell (2013) noted “learning is one of 

the most important activities in which humans engage” (p. 1). Understanding the learning 
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process is essential in developing learning opportunities for teachers as Darling-

Hammond (2011) advocated for capacity building at both the building and teacher level 

in supporting both students and teachers. Increasing capacity at the building-level 

supports student growth, collaboration, and coherent curriculum (Remijan, 2013); teacher 

level capacity focuses on building strengths of the individual teacher based on teacher 

needs (Caruth, 2014; Gregson & Sturko, 2007). 

 Studying how children learn originated in the 7th century, becoming the 

foundation of education and is referred to as pedagogy (Caruth, 2014; Knowles, 2005). 

Pedagogy is defined as “the art and science of teaching children” (Knowles, 2005, p. 10). 

The teacher makes decisions and is accountable for all learning in pedagogy (Caruth, 

2014). Due to lack of experience and opportunities to apply learning outside the 

classroom, children learn differently than adults (O'Toole & Essex, 2012). Minter (2011) 

noted that pedagogical models do not apply to adult learners and are not appropriate for 

adult learners. 

Historically, perceptions existed that adults were not capable of learning 

(Merriam, 2001). Recognition of adult education as professional practice began in the 

1920s (Merriam, 2001). Knowles (1968) introduced the United States to the term 

andragogy, “the art and science of helping adults learn” (Knowles, 1980, p. 43) in the 

1960s as “a new label and a new technology” (Knowles, 1968, p. 351) to differentiate 

learning in children and adults (Merriam, 2001; Peterson & Ray, 2013). Although 

Knowles is credited with the term andragogy, Alexander Kapp, a German educator, 

introduced the term 150 years prior to Knowles (Merriam, 2001; O’Toole & Essex, 2012; 

Peterson & Ray, 2013). Edward Lindeman introduced andragogy to the United States in 
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1926 (Peterson & Ray, 2013). Lindeman noted attributes specific to adults including 

voluntary attendance to classes, their ability to thrive with collaboration, utilizing life 

experiences to contribute to their learning, and learning according to their own needs 

(Peterson & Ray, 2013). Four decades later when Knowles brought attention to 

andragogy in the United States is when the study of adult learning began to gain notoriety 

and additional research (Caruth, 2014; O’Toole & Essex, 2012; Peterson & Ray, 2013). 

In the United States, andragogy and adult learning theory are used interchangeably in the 

research as it relates to the study of how adults learn (Caruth, 2014; Peterson & Ray, 

2013).  

Adult Learning Theory 

Knowing that learning needs to occur is different than knowing how to help 

facilitate intentional learning (Treff & Earnest, 2015). In order for life-long learning to 

occur, adults need to be taught how to learn (Caruth, 2014). Peterson and Ray (2013) 

concluded adults need to learn how to be life-long learners due to the anticipated longer 

life spans for humans. Knowles (1968) defined an adult learner as someone who: 

Has an independent self-concept and who can direct his or her own 

learning, has accumulated a reservoir of life experiences that is a rich 

resource for learning, has learning needs closely related to changing social 

roles, is problem centered and interested in the immediate application of 

knowledge, and is motivated to learn by internal rather than external 

factors. (p.202 – 203) 

 

Knowles identified six assumptions about adult learners: self-directed, need to 

know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and motivation (Caruth, 

2013; Chan, 2010; Malik, 2016; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). These six assumptions can be 

related to teachers as they are expected to learn through professional development and 

change as directed (Caruth, 2014; Gregson & Sturko, 2007; Masuda, Ebersole, Barrett, 
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2013). Below, each will be examined as they apply to teachers and learning new 

knowledge and skills that can be utilized in classrooms to enhance learning and student 

achievement.  

Self-Directed 

Knowles (1975) defined self-directed learning as when learners take control of 

their learning through planning, carrying out, and analyzing their learning experience. 

Being a self-directed learner is accepting responsibility for the learning that needs to 

occur (Merriam, 2001). The learner is the one making decisions about the content, 

methods, resources, and evaluation (TEAL, 2011). Since teachers have their own needs 

and wants, having the opportunity to be a self-directed learner allows for individual needs 

to be met (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). Teachers create lessons on a daily basis to respond 

to the needs of students. A daily expectation is for teachers to create the lessons 

independently and implement strategies for students to achieve academically (Tomlinson, 

2014). Once teachers are given objectives within a district, the daily lesson plans are 

dependent upon the teacher being self-directed in learning any gaps that exist in order for 

instruction to occur (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). Teachers also get to select what further 

formal education they wish to pursue given their own needs and desires. They do not 

need explicit directions in order to accomplish a goal as they direct the learning and steps 

it takes to accomplish a task or learning something new (Caruth, 2014). Teachers enter 

professional development as self-directed learners with previous experience, defined 

expectations for their learning outcomes, and a willingness to collaborate with teaching 

colleagues (Patton, 2014). 
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Need to Know  

 Caruth (2014) noted adults have a desire to know why new knowledge or skills 

are necessary to learn. Adults need to know the reasoning behind the need to learn (Chan, 

2010; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). Knowing why new learning is needed helps teachers 

decipher what they already know and the current gap that exists creating the need for 

learning (Caruth, 2014). As teachers perceived value or importance, their attitudes and 

willingness to participate increased (Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013). Adults will 

invest considerable time and energy into learning they deem necessary (Masuda, 

Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013). Teachers should have input on what learning needs to occur 

based off of their own identified needs (Gregson & Sturko, 2007; Muijs, Kyriakides, van 

der Werf, Creemers, Timperley, & Earl, 2014). Teachers want in-service training that 

supports the learning in the classroom on a need to know basis (Miller, Garciduenas, 

Green, Shatola, & Enumba, 2008).  

Life Experiences 

 Teachers have previous learning experiences as they were once exposed to 

classroom learning similar to their students (McGrath, 2009). Another advantage teachers 

have is the experience gained after graduating high school to the point of delivery of 

instruction (Peterson & Ray, 2013). Teachers utilize life experiences to enhance their 

teaching (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). Life experiences and skills help transform 

information as it is learned into meaningful, applicable information (Minter, 2011).  

However, as they learn, they have preconceived notions based on their life experiences 

that may either enhance or cause questioning of the content being presented (Merriam, 

2001). Mezirow (1996) argued that learning as an adult is not just facts added into an 
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adult’s information database, it is also “the process of using a prior interpretation to 

construe a new or a revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s experience in order to 

guide future action” (p. 162). Therefore, utilizing teachers’ work experiences with 

students and the unique contexts of those experiences may be most relevant for teacher 

learning as this addresses both prior knowledge and experiences while focused on 

meeting the wide range of teacher’s professional development needs (Patton, Parker, & 

Neutzling, 2012).  Teachers being asked to change to meet new expectations or demands 

can be conflicted if they feel as though their previous experiences were successful 

(Timperley, 2008). Caruth (2014) stated “to devalue their experiences would be akin to 

devaluing them” (p. 4). 

Readiness to Learn 

 As maturation happens, a person’s readiness to learn is altered to developmental 

goals of social roles (Caruth, 2013; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). Adults tend to recognize 

when they need to learn something new (Chan, 2010), therefore timing of new learning is 

critical for adults as adults do not value learning if they do not feel they need to know 

(Caruth, 2014). Within teaching, new teachers and veteran teachers often have different 

needs (Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013). For example, the learning of classroom 

management and disciplinary procedures have more value for a new teacher (Gregson & 

Sturko, 2007).  

As teachers progress in their teaching careers and extend their formal learning, the 

social roles within the school evolve (Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013). Teachers 

typically have opportunities for promotion by being a teacher leader, a department chair, 

an assistant principal, and other administrative roles (Lieberman, 2015). Remijan (2014) 
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conveyed that in-service education for teachers encouraging them to take on new and 

complex roles is also important in the support of continued learning.  

Orientation to Learning 

 Teachers take on new learning challenges to address a problem that exists. They 

seek learning opportunities when they perceive a deficiency in their own knowledge 

(Gregson & Sturko, 2007). Teachers strive for new knowledge and skills that address a 

problem immediately (O’Toole & Essex, 2012). When expectations change for what 

teachers are asked to do, Knowles (1990) conveys that learning will occur and be more 

effective if teachers are able to approach the learning through a problem-solving 

approach instead of a delivery through a lecture or handout (McGrath, 2009). Caruth 

(2014) found investing time into learning for adults who were not receptive was 

ineffective and wasteful. The ability to see a use to the knowledge learned makes teachers 

more likely to use the information in a timely manner (Petrie & McGee, 2012). Malik 

(2016) noted that teachers seek knowledge “in the moment” (p. 59) as they want 

immediate application not future application. Teachers wanted professional development 

to be directly applicable for practice in instruction (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). 

Internal Motivation 

Telling teachers something is important is not nearly as effective as teachers 

seeing a need to solve a problem according to Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (2006). 

Eyal and Roth (2011) defined internal motivation as performing an activity because it 

was deemed as interesting. Internal motivation comes from the teacher as opposed to a 

leader or outside pressure (Gorozidis & Papioannou, 2014). Although external factors can 

be a motivator, such as keeping a job or getting a promotion, long term application and 
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staying committed to a vision and mission occurs more readily with internal motivation 

(Gregson & Sturko, 2007). An increase in pay has been reported to be a motivator, but 

Remijan (2014) reported that research did not support money even as an external 

motivator.  Furthermore, Merriam (2004) acknowledged that with experience teachers 

must make sense of how it applies and that “we may need to make a change in one of our 

beliefs or attitudes or in our entire perspective” (p.206-207) to utilize the lessons learned 

from experiences. Gorozidis and Papioannou (2014) found that teachers participated in 

selected professional development as an opportunity to improve instruction and student 

achievement at a higher percentage due to internal motivation versus external motivation. 

Teachers who proclaim their job to be intrinsically rewarding and enjoyable were found 

to provide more support to students (Kunter, Klusmann, Baumert, Richter, Voss, & 

Hachfeld, 2013).  

Criticisms of Adult Learning Theory 

 Critics of Knowles’ adult learning theory disagree with the idea that all adult 

learners are different from children (Merriam, 2001; Peterson & Ray, 2013). As Knowles 

(1990) continued research until his death, he continued to make clarifications about his 

theory. He noted “pedagogical strategy is appropriate at least as a starting point when 

entering a totally strange content area” (p. 70).  Knowles concluded instead of learning 

being based strictly in pedagogy or andragogy, learning experiences actually occurred 

along a continuum (Peterson & Ray, 2013). Teachers already in the profession are not 

starting at a base point when undertaking new learning (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). 

However, Hartree (1984) questioned andragogy as a theory proposing the six 

assumptions were merely descriptions of good practice. Hartree also noted general 



34 
 

ambiguity and lack of clarity as a theory (Caruth, 2014). Schuell (2013) argued a theory 

is a “combination of different factors or variables woven together in an effort to explain 

whatever the theory is about” (p. 1). 

Transformative Learning Theory 

 In 1975 and 1978, Jack Mezirow conducted studies examining women re-entering 

the workforce or postsecondary studies while attempting to identify factors that hindered 

success (Kitchenham, 2008; Snyder, 2012). In 1978, he coined the term transformational 

to describe the experiences of those women in the studies (Mezirow, 1978). 

Transformative learning proposes that children and adults learn differently due to 

maturity and experiences which create complex frames of reference for adults (Synder, 

2012; Treff & Earnest, 2015). Mezirow (2003) defined transformative learning as: 

Learning that transforms problematic frames of reference-sets of fixed 

assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, meaning perspectives, 

mindsets)—to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, reflective, 

and emotionally able to change. Such frames of reference are better than 

others because they are more likely to generate beliefs and opinions that 

will prove more true or justified to guide action. (p. 58-59) 

 

In order for transformative learning to occur, Mezirow identified a ten-step 

process that learners could experience (Kitchenham, 2008). The phases included are a 

disorienting dilemma; self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame; a critical 

assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic assumptions; recognition that one’s 

discontent and the process of transformation are shared and that others have negotiated a 

similar change; exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions; planning 

a course of action; acquisition of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plan; 

provision trying of new roles; building of competence and self-confidence in new roles 
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and relationships; and a reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by 

one’s perspective (Kitchenham, 2008; Malik, 2016; Mezirow, 1978). 

Two key goals of transformative learning include critical self-reflection and 

reflective judgment (Kitchenham, 2008; Mezirow, 2003; Synder, 2012); in addition to 

self-reflection and reflective judgment, experience, and action comprise the four 

segments of the ten-step process (Malik, 2016). In the initial phases, learning occurs due 

to a shift of perspective or need, but for a shift to occur, reflection is an essential element 

of the learning process (Moon, 2011).  Kucukaydin and Cranton (2012) summarized 

knowledge about transformational learning as being “constructed by a community of 

scholars working to explain how adults experience a deep shift in perspective that leads 

them to better justified and more open frames of reference” (p.53). Malik (2016) 

identified transformational learning as a change in how adults see themselves.  

Mezirow continued to evolve his transformative theory over the course of 

the past four decades (Kitchenham, 2008). In more recent research, Mezirow 

(2009) acknowledged emotions and social relations as being important to 

consider. Treff and Earnest (2015) found that in comparison to other groups, 

adults have a more intense need and increased emotional state in their approach to 

learning. Mezirow (2009) believed transformative learning is a rational process 

and through critical reflection the frames of reference are continually changing for 

adults (Kitchenham, 2008; Snyder, 2012).  

Why Adult Learning Theory 

The study of adult learning should be about creating environments where 

adults can thrive (Treff & Earnest, 2015). Transformative learning is one theory 
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of how adults learn and the process undertaken for learning to be meaningful 

(Mezirow, 2003). Within this theory, the contexts of learning are varied based on 

the adult and their intended result of learning (Malik, 2016; Merriam, 2001). 

Transformative theory is focused on stimuli to create change in a frame of 

reference (Kitchenham, 2008; Malik, 2016). Consequently, for this study, the 

focus is limited to teachers and professional development. Considering the six key 

assumptions, adult learning theory is better suited for this study as evaluating 

professional development within schools will be focused more on the 

connectedness of characteristics of effective professional development with the 

six assumptions (Gregson & Sturko, 2007).  

Summary 

The review of literature documented the increased accountability for raising 

student achievement through federal mandates such as Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA) that place the focus on the improvement of teachers and other school leaders 

(Herman, Gates, Chavez-Harrerias, & Harris, 2016). With increased flexibility in ESSA 

from the previous No Child Left Behind, states and individual school districts are faced 

with how to utilize the guidance provided federally into models that will work and meet 

the accountability needs (Burke, Marx, & Lowenstein, 2012; Petrie & McGee, 2012). 

The research found teacher professional development to be the mode to improve student 

achievement opportunities (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). 

Teacher learning is strongly affected by the school environment and the 

administration that has the responsibility for that environment (DiPaola & Hoy, 2014) To 

be effective, teacher professional development needs the guidance, support, and 
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leadership of subject matter coordinators, school principals, district curriculum 

coordinators, and even the superintendent of schools who is the final decision maker on 

all issues related to both student learning and teacher instructional practices (Petrie & 

McGee, 2012; Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001) 

 Professional development is not always viewed or planned based on the 

consequences of its impact on student learning; instead it is often based on new teaching 

ideas or practice (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). Darling-Hammond et al., (2009) 

and Hattie (2009) found student achievement gains are related to impactful and sustained 

professional development for teachers. Therefore, the principal must carefully plan 

appropriate professional development that builds trust, collective efficacy, and hope for 

academic growth with the school (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). 

The current professional development offered to teachers most often does not 

meet the needs of teachers or students (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). As Holmes, 

Preston, Shaw, and Buchanan (2013) concluded: 

professional learning for teachers is generally most effective when it is sustained 

over time, of a practical nature in an appropriate context for the learner, related 

closely to student learning, collaborative, involves the sharing of knowledge and 

affords the participants some degree of control and ownership. (p.63) 

 

And as Patton, Parker, and Tannehill (2015) noted, “For teachers, professional 

development is both an obligation and an opportunity…” (p. 26). Consequently, teachers 

being able to identify their own learning needs and developing learning experiences 

through active involvement are a distinguishing feature of effective professional 

development (Parker, Patton, & Tannehill, 2012). 

While professional development delivered in one-shot workshops may provide 

valuable information, researchers (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011) found it to 
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be unlikely for instruction to change by developing thought processes about the design of 

instruction due to lack of follow-up. Furthermore, professional development must be 

delivered over time and sustained to be effective (Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & 

Shapley, 2007). Additionally, teachers need opportunities to acquire new knowledge and 

to use the new found knowledge to increase student learning opportunities (Vetter, 2012). 

Patton, Parker, and Tannehill (2015) postulated teachers needed opportunities to practice 

and collaborate with other teachers to feel supported and encouraged through risk-free 

learning opportunities to continue implementing knowledge gained from professional 

development. According to Garet et al (2001), teacher perception of effective 

professional development requires hands-on opportunities that build knowledge of 

academic content and planning for teaching it within the student context. Feiman-Nemser 

(2012) ascertained teacher learning is a continuum and teachers must experience 

professional development as a coherent set of actions intended to help them learn and 

grow (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). 

Through the review of current literature, the differences in learning between 

children and adults were examined through the lens of pedagogy and andragogy or adult 

learning theory. The literature supported learning for children to be teacher-centered 

where students are reliant for teachers for all direction (Caruth, 2014; Knowles, 2005). 

Although teaching of adults is still occurring similar to the pedagogical model (Gregson 

& Sturko, 2007), Knowles (1968) identified six assumptions of adult learners that if 

considered in the teaching of adults results in more effective instruction. The six 

assumptions of adult learners were self-directed, life experiences, readiness to learn, 
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problem-centered approach, internal motivation, and the need to know why learning 

needs to occur (Caruth, 2014; Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013). 

In addition to adult learning theory, literature related to transformative learning 

was reviewed in consideration of how adults learn. Mezirow’s theory focused on self-

reflection and reflective judgment (Kitchenham, 2008; Mezirow, 2003 Synder, 2012). 

The literature found transformative learning to be a rational process with varied contexts 

based on the adult and the learning outcomes (Kitchenham, 2008; Malik, 2016; Synder, 

2012). Since the focus of the study is on teachers who are already in the profession, the 

context of the required learning will not be varied and the assumptions of adult learning 

theory better fit the purpose of discovering if the characteristics of effective professional 

development and assumptions of adult learning theory are perceived to be utilized in the 

current professional development occurring for teachers.  

In Chapter Three, the research design and methodology framework will be 

explained. The explanation will include the research questions and design, the 

participants and sampling, data collection methods, the data analysis process, and the 

limitations of the study. The selection and rationale of a qualitative study will be 

described. In Chapter Four, the data will be presented and the analysis of the finds will be 

presented. Included in Chapter Five will be the conclusion, implications of the findings, 

and the recommendations.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 As federal and state reforms focus on increased student achievement, the funding 

and emphasis on the means to increase student success is on improvement of instruction 

through professional development (Burke, Marx, & Lowenstein, 2012; Herman, Gates, 

Chavez-Harrerias, & Harris, 2016). Numerous studies (Donaldson, 2013; Patton, Parker, 

& Tannehill, 2015) have been conducted focusing on the characteristics of effective 

professional development for teachers. Researchers have found teachers need 

opportunities extended over time (Gregson & Sturko, 2007; Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 

2015), opportunities to practice newly learned skills (Coggshall, Rasmussen, Colton, 

Milton, & Jacques, 2012), teacher motivation (Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013; 

Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015), and opportunities to collaborate (Morel, 2014; Sun, 

Penuel, Frank, Gallagher, & Youngs, 2013) in order for professional development to be 

effective. As teacher capacity is expanded, instruction improves, and students achieve at 

higher levels (DiPaola & Hoy, 2014; Hattie, 2012). With the focus on professional 

development, the task of planning and implementing professional development often falls 

to building level principals to negotiate district initiatives with the needs of building 

teachers (Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). 

 When planning and implementing professional development, building principals 

have teachers with a variety of needs and wants (Donaldson, 2013; Patton, Parker, & 

Tannehill, 2015). In acknowledging the needs of staff, principals need to consider how 

teachers learn (Gregson & Sturko, 2007). Patton, Parker, and Tannehill (2015) discovered 



41 
 

teacher needs are not being met through professional development. Researchers 

(Knowles, Holton, Swanson, 2005; Timperley, 2008; Treff & Earnest, 2016) established 

adults learn differently than children, so the planning and implementation for teacher 

learning should be different. According to Knowles’ (1990) adult learning theory, six 

assumptions of adult learners should be planned for when designing learning 

opportunities (Caruth, 2014). These six assumptions include self-directed, life 

experiences, readiness to learn, problem-centered approach, internal motivation, and the 

need to know why learning needs to occur (Caruth, 2014; Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 

2013). 

 In consideration of the characteristics of effective professional development and 

the six assumptions of adult learning theory, the intent of this qualitative case study was 

to examine principal and teacher perspectives of professional development planning and 

implementation within one Missouri school district. Throughout this chapter, the research 

design and methodology, participants, sampling, data collection, data analysis 

procedures, strategies to address issues of quality, and study limitations are discussed. 

Research Purpose 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine professional development 

for teachers in a Missouri school district from the perspective of teachers and principals 

to determine whether the assumptions of Knowles (1990) adult learning theory are 

applied in the planning and implementation of professional development. For the 

purposes of this research study, professional development was defined as building 

capacity in teachers that will result in student achievement (DiPaola & Hoy, 2014).  
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Although state education agencies and the state of Missouri Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education provide direction about funding related to 

continued professional development for certified teachers(MODESE, 2013), Weiss and 

McGuinn (2016) ascertained individual school districts and principals are responsible for 

the planning and implementation of the professional development. Due to the complex 

nature of education, determining the best method and utilization of resources for effective 

professional development has been found to be elusive (Donaldson, 2013; Kennedy, 

2016). With increased accountability measures broken down by subgroups of students, 

emphasis has been placed on professional development to be the vehicle to accomplish 

the established goals whether they are national, state, or local goals (Ferguson, 2016). 

Established accountability measures and expectations must result in corrective action by 

state departments for school districts and individual schools not progressing at the 

established growth rate for students in all students and subgroups (Chenoweth, 2016; 

Ferguson, 2016).  

By examining one school district and multiple secondary schools, the case study 

focused on the implementation of district goals carried out by two different principals as 

they attempted to meet the district expectations while meeting the needs of their teachers. 

This study examined the perceptions of the planning and implementation from both the 

teacher and principal viewpoints. This study seeks to provide both principal and teacher 

perceptions of professional development and the implementation of Knowles (1990) adult 

learning theory assumptions within the provided professional development. Both groups 

of perceptions are important in consideration of whether professional development is as 

effective as it should be. If the perceptions differ on the planning and implementation 
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utilizing the assumptions of adult learning theory between principals and teachers, the 

goals of continued professional development may not be achieved or as effective 

(Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; O’Toole & Essex, 2012). When professional 

development is not as effective as intended, the price is paid by school districts, but more 

importantly by students (Chenoweth, 2016). 

Research Questions 

 The following questions guided this study in examining how teachers and 

principals perceive professional development planning and implementation in regards to 

adult learning theory: 

1. To what extent do principals utilize the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation) during professional development planning? 

2. To what extent do teachers perceive the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation) are present in district provided professional 

development? 

3. What differences exist between principals’ and teachers' perceptions of 

professional development based on the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation)? 

Research Design 

 The approach to this qualitative case study was to analyze a problem of practice. 

Creswell (2007) defined a problem of practice as wanting “to understand the contexts or 
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settings in which participants in a study address a problem or issue (p. 40). Improving 

student achievement for all students is required through ESSA (Chenoweth, 2016; Weiss 

& McGuinn, 2016). Improvement of instruction is used as the vehicle to increase student 

achievement (Miller, Garciduenas, Green, Shatola, & Enumba, 2008). Through national, 

state, and district initiatives, principals and teachers must decide how to best improve 

instruction (Burke, Marx, & Lowenstein, 2012; Ferguson, 2016). Stewart (2014) found 

professional development for teachers has been accepted as the tool to use. Principals are 

required to navigate the professional development opportunities for their teachers (Burke, 

Marx, & Lowenstein, 2012; Hilton, Hilton, Dole, & Goos, 2015).  As they decide upon 

appropriate professional development, they utilize available resources to plan (Gregson & 

Sturko, 2007). Even with best intentions of well-planned professional development, the 

teachers must be receptive to the learning opportunity for it to be effective (Patton, 

Parker, & Tannehill, 2015). Research (Donaldson, 2013) found the needs of teachers are 

not being met through professional development.   

 A qualitative case study format was the design of this study. Creswell (2007) 

believed a qualitative design is the best method to address a problem of practice. A 

qualitative case student approach provided opportunities for in-depth answers and richer 

feedback (Mertens, 2005). Creswell (2007) explained, “we want to empower individuals 

to share their stories, hear their voices, and minimize the power relationships that often 

exist between the researcher and the participants in a study” (p. 40). To this end, the 

researcher chose a qualitative case study format. 

 The justification of a case study is “…a method for learning about a complex 

instance, based on a comprehensive understanding of that instance obtained by extensive 
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description and analysis of that instance taken as a whole in its context” (U.S. General 

Accounting Office, 1990, p. 14). A case study design best meets the needs of the study 

through the examination of one Missouri school district and multiple applications of 

professional development planning and implementation within that district. Yin (2009) 

outlined three conditions to distinguish between the different research methods including 

the form of the research question, whether control was required for behavioral events, 

and whether the research focused on contemporary events. In this study, the research 

questions were based on how principals and teachers perceive the assumptions of adult 

learning theory to be present in the planning and implementation of professional 

development and the differences between principals and teachers perceptions. The second 

condition addressed control for behavioral events. There was no attempt made to control 

behavior of participants in this study. The last condition focused on whether the research 

pertained to contemporary events. In this case as principals are constantly required to 

adjust due to changing mandates from national, state, or district authorities, the research 

pertained to contemporary events.  

 According to Creswell (2009), time and activity are bound in case studies. In the 

study, the research was conducted with time as a consideration as well as the professional 

development activities within two schools in the same district. In order to answer the 

research questions, a qualitative design will be used to gather specific data in regards to 

both teachers and principals and their perceptions of professional development and its 

role in improving instruction. 

 The research questions addressed perceptions in relation to adult learning theory 

assumptions. Principal and teacher participants constructed their perceptions based on 
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experiences and knowledge. Given this guidance, the data sources selected were based on 

a social constructivist lens. Creswell (2007) stated, “social constructivists hold the 

assumption that individuals seek understanding of the work in which they live and work” 

(p. 234). Thus individuals used their experiences and to create meanings. Within this 

research study, teachers and principals used their experiences and created meanings in 

this case. The researcher attempted to better understand the role assumptions of adult 

learning theory integrated with characteristics of effective professional development play 

in the improvement of instruction. 

Participants and Sampling 

 The participants in the study were teachers and principals in a Missouri 

metropolitan school district with multiple middle and high school sites that bordered 

between suburban and urban districts. The school district selected created and 

implemented a Wednesday early release schedule eight years ago resulting in 90 minutes 

of professional development for staff weekly. The district is a member of the regional 

professional development consortium allowing its staff access to regional professional 

development opportunities in addition to the district and building level professional 

development. Curriculum coordinators represented the district on several state level 

committees focused on writing new assessments in the past three years.  

 The participants were current employees of two of the high schools (grades 9-12) 

within the district. Secondary schools were the focus of the study as teachers each have a 

distinct curricular certification area such as math, science, or communication arts 

(MODESE, 2009; MODESE, 2010). The researcher limited the study due to the fact that 

primary school teachers are certified in Missouri by grade level not curricular area 
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(MODESE, 2008). By examining secondary schools, the study focused on teachers who 

have similar teaching certifications.  

 The associate superintendent of the school district identified two principals to 

participate in the study. The two principals interviewed each had at least three years’ 

experience in administration within their current district. The two principals selected 

potential teacher participants for each focus group. The teachers had a range of 

experience of at least three years teaching within the school district and completed at 

least 15 hours of professional development annually. Six teachers participated at one site, 

and five participated at the second site. 

 Having at least three years of experience within the district was important in 

selecting participants. As the study was conducted in a metropolitan area, opportunities 

may have existed for principals and teachers to be transient from one district to another 

(Baker, Punswick, & Belt, 2010). Principals who have been in administration within their 

district at least three years were already established and aware of district policies, 

procedures, and expectations. Fuller and Hollingworth (2014) discovered principal 

effectiveness builds over time. In addition, principals build consistency in staff 

expectations (Baker et al., 2010). Teachers having at least three years in the district were 

equally as important as they also are aware of district policies, procedures, and 

expectations. New teachers were required to participate in mentoring for at least two 

years (MODESE, 2013). The required mentoring provided many professional 

development opportunities outside of the building opportunities. For the purposes of this 

study, the focus was on building level professional development, so to eliminate 
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confusion over district mentoring and building level professional development, teachers 

who had less than three years experience were excluded.  

 The sample selection was determined in part by the amount of required 

experience for each principal. Two principals within the secondary schools in the district 

participated in the study. The five to seven teachers within both secondary schools were 

determined by the principals. The principal sought and selected volunteers to create the 

selection pool of participants for the focus groups. The intent of creating the selection 

pool was to create a purposeful sample (Creswell, 2009). From the selection pool, each 

principal was asked to provide teachers of a variety of subject or content areas. The 

variety of subject or content area was important as professional development may have 

been targeted to one specific department. By having a broader experience base in the 

interviews, more unique experiences and perceptions were captured.  

Data Collection 

 Data collection consisted of interviews, focus groups, and document analysis. The 

interviews and focus groups were conducted within the natural setting of the school 

where the principals and teachers worked. Creswell (2009) noted the importance of not 

removing participants from their natural settings and placing them into contrived settings 

as it may alter the data collected. Seidman (2006) stated, “the root of in-depth 

interviewing is an interest in understanding the lived experience of other people and the 

meaning they make of that experience” (p. 9). The interview process was utilized for 

principals. Field testing of the interview and focus group questions occurred using a 

network of principals and teachers that were not a part of the study (Krueger & Casey, 

2009). Document collection provided written policies, protocols, and plans including 
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documents and e-mails for analysis, comparison, and triangulation with the interviews 

and focus group responses (Creswell, 2009). 

Instrumentation 

The collection of data would not have been possible without the development of 

the instruments used in the research. Once the study was designed, the process continued 

by meeting the expectations of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) with the University 

of Missouri-Columbia to protect the rights of all participants. Prior to proceeding with the 

study, IRB approval (see Appendix B) was granted first, and then the district gatekeeper 

was contacted to gain the district associate superintendent approval (see Appendix A). 

The associate superintendent granted permission and provided principal names for two 

secondary buildings and letters were sent seeking approval of the two building principals 

to participate in the study. Principals were given letters of informed consent and asked to 

complete the cover letter form (see Appendix A). Merriam (1998) established the 

informed consent form containing the purpose of the research and the participants’ rights 

and confidentiality. When the researcher sought teacher participants, the principal 

provided teachers who met the predetermined qualifications and agreed to allow for their 

participation. Prior to conducting the focus groups, each participant was provided the 

letter of informed consent and agreed to contribute through acknowledgement on the 

cover letter (see Appendix A).  

Interview Protocol 

 In order to gather evidence as to how principals planned and implemented 

professional development within their buildings, interviews were conducted at each 

building site with both of the principals in a one-on-one setting with the researcher.  Prior 
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to conducting the interview, the researcher provided and requested permission for 

principal participation by utilizing the Cover Letter: Principal Participant (see Appendix 

A). Each interview lasted approximately 45-60 minutes and followed the established 

Principal Interview Protocol (see Appendix C).  

The questions were semi-structured with the opportunity to provide open-ended 

answers. The questions asked were based on the literature review focused on the six 

assumptions of adult learning theory in order to specifically address each assumption 

within the findings. Probing questions were included and utilized when the answer 

provided needed additional depth or clarity. The interviews were recorded and 

transcribed in order to provide accurate data. By recording the interview, the participants’ 

wording was saved for additional clarity as needed, and by transcribing the interview, the 

researcher recreated “the verbal and non-verbal material of the interview” (Seidman, 

2006, p. 116). During the interview, the researcher utilized the Interview Observation 

Form (see Appendix D) to record observations and field notes. Prior to the conducting the 

interview, each principal was asked to submit any documentation relating to the planning 

and implementation of professional development for faculty for review. These documents 

included documents or e-mails from district administrators and documents or e-mails sent 

to teachers.  

Focus Group Protocol 

 Following the interviews, principals selected five to seven teachers to participate 

in the teacher focus groups. The teacher focus group participants were diverse in content 

or subject area and participated in at least 15 hours of professional development annually 

and taught in the same district for three years. Focus groups allowed for multiple 
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opinions from participants who have “…certain characteristics in common that relate to 

the topic of the focus group” (Krueger & Casey, p. 2).  Teachers were asked to 

voluntarily provide any documentation related to professional development prior to the 

focus group session. The focus groups were audio recorded and transcribed in order to 

provide accurate data. 

Prior to conducting the focus group, the researcher provided and requested 

permission for teacher participation by utilizing the Teacher Participant Cover Letter (see 

Appendix A). Each focus group lasted approximately 45-60 minutes and followed the 

established Educator Interview Protocol (see Appendix C). Semi-structured questions 

were asked with the opportunity to provide open-ended answers. The questions were 

based on the literature review focused on the six assumptions of adult learning theory in 

order to specifically address each assumption within the findings. When additional depth 

or clarity was needed, probing questions were asked to ensure responses for data analysis. 

Throughout the focus group, the researcher recorded observations and field notes 

utilizing the Focus Group Observation Form (see Appendix E). 

Data Analysis Procedures 

 Once the various data were collected, the analysis of the data took priority. Due to 

the qualitative design of the case study, coding of all interviews and focus groups 

occurred after they were transcribed. The process of coding included “noting what is 

interesting, labeling it, and putting it into appropriate files” (Seidman, 2006, p. 125). 

Each group, principals and teachers, was coded separately to keep principal and teacher 

perceptions differentiated. Each participant was assigned a predetermined code (See 

Appendix G) to keep data attributed to the correct participant and group. The data were 
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tabulated in accordance with the research question they addressed. Common themes were 

examined first within each school and then followed by common themes from both 

schools. Creswell (2009) reported, “themes are developed into broad patterns, theories, or 

generalizations that are then compared with personal experiences or with existing 

literature on the topic” (p. 64). The coding from each interview and focus group involved 

looking for common characteristics or terminology used and for consistencies and 

inconsistencies in each answer.  

Once all interviews were coded and themes examined, comparison of interview 

answers occurred with the documents provided by the participants. Consistencies and 

deviations from written policy to implementation were noted. Triangulation occurred by 

using the coding and themes from the interviews and focus groups from the various 

perceptions of participants to the written documentation. Stake (2000) defined the process 

of triangulation as, “…using multiple perceptions to clarify meaning, verifying the 

repeatability of an observation or an interpretation” (p. 443). 

In addition to seeking in-depth, rich answers from interviews and focus groups, 

document analysis occurred through documents provided by principals and teachers. The 

purpose of document analysis is “…to get the necessary background of the situation and 

insights into the dynamics of everyday functioning” (Mertens, 2005, p. 389). Additional 

document analysis occurred utilizing documents referencing professional development on 

the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary website. These documents 

provided specifics as to what is required to fulfill the national and state level mandates 

according to the Every Student Succeeds Act and state legislation. In addition, they 

provided comparison of how professional development was implemented within the 
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district given the state and federal requirements. Yin (2009) identified a unique strength 

of case studies to be “its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence—documents, 

artifacts, interviews, and observations—beyond what might be available in a 

conventional historical study” (p. 11). This study attempted to utilize multiple pieces of 

evidence to fully explore the data available. 

Strategies to Address Issues of Quality 

 Quality control in the qualitative study consisted of several measures including 

field testing, consistency, purposeful selection, triangulation, member checks, 

transferability, confirmability, and dependability. Prior to beginning research with the 

participants, all interview and focus group questions were field tested with non-

participants holding similar roles within other school districts (Krueger & Casey, 2009). 

The purpose behind field testing was to pretest the procedures and questions (Mertens, 

2005). All interviews and focus groups were conducted by the same researcher creating 

consistency in interview techniques (Krueger & Casey, 2009). The participants in the 

study were purposefully selected, so to “best help the researcher understand the problem” 

(Creswell, 2009, p. 178). Since principals were tasked with building professional 

development and teachers were the receiver of the professional development, these two 

population samples were specific to the study conducted.  

 The study was credible through the measures used in data analysis. By 

interviewing teachers and principals and checking documents, all parties directly 

involved in the planning and implementation in building level professional development 

were triangulated to check for consistencies (Creswell, 2009). Prior to the interviews and 
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focus groups being coded, member checks occurred allowing the participants to review 

the collected data for accuracy (Mertens, 2005). 

 Transferability was ensured through the use of interviews and focus groups, 

allowing participants to provide thick descriptions and answers to the questions being 

asked (Mertens, 2005). When questions were designed for the interviews and focus 

groups, probing questions were included to encourage detailed descriptions to fully 

answer the questions. In addition, multiple schools within a school district are utilized 

providing transferability. Dependability occurred through the research as the process was 

documented and the changes to the process were noted (Mertens). If policies or 

legislation changed as it relates to professional development during the study, the 

differences were monitored. Confirmability was ensured by tracking the data back to the 

original sources and checking for accurate interpretation (Yin, 1994).  

Anticipated Study Limitations 

 The researcher identified multiple limitations within the proposed study. Since a 

case study design was utilized, the data was specific to one district. The case might be 

replicated in other districts but cannot be generalized due to the qualitative nature 

(Creswell, 2009). Principals interviewed may not have provided an accurate description 

of the planning and implementation of professional development within their buildings. 

They may have provided answers from the school district perspective as opposed to 

personal perspective. Time might also have been a limitation in terms of the depth of the 

answers provided due to tight schedules of principals (Conley & Glasman, 2008).  

 Within the focus groups, some participants may have been more outspoken than 

others, so the answers might be skewed to those who are more verbal (Krueger & Casey, 
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2009). Also teachers who view themselves as less effective than other focus group 

members might not have provided truthful responses. In addition, time was an issue with 

teachers as they had conflicting after school duties or assignments preventing them from 

participating. Furthermore, the size of the focus group was limited due to the conflicts in 

schedules and meeting the set criteria of three years within the district and completing 15 

professional development hours annually. Kruger and Casey (2009) recommended that 

focus group size range between five and 10 participants. In addition to the focus group 

limitations, some documents were not available for review from the district level because 

they are internal documents only.  

Summary 

 A qualitative case study was used, as it was the most appropriate given the 

complex nature of education and perceptions of principals and teachers. This study 

attempted to determine whether characteristics of effective professional development and 

assumptions of adult learners are utilized in the planning and implementation of 

professional development within one Missouri school district. Multiple interviews and 

focus groups, as well as document review, were used to collect data. Principals who had 

been in administration within the district for three years and teachers who had been 

teaching within the district for three years and getting at least 15 hours of professional 

development annually comprised the participants for this study. During the interviews 

and focus groups, open-ended questioning was used to create opportunities for 

participants to give rich detail within their answers. In addition, observations were made 

and analyzed to gain a better understanding of the participants’ perceptions. In analyzing 
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the data, common themes and connections were noted as they related to the research 

questions. 

 In Chapter Four, the data from the study is presented as well as an analysis of the 

results. The statement of the problem, the study purpose, conceptual framework, and 

three research questions provided the framing for the analysis. In addition, the process 

utilized in analysis and the findings will be summarized. In Chapter Five, the findings, 

conclusions, implications of the study, and areas for future study will be presented.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

Introduction 

 Federal and state mandates have required schools to increase the focus on 

accountability and increased student achievement (Darling-Hammond, Bae, Cook-

Harvey, Lam, Mercer, Podolsky, & Stosich, 2016; Ferguson, 2016). Professional 

development has been viewed as the vehicle for improving instruction (Miller, 

Garciduenas, Green, Shatola, & Enumba, 2008), as the teacher is the facilitator for 

change (Lucilio, 2009). Examining how teachers learn was deemed important, since 

professional development effectiveness relied on teachers having the ability to learn 

(Gregson & Sturko, 2007). The purpose of this study was to investigate the planning and 

implementation of professional development through the perceptions of principals and 

teachers and the lens of adult learning theory assumptions. Through this research, the 

goal was to determine, within a case study, if professional development planning and 

implementation reflected the six assumptions of adult learning theory: self-directed, need 

to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and internal 

motivation (Caruth, 2014).  

 Within this chapter, a review of the study design, data collection methods, 

conceptual framework, research questions, and data analysis will be presented. The 

settings of the school district and the two individual high school buildings will be 

described, and characteristics of the principals and teachers will be presented. The six 

themes that emerged from the data analysis are identified and discussed. The chapter 

concludes with a summary of the findings.  
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Study Design 

 A qualitative case study approach allowed the researcher to study one specific 

school district to examine perceptions of principals and teachers in regard to the planning 

and implementation of professional development through the lens of adult learning 

theory. With regard to the need to improve student achievement through improved 

instruction, the study was approached as a problem of practice (Creswell, 2007) within 

one school district. The data necessary to analyze perceptions of principals and teachers 

was not going to be easily reduced to numbers (Anderson, 2010), so a qualitative study 

was chosen. The participants selected met criteria including at least three years within the 

current district, within the same role as a teacher or principal, and at least 15 hours of 

professional development completed annually. This purposeful sampling (Creswell, 

2009) allowed the researcher to focus on participants who had experience within the 

district. Within the study, principals were interviewed at their buildings, and teachers 

participated in focus groups at their high schools.  

Data Collection Methods 

 Prior to collecting any data, the researcher obtained permission from the district 

gatekeeper, the associate superintendent, and the respective building principals to conduct 

the research. Once permission was obtained, the researcher completed the Institutional 

Review Board application through the University of Missouri-Columbia. Following 

approval (see Appendix B), the researcher contacted the two building principals to 

coordinate the two site visits for the interviews and focus groups. The building principals 

provided permission and access to the teachers who participated voluntarily in the study. 

Upon arrival for the interviews, each principal completed the Principal Cover Letter (see 
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Appendix A). Principals answered semi-structured questions and had the opportunity to 

expand on any question to allow for deeper, richer responses. Teacher participants 

completed the Teacher Cover Letter (see Appendix A) prior to participating in the focus 

groups. Each focus group was asked semi-structured questions with the opportunity to be 

open-ended. Following the principal interviews and teacher focus groups, verbatim 

transcripts were provided for review and necessary corrections or clarifications through 

e-mail. This process allowed for member-checks (Mertens, 2005) with corrections made 

prior to analyzing the data. In addition to the audio recordings, observation field notes 

were collected during the interviews and focus groups (see Appendices D, E, & F). 

Documents obtained through electronic school board, the focus groups, the interviews, 

the observation field notes, and transcripts were triangulated to check for consistency. 

Conceptual Framework 

 The expectation for teacher professional development to create an impact in 

student achievement has been noted through the designation of state statutes within the 

state of Missouri. The professional development provided has been intended to improve 

instruction which ultimately should result in increased achievement. Professional 

development that has created results takes planning from both principals and teachers 

(Petrie & McGee, 2012). In order to make professional development meaningful and 

create lasting results, research (Masuda, Ebersole, & Barrett, 2013) has shown that 

understanding how teachers learn best is important. For the purposes of this study, the 

planning and implementation of professional development utilizing the assumptions of 

adult learning theory was examined through principal and teacher perceptions.  
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Research Questions 

The following questions were used in the study to determine how teachers and 

principals perceive professional development planning and implementation in regards to 

adult learning theory: 

1. To what extent do principals utilize the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation) during professional development planning? 

2. To what extent do teachers perceive the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation) are present in district provided professional 

development? 

3. What differences exist between principals’ and teachers' perceptions of 

professional development based on the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation)? 

Process of Data Analysis 

 A variety of data were collected during the research including documents, 

observations, and field notes, as well as the information obtained during the interviews 

and focus groups. Prior to conducting the interviews and focus groups, the district 

Committee for Professional Learning (CPL) plan and the two participating individual 

building CPL plans were obtained from electronic school board records. Principals 

participated in individual interviews at the two high schools. Focus groups consisting of 

5-6 teachers at each of the two high schools were conducted. Both principals and teachers 
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received information about the research study they were being requested to participate 

and a cover letter describing their rights prior to the interviews and focus groups 

occurring. During the interviews and focus groups, audio recordings were made and then 

transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were distributed to the participants to check for 

accuracy. Following verification of the transcripts the interviews and focus groups were 

analyzed.  

 All data from the interviews and focus groups were assigned codes (see Appendix 

G). The following codes were used in coding the transcripts: principal 1 (P1), principal 2 

(P2), teacher 1 (T1), teacher 2 (T2), teacher 3 (T3), teacher 4 (T4), teacher 5 (T5), teacher 

6 (T6), teacher 7 (T7), teacher 8 (T8), teacher 9 (T9), teacher 10 (T10), and teacher 11 

(T11). The coding of the transcripts was checked and verified multiple times to ensure 

accuracy.  

Settings 

 Two settings were utilized for this case study. The two locations were the two 

high schools of a single Missouri school district within a major metropolitan area that 

borders between a suburban and urban setting. The district is land locked but has been 

experiencing population shifts resulting in declining enrollment at one high school and 

increased enrollment at the other within the last five years. The schools have also 

experienced an increase in students qualifying for free and reduced lunch by 12 – 15% in 

the last five years.  

 The district researched in the study began releasing students 90 minutes early 

once a week eight years ago to allow for professional development time on a weekly 

basis. The spring prior to the next school year, a calendar is developed with the 
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professional development times being segmented between district, building, and content. 

The calendar was created with input from district and building administrators as well as 

curriculum coordinators once the school calendar was finalized. Beyond Wednesday 

professional development, a catalog of professional learning opportunities has been 

published once a semester with optional sessions. Time has also been devoted each 

summer to curriculum and learning camps. Staff have not been required to attend, but 

have been encouraged. The district also maintained membership to the regional 

professional development consortium allowing staff additional professional development 

opportunities. 

The descriptions and characteristics of each high school studied within the school 

district are noted below.  

 Site 1: Sullivan High School (pseudonym). The first site visited in this case study 

was the first high school in the district. The original building opened in 1903 and the first 

class graduated in 1907. The building has been through multiple renovations as the 

district saw significant growth in the 1950s and 60s. In the past five years, the school has 

increased enrollment by over 200 students. According to the Missouri Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education, Sullivan High School served over 1,600 students 

in the 2015-2016 school year. The school population was diverse with 47% of the 

students being black, 13% of the students being Hispanic, and 34% of the students being 

white. Over 57% of the student population qualified for free and reduced lunch. The 

attendance rate averaged 93% while the drop-out rate hovered around 5%. The average 

student to classroom teacher ratio was one to 23; the average student to administrator 

ratio was one to 322. All but two percent of certificated staff were fully certificated with 
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almost 56% of certificated teachers holding masters’ degrees. The average tenure within 

the building was 9.5 years.  

 According to the ESEA measures for the 2015-16, Sullivan High School did not 

meet the annual target for students in the proficient and advanced range, as set by the 

Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, in math within any 

grouping, but with English Language Arts, overall the goal was met. The average ACT 

score for 2015 graduates was 19.9 compared to 21.7 for the state of Missouri. 

 Site 2: Regency High School (pseudonym). The second site within this case study 

was the second high school opened in 1961 to help address the growing population in the 

area. This 9-12 high school graduated its first class in 1964. The building has undergone 

only one expansion in the early 2000’s in order to provide more lab facilities for science 

courses. In the past five years, the enrollment has been reduced by over 100 students. 

According to the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, Regency 

High School served just under 1,200 students in the 2015-2016 school year. The school 

population was diverse with 59% of the students being black, 9% of the students being 

Hispanic, and 28% of the students being white. Over 63% of the student population 

qualified for free and reduced lunch. The attendance rate averaged 92% while the drop-

out rate averaged around 7%. The average student to classroom teacher ratio was one to 

22; the average student to administrator ratio was one to 293. All staff were fully 

certificated with almost 67% of certificated teachers holding masters’ degrees. The 

average tenure within the building was 9.8 years.  

 According to the ESEA measures for the 2015-16 school year, Regency High 

School did not meet the annual target for students in the proficient and advanced range, 
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as set by the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, in math or 

English Language Arts. The average ACT score for 2015 graduates was 19.4 compared 

to 21.7 for the state of Missouri. 

Participants 

 A total of two principals and 11 teachers participated in the study. One site had 

one principal interview and six focus group members while the other had one principal 

interview and five focus group members. All participants had at least three years of 

experience within their teacher or administrator role. The principals selected teachers 

who met the criteria of experience and represented a variety of content areas. Both 

principals elected to select teachers who served as Building Leadership Team members 

within their buildings. Within the following profiles, the experiences of the participants 

are noted. 

 Principal 1: The first principal participant, Doug Dalton (pseudonym), had been 

an administrator at Sullivan High School for four years with previous experience as a 

principal within another local high school.  

 Principal 2: The second principal participant, Steve Scott (pseudonym), had been 

an administrator at Regency High School for 19 years with all years as a principal at 

Regency.  

 Teacher 1: The first teacher, T1, was a marketing teacher at Sullivan High 

School. She had eight years of teaching within the building and had four years’ 

experience at a previous high school located in another district.  

 Teacher 2: The second teacher, T2, was a Spanish teacher with 12 years’ 

experience in teaching all at Sullivan High School. 
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 Teacher 3: The third teacher at Sullivan High School, T3, was a special education 

teacher with eight years’ experience. All of her experience had been at Sullivan High 

School. 

 Teacher 4: The next teacher, T4, had nine years’ experience teaching social 

studies at Sullivan High School. His teaching experience had been entirely at Sullivan 

High School, and he was a graduate of the school. 

 Teacher 5: T5, a chemistry teacher, had been teaching 12 years at Sullivan High 

School. In addition to teaching at Sullivan, she also had previous college teaching 

experience. 

 Teacher 6: The next teacher, T6, also had graduated from Sullivan High School 

and had been teaching English for seven years at her alma mater. 

 Teacher 7: The first participant from Regency High School, T7, had taught social 

studies 17 years with 16 of the years’ experience being at Regency High School. 

 Teacher 8: The second participant from Regency High School, T8, had 10 years 

teaching experience. She taught English at Regency High School for her entire career. 

 Teacher 9: The next participant, T9, had been teaching business at Regency High 

School for eleven years with no other teaching experience. 

 Teacher 10: The fourth Regency High School teacher, T10, had been in the 

district 15 years with additional experience at a different local high school, not in the 

same district. The past five years had been at Regency High School as a counselor. 

 Teacher 11: The final Regency High School teacher, T11, had 12 years’ 

experience within the building as a science teacher and one additional year outside the 

district. 



66 
 

Themes 

 Through the examination of data collected, the researcher analyzed the presence 

of the six assumptions about adult learners: self-directed, need to know, life experiences, 

readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and motivation (Caruth, 2013; Chan, 2010; 

Malik, 2016; Taylor & Kroth, 2009). These six assumptions represented the themes in 

this research study.  

Theme One: Self-Directed Learning 

 The first assumption of adult learning theory is based on the learner being self-

directed. During the research, the focus on the teachers being in control of the planning, 

carrying out, and analysis of their learning experiences was evident. Within the two 

buildings, the Building Leadership Teams (BLT) were responsible for working with the 

principal and the departments they represented in planning, designing, and implementing 

building wide professional development and the creation of their building Committee for 

Professional Learning (CPL) plan. Principal Dalton explained, “I give a lot of ground to 

the building leadership team to dictate the what and the how. By and large, they plan and 

execute the professional development activities that occur in the building.” One teacher 

reiterated this “Anything that is carried over from the previous year or new initiatives we 

are planning…this group creates and gives to staff.”  

Principals reported autonomy to create their own building plan without 

restrictions outside of supporting the district CPL plan and board goals. Principal Scott 

stated, “as long as it is within the parameters of the district initiatives and the CPL plan” 

he could design professional development as he determined necessary. Each BLT 

member was a representative for a curricular or content area and had expectations set to 
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follow to ensure all teachers had a voice in determining the plan for the year. Principal 

Dalton shared this expectation, “everyone’s voice matters on this faculty and so that’s 

what we want to create.” Principal Scott echoed “I think it’s setting a climate and giving 

them as much autonomy as possible.”  

Not only were teachers expected to contribute to the learning goals, they also 

were expected to participate in the opportunities provided. Teachers shared, “they had to 

go to something. They just couldn’t opt out.” Another teacher echoed, “it is giving them 

the opportunity but saying you have to take advantage of the opportunity. You can’t just 

say I don’t want to do it.”  

Participants referenced the importance of all staff members in the design of 

professional development. Principal Dalton reiterated, “…it’s the BLT’s job to connect 

and understand the members of their department and to know part of that means they 

have to advocate for their positions and know what those people would be interested in. 

Part of their job is to know what is best for the whole school.” A Sullivan High School 

teacher added, “this group was in charge of planning…to make it meet as many teachers’ 

needs as possible.” 

 The design of the professional development within the buildings varied. Sullivan 

High School was in the midst of an argumentative writing initiative that began as its focal 

point building-wide three years ago. Principal Dalton believed, “there needs to be a 

coherence and consistent focus.” Allocated professional development with all staff was 

planned to directly contribute to the focal point. Staff had additional opportunities to 

learn outside of the initiative, but those were delivered through an initiative which 

encouraged staff to utilize their talents to share with staff in optional small learning 
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opportunities during after school sessions. These were created to “fill the gap,” as stated 

by Principal Dalton as they did not tie directly into the broader argumentation writing 

focus, but were deemed important by staff.   

Regency High School’s design was targeted at providing teachers options to learn 

when possible. During a previous professional development day, teachers had six options 

to choose from that were not necessarily connected, but designed to meet the needs of 

individual teachers. A Regency High School teacher shared, “we really do try and 

consider what are our building goals? What are the district goals? What do our teachers 

need? We try to take all of that into account, and really for the past two years, we’ve tried 

to differentiate our instruction rather than making everyone go and sit through the exact 

same PD.” Other days, professional development was planned as a whole staff, but not 

necessarily connected to previous learning. Regency also provided optional learning 

opportunities during after-school sessions encouraging staff members to share their 

talents. Another teacher acknowledged, “we feel a little more empowered in regards to 

how we can help.” Several teachers noted that any teacher can offer a workshop “it can 

be any teacher that has an area of interest or expertise.” 

Theme Two: Need to Know 

 The second theme to emerge from the research focused on fulfilling teachers’ 

need to know why learning is necessary. Although both buildings had different goals, 

providing staff the reasoning behind the intended learning was a priority and had been 

improved in the past few years at the building level. A teacher from Sullivan High School 

shared, “anything in building, we always explain.” Teachers from Regency High School 

agreed, “when we present information in the building, they are aware of what they’re 
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going to see and be learning about.” In comparison, they noted that district level 

professional development did not typically outline the purpose prior to the intended 

learning. In reference to a professional development session a month prior, a teacher 

disclosed, “we didn’t really know what we were focusing on.” A Sullivan High School 

teacher agreed, “if it flowed nicer into the district professional development, that would 

be better. What we do at the building is great; it is just the communication between the 

two is nonexistent sometimes.” The participants indicated that motivation for learning 

was increased amongst staff when they knew ahead of time the purpose of the 

professional development.  

With staff input valued, the opportunities provided attempted to meet the needs of 

staff. While attempting to meet those needs, teachers’ willingness to participate was less 

forced. Principal Dalton explained, “it is hard for them to reject it when it is coming from 

teachers because ultimately the argument has been that this is something that 

administrators are doing to me. When it’s your colleagues, it’s much harder to say 

anything.” 

Theme Three: Life Experiences 

 The third theme to emerge centered on utilizing teachers’ life experiences when 

planning and implementing professional development within the building. The study 

strongly supports teacher led professional development as opposed to the principal being 

the focal point. Although the principal may have spoken, the learning occurred through a 

variety of activities which included lecture, small group discussion, collaboration, and 

learning by doing with teachers being the facilitator. As stated by one principal, “a good 

professional learning Wednesday or half day or before school will not involve me talking 
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or leading the discussion or anything.” In reference to back-to-school professional 

development, one teacher shared while others agreed, “we had people present. We had 

big groups. We did small groups. We did gallery walks.” A teacher also stated, “…rarely 

are you going to have the kind of PD where someone is talking at you at our building 

level.”  

The teachers conveyed enjoyment in learning from peers as opposed to having an 

outside speaker because they knew their peer was working with the same students they 

had in their own classroom which provided hope that the learning had an application 

within their own classroom. A teacher stated, “I already have a connection with them. I 

can follow up with them and ask questions if I had them.” Another statement shared by a 

teacher and affirmed the remainder of the group, “you know it’s going to work with your 

kids.” The principal agreed, “my belief has always been that people more positively can 

affect someone who is walking in their shoes at the present time.” Members of the BLT 

sought out teachers who were being successful and encouraged them to offer 

opportunities for staff to learn through all staff and optional professional development.  A 

teacher shared, “we really are trying to get to a place where we feel everybody has 

something to offer.” However, this took encouragement as one teacher stated, “a lot of 

times, teachers don’t feel experienced, or they just don’t feel comfortable putting their 

experiences out there.” 

Theme Four: Readiness to Learn 

The fourth theme to emerge from the research was whether teachers were ready to 

learn. The teacher participants indicated the desire to learn was increased at the beginning 

of the year, but would fall as the need to prepare for required state testing would get 
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closer. “When people first start at the beginning of the year, they are really excited, and 

they want to try new things…sometimes it can seem like I don’t want to learn anything 

new in March…EOC (End of Course) testing is coming up, and I’m done,” a teacher 

shared.  

 By utilizing staff recommendations, the participants reported staff members more 

willing to participate in optional opportunities, but felt they were limited due to the 

amount of timing restrictions due to other district and content initiatives and teacher 

obligations after school. A Regency teacher acknowledged, “anything that would cause 

the majority of staff to make alternative plans after school to accommodate their personal 

lives” would get a lower level of participation. The optional sessions were often timed to 

meet the needs of staff based on the current needs such as importing grades or preparing 

for parent-teacher conferences. Teachers were aware of the needs especially for new 

teachers and concurred, “we have some that are time sensitive.”   

Timing of district initiatives and the needs of staff was also shared as a concern. 

This past year, the district introduced a new one-to-one laptop initiative at the high school 

level. Teachers shared frustration as the need to implement learning through the new 

computers did not meet their timing needs. One teacher stated, “it is just like here, all 

your students get computers. Google classroom is great. Figure it out.” Another teacher 

agreed, “there was really no training at all on how to teach.” Training to some extent 

happened prior to the computers being delivered, but another teacher stated, “because the 

training happened before the implementation, you could learn how to do it, but you 

couldn’t practice it.” And yet a different teacher chimed in, “I think the training needed to 

happen when the stuff was here.” Given the structure of optional opportunities, 
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participants conveyed the ability to meet the timing needs of staff through the optional 

sessions, but not all teachers could take advantage due to other obligations.  

Theme Five: Orientation to Learning 

 The next theme to emerge was teachers’ orientation to the learning. Participants at 

both schools discussed the focus on building wide improvement as opposed to individual 

content improvement. A teacher shared, “the goal is for building growth, not for 

individuals.” In agreement, another teacher continued, “CPL (Committee for Professional 

Learning) gets very tight in terms of the building goals and the budget.” Individual 

professional development was selective and subject to being paid for by the individual or 

supported in part through different building or activity funds. A teacher relayed, “when it 

comes to an individual’s content, it is a challenge.”  

Teachers at Sullivan High School discussed the connectedness of the learning and 

how one session built on the next session due to their argumentative writing initiative. 

The initiative was selected by teachers as they saw a need throughout the building to 

better prepare students. A teacher acknowledged, “we have been on our initiative for 

three years now, and we try to focus on that.” Due to the focus as a building, teachers 

from Sullivan conveyed the need to participate and being prepared to meet the next 

expectation.  

Regency High School teachers discussed the connectedness of the learning, but 

notated that other teachers may not see the connectedness because they were not a part of 

the planning and design of the CPL plan. One teacher said, “I think because we are 

involved in it so much and we know we are interweaving these pieces together at the 

building level, we’re confident that we’ve done that…but as far as discussions I’ve had 
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with my people, they are not seeing it related in any way” in reference to creating a 

cohesive plan. However, due to the differentiation provided through professional 

development, teachers felt confident staff were getting their needs met better due to the 

choices offered.  

Within both buildings, teachers and principals conveyed the importance of staff 

getting to apply the learning within a relatively quick time frame after a professional 

development opportunity. Although this time may have been more than a week out from 

the learning, teachers could begin planning its incorporation into teaching. “You can set 

aside time to plan it out…they give us a lot of freedom and encouragement, to be honest, 

about trying new stuff,” a Sullivan High School teacher said. Staff felt they could take 

risks in trying new learning in their classrooms without fear of being judged immediately. 

Principal Scott stated, “you have to get them some freedom where they’ll feel safe and try 

some new things that they hear about in their PD.” A teacher agreed, “it is a very 

forgiving environment…you don’t have to worry about that it isn’t going to work right 

away. You are on a learning curve, and you are comfortable.”  

 Although surveys were not always used to evaluate professional development, 

reflection and revision opportunities existed through the processes already in place in 

both buildings through professional learning communities or their BLT liaison. Staff 

input was valued and utilized in the revision of a rubric used on a regular basis at 

Sullivan High School. Principal Dalton explained the need for flexibility to the plan, “we 

came back to the table after last year. We made some significant adjustments to the rubric 

we had developed based on teacher feedback.”  He continued by explaining the feedback 

from staff as an essential step as “that tells us in order to get ready for the next step, we 
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need to go back and clean up the previous stuff.” Due to the accountability of the 

building wide initiative, all teachers were expected to contribute and provide feedback to 

improve the process. Principal Dalton discussed the need to address those who did not 

comply, “it’s not about them being in trouble. It is about diagnosing why they didn’t and 

what we can do to support them to get it done.” Based on the improvement cited over the 

course of the previous year, the reflection and revision process created new goals for the 

current year.  

Within Regency High School, staff were provided the opportunity to contribute 

through direct discussion with BLT members. One teacher stated, “most members of the 

BLT are really good at taking feedback.” By using direct communication, the BLT 

members felt they could help provide the support necessary to teachers as they needed it. 

Theme Six: Internal Motivation 

The final theme to emerge from the research was the staff motivation for learning. 

Both building CPL plans built in money to encourage staff to plan or participate in the 

optional learning opportunities after school. However, within the interviews, both 

principals and teachers conveyed the importance of staff to gain knowledge from 

professional development that ultimately impacts teaching and learning whether it be 

during contract time or after school hours. Principal Scott acknowledged, “If you can 

give them a specific thing to try, they’ll try.” He referenced a district-wide practice that 

has been supported through additional building level professional development, “it has 

really been accepted…I am proud of teachers doing that. There has been a high level of 

buy in.”  
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Although money for planning and attending was worked into both plans, the 

principals and teachers focused more on internal factors. One teacher stated, “I am a very 

intrinsically motivated person, so as long as I see relevance and so long as I see 

usefulness” she was attentive. Another teacher shared, “for me, it is relevant to how easy 

it’s going to work in what I already do in my classroom.” Yet another continued, “most 

teachers are going to say it has to be relevant, and it has to be something that is going to 

be used in the classroom.”  

Even though some departments originally struggled with incorporating 

argumentative writing, Principal Dalton shared, “investing and believing in people often 

produces results…I have been blown away by how much work they have done.” He 

continued, “I think that’s a testament to giving them the freedom to make it their own, not 

forcing upon them my way.” 

Summary 

 In Chapter Four, the study design, data collection methods, conceptual 

framework, research questions, and process of data analysis were addressed. In addition, 

a description of each of the two school settings and participant descriptions including the 

two principals and 11 teachers were presented. Within Chapter Four, a social 

constructivist lens was used to examine principal and teacher perceptions of building 

level professional development and its planning and implementation as they relate to the 

assumptions of adult learning theory. Six themes were presented as found in the study. In 

Chapter Five, the discussions and conclusions of the data analysis are presented. In 

addition, the future implications and recommendations for future study are discussed. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

 This qualitative case study investigated the professional development for teachers 

in one Missouri school district from the perspective of principals and teachers to 

determine whether Knowles (1990) adult learning theory assumptions are applied in the 

planning and implementation of professional development. Triangulation of data from 

documents, the interviews, the focus groups, and field notes occurred enabling the 

researcher to check for consistency (Creswell, 2009). The researcher used Knowles 

(1990) six assumptions of adult learning theory: self-directed, need to know, life 

experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and motivation to provide a lens 

to examine the data. These six assumptions were used to develop themes to guide the data 

analysis. 

 Within Chapter Five, a discussion of the study limitations, the findings, and 

conclusions based on the data analysis are presented. In addition, sections regarding 

implications for practice and recommendations for future study were included. A 

qualitative approach allowed for a more in-depth understanding for ideas not represented 

through numbers while the planning and implementation of professional development 

through principals’ and teachers’ perspectives were examined through the lens of the 

adult learning theory assumptions.  

Limitations 

 The researcher identified multiple limitations of the study. Due to the case study 

design, the data was specific to one school district and specifically to high school 

teachers. The case could be replicated, but cannot be generalized due to the qualitative 
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nature (Creswell, 2009). In addition, the principals at both buildings selected teachers on 

their building leadership teams to participate as they met the set criteria. The teachers 

who chose to participate met the recommended focus group size of between five and 10 

(Kruger & Casey, 2009) and were representative of all curricular areas, but were 

considered to be in leadership positions within their buildings. Allowing the principals to 

select only building leadership team teachers limited the data from teachers who are not 

part of the leadership structure and involved in the direct planning, design, and 

implementation of professional development. 

Within the focus groups, some teachers were more outspoken than others. 

Although the majority of time, the teachers’ body language indicated agreement. 

Additional details or insights might have been missed due to the outspoken nature of at 

least one teacher on each focus group (Kruger & Casey, 2009). Due to their own time 

constraints, not all teachers selected by the principal were able to participate. The 

researcher attempted to be respectful of the time offered due to demands on all 

participants’ schedules.  

The researcher was unable to observe building level professional development 

during the study. This limitation did not allow the researcher to compare the documents 

with interview and focus group responses and observational data of the entire staff. Since 

the focus groups were limited to building leadership teachers who were directly involved 

with the planning, design, and implementation of the professional development 

opportunities, their perspectives may have been skewed to their own direct experiences.  

 A final limitation of the study involved that of researcher bias. The researcher had 

been a high school educator and principal in Missouri public schools for 16 years and 
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been directly responsible for planning and implementing professional development for 

the past four years. With a social constructivist lens, the researcher understood that reality 

was constructed by experiences, and the research conducted was not independent of 

experiences (Mertens, 2005). In order to restrict the impact of researcher bias, the 

findings were discussed using precise language and extensive participant quotes 

(Creswell, 2008).  

Discussion of the Findings 

 In this section, the findings of the research study focused on professional 

development planning and implementation through the perceptions of principals and 

teachers are presented. Professional development has been a focus of past and current 

legislation with funding and accountability measures forcing states and districts to adjust 

based off of changing expectations (Burke, Marx, & Lowenstein, 2012; Herman, Gates, 

Chavez-Harrerias, & Harris, 2016). For the purposes of this study, DiPaola and Hoy’s 

(2014) definition of professional development “building capacity of teachers to help 

students learn” (p. 101) was used. Professional development has been viewed as the 

vehicle for improving instruction with the ultimate goal of increased student achievement 

(Miller, Garciduenas, Green, Shatola, & Enumba, 2008). Building the capacity of 

teachers has required additional thought as to how teachers learn (Caruth, 2014). As Treff 

and Earnest (2015) noted, knowing that learning needs to occur is different than knowing 

how to help facilitate intentional learning. The purpose was to investigate if adult 

learning assumptions were considered when professional development was planned and 

implemented.  
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 The six assumptions of adult learning theory: self-directed, need to know, life 

experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and internal motivation were used 

as themes to analyze the data. Within the study, as derived from the conceptual 

framework, the researcher pursued answers to the following research questions: 

1. To what extent do principals utilize the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation) during professional development planning? 

2. To what extent do teachers perceive the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation) are present in district provided professional 

development? 

3. What differences exist between principals’ and teachers' perceptions of 

professional development based on the assumptions of adult learning theory 

(self-directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to 

learning, and motivation)? 

Within Chapter Four, the data was summarized through the six themes. The literature 

review in Chapter Two also served as a guide to the interpretation of the data.  

To what extent do principals utilize the assumptions of adult learning theory (self-

directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, 

and motivation) during professional development planning? 

 

During the data analysis, details emerged related to adult learning theory and the 

consideration of the six assumptions during the planning of professional development. 

The principals indicated in their CPL plans and in their answers elements of adult 



80 
 

learning theory, but the design of professional development did not fully support all 

assumptions. 

Self-Directed  

Both principals acknowledged the need for teachers to be an integral part of the 

planning, design, and implementation of professional development. Both utilized similar 

models to gather needs from staff and allowed staff to make recommendations to the 

building plan. Principal Dalton expressed the desire to ensure research was used as the 

base to professional development. He stated: 

I tend to track down some of the research base for them to review and look 

at and consider…They are all classroom teachers, so they don’t 

necessarily have unlimited time, nor do I either, but my job definitely 

lends itself to that more than theirs.  

 

Both principals focused on the needs of teachers as they planned professional 

development with their building leadership teams. Principal Scott discussed building 

opportunities as well as other district opportunities that teachers can choose to attend, 

“The building has a couple of days of their own PD, and then most of it is district PD, 

and then in the summer they can pick their curriculum camps.” Principal Dalton also 

shared the support for teachers who may not have other like content area colleagues 

within the building. He described a theater teacher in comparison to a math teacher who 

might have 13 or 14 peers, “I want to be able to provide the same rich opportunity for 

collaborative activity for them as I do with the others.” 

 Although staff input was noted in the decision making process, the design of the 

professional development may not have been exactly what all staff needed. At Sullivan 

High School, staff were working on one common goal through argumentative writing. 
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According to both principals, individual needs were met through optional learning 

opportunities and not whole staff professional development.  

Need to Know  

Although the two buildings plans differed greatly, both principals discussed their 

methods for creating professional development that satisfied teachers’ need to know the 

reasoning behind the need to learn. At Regency High School, Principal Scott noted 

individual staff professional growth plans and the use of the faculty senate process to 

determine professional development needs, so when opportunities occurred, staff knew 

why the learning was to occur.  

 At Sullivan High School, Principal Dalton noted the need to be focused on 

teaching and learning and providing a research base as to why the learning was to occur. 

He also discussed, “in my experience, you have a few different types of people always 

sitting in the room.” He continued describing the different needs of teachers: those who 

want to learn and just need to be told how, those who want to do a good job and just need 

to be told what to do, those who are skeptics, and those who are against virtually 

everything. He provided details as to how he attempts to keep each teacher in mind when 

planning professional development.   

Life Experiences  

The principals focused on teachers having autonomy to plan the professional 

development they see benefitting their staff the most. Principal Dalton shared: 

I am really invested in the staff planning relying on their experiences and 

knowledge base to craft the professional learning opportunity…These 

people are professionals, and their wealth of knowledge as professionals 

and their experience base definitely should be seen as an asset. So I try to 

support that especially and nurture it in the planning and execution of the 

process. 
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 Principal Scott echoed the same thoughts in regards to his building leadership 

team:  

They plan it on their own…They just do a good job of taking that 

on…They understand my philosophy and expectations, and I trust them a 

lot to carry things through. 

 

Readiness to Learn  

With the professional development sessions being planned with building 

leadership team members, both buildings maintained focus on addressing the needs of 

staff which contributed to acknowledging whether staff were prepared to or could learn. 

Principal Dalton explained:  

We try to make sure that other things are cleared away when it’s time to 

do it…I try to create an environment that’s bottom up. The teachers are 

directed connected to and linked to the personal learning, planning, and its 

execution. I try to create a welcoming environment. I know there may be 

some people who are adverse to personal learning. I embrace them.  

 

 Principal Scott concurred, “it’s setting a climate and giving them as much 

autonomy as possible.” He also spoke about the district initiatives and how the stable 

aspect of big initiatives has allowed staff to be more prepared for learning because they 

are moving as a collective group, and he doesn’t have “75 teachers going 75 directions.” 

Orientation to Learning  

Given the differences in the planning of professional development within the two 

buildings, the data in regards to orientation of learning or teachers addressing problems 

was more varied in this area from the principal perspectives. At Sullivan High School, the 

need to address a shortcoming in students being able to write with persuasion and 

support, led staff to make argumentative writing a priority with a five-year plan for 
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seeking improvement. Although long range goals exist, the plan has been revised on a 

yearly basis directly from staff input into the process and an analysis of the data of 

student improvement. Principal Dalton stated, “we support people by giving them the 

opportunity to be collaborative and reflective.” He continued as he discussed the format 

for learning and teachers’ preferences for a collaborative environment: 

I think people just don’t tend to get a lot out of being talked to for 90 

minutes at a time. They find it boring, and it is easy to unplug from 

because it is something you are saying to me. 

 

 At Regency High School, the principal explained several district data points that 

he uses to determine the problems including EOC scores, pulse data, attendance, and 

graduation requirements. He added building initiatives including questioning, academic 

conversations, professional growth plans, building goals, and teacher goals were also 

used to determine problems. He mentioned the use of a walk through form as a data 

collection point that was used on a regular basis with his staff. Principal Scott also 

broached the topic of initiative fatigue, “you talk about initiative fatigue, but yet you have 

to keep things moving forward and bring new things in.” He echoed Principal Dalton in 

the delivery of professional development sessions, “Less and less lectures. Teachers are 

using their PD more and more with the focus on differentiation.” 

Internal Motivation  

Evidenced in the CPL plans for both buildings, the principals relied on staff to be 

motivated mostly by the hunger for knowledge. Principal Dalton shared research that 

supports relentless monitoring that motivates teachers to improve due to a set expectation 

that is supported by all staff. In support of monitoring staff, Principal Scott mentioned the 
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need to continue supporting previous expectations in addition to new expectations when 

evaluating staff. He said,  

What they’ll figure out is, he’s not even talking about anything on my 

summative or PGP (Professional Growth Plan) or observations or a walk 

through about the initiatives that we did last year or two years ago. So next 

year, whatever the district is going to give us in PD, I won’t pay attention 

because we’re not talking about that what we did two years ago.  

 

Both principals emphasized the belief in their staff if they were provided the opportunity 

to participate in the planning and implementation of professional development. Principal 

Scott referenced multiple times about teacher buy in for different professional 

development opportunities that are both district and building initiatives. When he 

discussed an optional session, he was proud to share “60 people from 17 schools, and 20 

of them were our teachers. That was really good…they had a high level of buy in.” 

To what extent do teachers perceive the assumptions of adult learning theory (self-

directed, need to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, 

and motivation) are present in district provided professional development? 

 

 The teacher participants from both schools indicated elements of the six 

assumptions to be present in the district provided professional development, but not to the 

same degree within all elements. In the areas of self-directed, need to know, and 

readiness to learn, teachers’ perceptions include frustrations at professional development 

not always being relevant, teacher selected, or meeting the timing needs of teachers.  

Self-Directed  

Teachers from both schools expressed the building leadership teams’ expectation 

for the direct planning, carrying out, and analyzing their learning experiences. Beyond 

their direct responsibility as a team member, they relied on their peers to express needs 

and provide reflection and feedback in regards to professional development. One Sullivan 
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High School teacher shared, “we sent out a survey. That was direct feedback of what they 

were looking for.” Another teacher stated, “with our teacher leader team, we have to get 

together to figure out what teachers need to know.” A Regency High School teacher 

explained, “I reach out, especially to new teachers, but also to all teachers to ask ‘what 

would you like to have a workshop on’, and then I try to find a facilitator and make the 

workshop happen.” 

 Teachers at both schools addressed a shortcoming as it related to individual 

content learning. As shared by one teacher, “individual teachers are only allowed to go 

outside the district for PD if it is something that can be shared and tied to our CPL and it 

will be disseminated and it benefits the entire staff not just me or my social studies area.” 

Multiple teachers shared that teachers can propose an individual opportunity, but a 

Regency teacher stated, “in my experience, it has never been approved.” A Sullivan 

teacher provided her experience, “I go to a Spanish conference every year. I have to pay 

for that out of my own pocket, or I can take it from my budget. But I would rather not 

take it away from my budget, or Principal Dalton will pay for it sometimes.” 

Need to Know  

The extensive role of the building leadership team meant they were able to 

provide information to staff prior to any learning opportunities through regular content 

area meetings as well as building level communication. Prior to the previous professional 

development day, a Regency teacher explained, “We gave out a menu and gave out 

descriptions.” Another teacher echoed, “They were given a four to five sentence 

description and then had the choice of which topic they wanted.” The Regency building 

leadership team focused on providing options for teachers as “everybody needs different 
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things.” “I got to get up there and talk about why we’re doing argumentative writing,” a 

Sullivan teacher stated. In addition, a teacher voiced, “I do think we do a good job in the 

building with new teachers and teachers who have been here a long time when we do 

implement.” 

 Teachers referenced progress at being able to provide options for staff, but they 

also discussed some disdain for attending full staff sessions that did not directly affect 

them. One Regency teacher shared: 

You’ve got counselors and art teachers sitting in PD for a biology EOC 

course. I just question the use of our resources. Is that the best way to 

make things fair? Are there other things we could do to make things more 

fair that don’t involve everybody sitting through the same PD. 

 

Life Experiences  

The focus groups both echoed the importance of including teachers and their 

experiences into the learning and leading. A Sullivan teacher stated, “If a teacher is really 

good at something, there is always an opportunity for them to present what they’re good 

at.” A Regency teacher described the means of coercing staff into presenting to staff 

based on the recommendations of the principal, “Would you be willing to share your 

techniques at a workshop?” Based off of teacher and principal recommendations, getting 

others to share was essential as “we need other faces in front of these folks. We can’t just 

have the same people over and over again.” 

 Teachers also emphasized the change in direction in order to better utilize teacher 

experiences. This included offering different professional development based on teacher 

longevity and willingness to adapt to new strategies. A Regency teacher shared: 

Honestly, I think that is what triggered our differentiated PD is that we felt 

we were sitting through the same PD over and over. The issue is you have 

new teachers coming in who haven’t had that, but then you’ve got teachers 
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who are here and say that they’ve had it two to three times…that is where 

we really felt the need to differentiate. 

  

The teachers at Sullivan preferred their peers presenting and sharing over outside 

presenters or administrators. One shared, “it excites me more when my colleagues present 

to me.” They valued the connection through working with the same students and already 

having a relationship that would allow for follow-up questions if needed.   

Readiness to Learn  

The building leadership teams were expected to evaluate the pulse of the building 

and their readiness to learn. The use of surveys at different points in time allowed the 

teams to gauge the needs of staff to better anticipate both the needs and barriers to 

learning. The structure of the decision making required input from staff that helped steer 

decision making. With the structure of the optional learning sessions, both teacher groups 

demonstrated the need to provide targeted learning based off of teacher need.  

 The timing of the professional development helped determine the teachers’ 

readiness to learn. One Sullivan teacher offered, “when people first start at the beginning 

of the year, they are really excited, and they want to try new things. Sullivan teachers also 

conveyed frustration at not having professional development at the right time. A teacher 

shared, “you could learn how to do it, but you can’t practice” in reference to professional 

development for utilizing technology in the classroom prior to having the equipment. 

Regency teachers expressed frustration over the time available to grow and reflect 

due to the segmented Wednesday professional development calendar, “we don’t teach the 

students something on August 28, have them come back in December, and ask how that’s 

going.” One teacher added, “If you truly want development, that takes constant practice, 

constant collaboration.” Another teacher suggested:  
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If we are being real, and if you look at models of what works in successful 

countries, we are talking about a four-day student week. If we really, 

really, really wanted to do long-term meaningful professional 

development…you’re looking at having kids four days a week and 

spending one day a week reflecting on our practices, working on 

improving them, and so forth.  

 

Orientation to Learning  

The design of building-wide professional development was evident in planning 

for professional development at each building. Although the learning varied from the 

argumentative writing initiative at Sullivan to a more differentiated approach at Regency, 

the teachers established plans that would allow teachers to use a problem-solving 

approach to professional development. The teachers at Sullivan tried to provide multiple 

strategies for learning as well. A teacher said, “We did big groups. We did small groups. 

We did gallery walks.” At Regency, the teachers purposefully planned professional 

development where staff were learning while the presenting teachers modeled a strategy. 

A teacher explained, “not only are our teachers reading a book and collaborating with 

each other, but we are also kind of modeling a literacy strategy you could use in the 

classroom. It is kind of PD inception. “ 

 

 Teachers at both schools conveyed the preference for teachers to be engrained in 

the learning and have opportunities for discussion and collaboration. One teacher noted:  

Ideally the goal is maybe ten minutes of instruction followed by 

collaboration time. We’re here to help you. We’re here to help each other. 

Let’s put this into practice because time is the biggest factor. If you just 

talk at someone and say here is a great strategy and then you send them 

off, they’re still juggling everything else they have going on. They don’t 

have time to implement the strategy. We encourage as much as possible 

the workshop format where part of what’s built in is the time to bring your 

laptop, bring some lessons, pull up some stuff, and let’s try to implement it 

right now. 
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Internal Motivation  

The teachers who participated indicated the motivation for learning originates 

from internal factors such as improving practice and usefulness in the classroom. The 

immediate response from one teacher was, “the relevance, and how easy it is going to be 

to work in what I already do.” Another teacher shared the need for the content of the 

learning to pertain directly to needed growth, “I’ll be honest. If I don’t feel like it applies 

to me, or if I don’t feel like I need help in that area, I probably tune out a little bit more.” 

In addition to providing options for students, the teachers conveyed the need to do the 

same for teachers, “Just like the kids, if you have some choice on which one you choose 

versus everyone is going to do this.” 

What differences exist between principals’ and teachers' perceptions of professional 

development based on the assumptions of adult learning theory (self-directed, need 

to know, life experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and 

motivation)? 

 

 The differences in principals’ and teachers’ perceptions exist in the areas of self-

directed, need to know, and readiness to learn. Within the areas of life experiences, 

orientation to learning, and motivation, differences in perceptions were not found and 

considered to be stronger in implementation. 

Self-Directed  
 

The similar structure of providing decision making responsibility within the 

building leadership at both buildings was evident in the research. Both principals and 

teachers acknowledged the desire for teachers to be directly responsible for planning, 

designing, and implementing professional development. One discrepancy appeared in the 

research as it relates to individual professional development. The staff at Sullivan felt 

positive about the ability to gain knowledge specific to a content area especially when 
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they were in a small department with the support of Principal Dalton. At Regency, staff 

shared the inability and desire for individual professional development opportunities. One 

teacher stated, “it would be nice to have the opportunity to go see what everybody else is 

doing.” However, the same teacher offered, “on a basic level, they offer more than 

enough for people to gain information and to gain more knowledge in their content area.” 

Need to Know  

In regard to providing the reasoning behind the need to learn, the building 

leadership teams’ involvement directly with the building principals created similarities 

between the planning and implementation of professional development. The teachers 

have the autonomy to provide the information staff requested prior to learning. The 

teachers at Sullivan discussed the continuation and revision of an argumentative writing 

goal that kept staff involved and knowledgeable about the learning. Even though some 

departments or teachers might be resistant, Principal Dalton planned strategically how to 

proceed while keeping their concerns in consideration.  

 At Regency, Principal Scott trusted his teachers to prepare for the learning which 

at times takes a whole group approach. Teachers discussed their dislike for professional 

development not targeted to all learners, but were unsure how to design the necessary 

learning while holding some staff to a different level of standards due to fairness. A 

teacher shared, “It’s recognized that it is not fair to make only these teachers go through 

PD, so we then make everybody sit through PD and say that we’re all in this together, but 

the reality is we’re not.” 
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Life Experiences  

The two building principals were not the ones typically designing or 

implementing professional development, so teacher experiences were used a majority of 

the time. As Principal Scott stated, “They understand my philosophy and expectations, 

and I trust them a lot to carry things through.” Value was expressed in utilizing the talents 

of all staff in training teachers. Principal Dalton spoke to the relatability of teachers to 

their peers as he had been out of the classroom for several years. 

Yes, I was a classroom teacher, but it has been a few years…I haven’t 

done it in a while, and teachers know that. But they do know that Mrs. So 

and So teaches five doors down from me, and she’s doing it. 

 

Readiness to Learn  

Addressing staff needs served as the impetus of preparing staff to be accepting of 

professional development opportunities. The two building leadership teams discussed 

their roles as being the voice of their departments, and both principals echoed that 

sentiment. The Sullivan principal aspired to have a bottom up environment where “the 

teachers are directly connected to and linked to the personal learning, planning, and its 

execution.”  

 The teachers at both buildings relayed concerns about timing of learning 

opportunities. Both schools voiced frustration over the one-to-one initiative and its 

impact on the building. The Regency teachers also expressed a need for more reflection 

time due to the segmented time created through the Wednesday calendar. In contrast, the 

Sullivan principal articulated: 

We have this beautiful designed segmentation that is laid out, so that 

really lays the ground work for us. We know what’s going to happen, and 

then you couple that with the segmentation, and then the BLT looks at 
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their plan for the year based on their long term five-year building 

improvement plan goal…you just look at it and backwards design it. 

 

Orientation to Learning  

The differences in perspectives as they related to learning addressing problems 

created variance. The two principals operated very differently. The Sullivan principal 

worked with teachers to create a long-term goal with short term improvements that 

required all staff participation as the goals were directed by teachers. Conversely, the 

Regency principal focused on data analysis on multiple data points to determine which 

problems needed to be addressed. The teachers’ perspectives from both buildings 

supported a priority of addressing improvement through a problem solving approach in 

the delivery of professional development.   

Internal Motivation  

The factors related to motivation for both principals and teachers come from 

within the teachers. When professional development was viewed as applicable with the 

potential for use within the classroom, staff were motivated to participate. The timing the 

opportunities did deter motivation based on other commitments and the school calendar. 

Teachers and principals shared their desire for teachers to have their needs met and were 

supportive of the optional professional development sessions provided for staff that did 

include payment for their time. 

Conclusions Derived from the Findings 

 A qualitative research study was conducted to investigate if adult learning 

assumptions were considered when professional development was planning and 

implemented through the perceptions of principals and teachers. The case study was 

performed within the natural setting of the principal and teacher participants at a 
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particular point in time (Creswell, 2007). The purpose of the research was to provide an 

in-depth analysis of one school district and its two high school buildings. Within the 

qualitative study design, the goal was to gather thick, rich descriptions that allowed for a 

more in-depth understanding of professional development planning and implementation. 

A triangulation of data including document analysis, interviews, focus groups, and field 

notes allowed for themes to be analyzed within the six assumptions of adult learning 

theory. The following conclusions were derived from the findings of this study.  

Self-Directed 

 Within the research, aspects of self-directed learning were present in the planning 

and implementation of professional development. According to Knowles’ (1975) 

definition of being a self-directed learner, the teachers had the ability to take control of 

their learning through planning, carrying out, and analyzing their learning experience. 

The design of gathering data to form professional development goals within the buildings 

allowed individuals to express their needs and wants. As Gregson and Sturko (2007) 

discovered, this design should have allowed for individual needs to be met. However, in 

the research, teachers conveyed individual needs not connected to the building needs 

were sacrificed due to funding or the need to address the whole staff. Teachers must 

become dependent upon themselves to either pay for or learn independently in order to 

address learning gaps that exist for instruction to occur (Gregson & Sturko). Potentially, 

these needs were addressed through the optional sessions, but only if the teacher was 

available and the session was offered.  
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Need to Know 

 Miller, Garciduenas, Green, Shatola, and Enumba (2008) discovered teachers 

wanting training to support the learning in the classroom on a need to know basis. The 

principals reported their goal to meet the needs of staff and allowed considerable input 

into the planning and design of professional development as suggested by Caruth (2014). 

Teachers felt this occurred for building related learning but was lacking at the district 

level. The teachers were empowered to make decisions to support learning based on staff 

needs. Given their roles on the building leadership team conveying information prior to 

learning sessions, they provided staff with the reasoning behind the learning and at times 

options for sessions to attend. A discrepancy appeared in required all-staff training where 

teachers reported a lack of connectedness to the learning due to it being outside their 

content area. Whereas in professional development where a direct connection and 

application were anticipated, motivation and willingness to be invested increased 

supporting the research conducted by Masuda, Ebersole, and Barrett (2013).  

Life Experiences 

 One of the strongest statements made by a teacher was the preference to learn 

from colleagues as opposed to an outsider or a principal. The other teachers agreed as the 

teacher’s experience and the student population were the same. Evident in the research 

from both principals and teachers was the reliance on utilizing teachers’ experiences in 

the planning and implementation of professional development. Patton, Parker, and 

Neutzling (2012) referenced the teacher’s work experiences with students and the unique 

contexts of those experiences as potentially the most relevant for teacher learning. The 
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optional sessions within both buildings allowed for all teachers’ experiences to be valued 

and shared with other teachers to improve the instruction or classroom management. 

Readiness to Learn 

 Timing of new learning was discovered to be critical for adults as they do not 

value learning if they do not feel they need to know (Caruth, 2014). Within the two 

buildings, the intended learning targets were constructed with the building leadership 

team networking and reporting back on staff needs. Within one building, the principal 

and teachers enjoyed having a segmented plan that would allow for planning where 

timing was laid out prior to the beginning of the year. At the other building, teachers 

expressed frustration over a segmented schedule not allowing enough time for reflection. 

Both building teachers reported being inconvenienced by a new initiative being 

introduced without their timing needs being met. Chan (2010) acknowledged adults 

recognizing when they need to learn something new. Due to the introduction, teachers 

reported a need to learn, but the inability to have that need met. 

Orientation to Learning 

 In the planning and design of professional development within the buildings, the 

teachers understood the responsibility of creating opportunities that were important to 

staff and applicable supporting the research of Petrie and McGee (2012). The principals 

supported their plans and encouraged the practice of modeling strategies to improve 

instruction in the classroom. Although large group or lecture based instruction was 

utilized in short segments, the majority of instruction occurred through small group, 

discussion, or work groups. McGrath (2009) discovered increased effectiveness when 

teachers were able to approach the learning through problem-solving instead of through 
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lecture or handouts. Teachers conveyed an expectation of newly learning knowledge to 

be applicable within a week or two of the learning. 

Internal Motivation 

 The teachers on the building leadership teams strived to create a plan for 

professional development that met the needs of staff while improving instruction at the 

building level. The teachers reported internal factors such as the ability to implement, the 

content, and improvement of instruction as motivation for learning. Although both plans 

allowed for payment of teachers who planned or attended optional sessions, only one 

mention was made in regard to this being a consideration. If staff were not motivated by 

the content or ability to have a need met, the professional development did not interest 

them. According to Gregson and Sturko (2007), long term application and staying 

committed to a vision and mission occurs more readily with internal motivation. Principal 

Dalton offered a concluding statement, “Long term, meaningful change is just that. It’s 

long term. It takes a long time for it to happen, but those types of things are super 

important and promising.” 

 Based on the findings, it can be concluded that the principals do utilize all the 

assumptions of adult learning theory during professional development theory to some 

degree, but they are stronger in some areas and also weaker in others. In regards to 

teachers’ perceptions, all six assumptions of adult learning theory were determined to be 

present in district provided, building level professional development to an extent. The 

differences between principals’ and teachers’ perceptions existed mainly in the self-

directed, need to know, and readiness to learn assumptions with teachers expressing 

disdain for individual content areas being sacrificed, professional development being 
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irrelevant to some with whole group presentations, and the lack of time available to truly 

have reflective, growth minded professional development. However, it can be concluded 

that elements of all six assumptions of adult learning theory were present to some degree 

in the planning and implementation of building level professional development.  

Summary of Findings 

 The findings of this study implicated the principals utilized and teachers 

perceived the use of the six assumptions of adult learning theory in the planning and 

implementation of professional development within their school buildings. The six 

assumptions of adult learning theory included self-directed, need to know, life 

experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and motivation (Caruth, 2013). 

These six assumptions were evidenced in the research conducted including document 

analysis, interviews, focus groups, and field notes through the perspectives of both 

principals and teachers within the school buildings.  

 The structure of professional development planning, design, and implementation 

emphasized a collaborative environment focused on the improvement of instruction. The 

building leadership teams served as the liaison from teachers to the building principal. 

Planning for professional development was strongly based on expressed staff needs with 

data to support decision making. The data at Sullivan High School was collected and 

analyzed by staff who had the ability to make recommendations for revisions and setting 

new goals. Conversely, the data at Regency High School was collected and analyzed by 

the principal, but he allowed his building leadership team the autonomy to plan and lead.  

 Even though each building had the autonomy to plan according to their building 

goals, the teachers clearly valued the opportunity to have their voices heard and 
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supported by their building principals. The task of undertaking the planning and 

implementation appeared to be overwhelming at times, but fulfilling for teachers as they 

shared responsibility for the improvement of instruction within their building.  

 The foundation of the building CPL plans was built on the framework of the 

district CPL plan and adjusted to meet the needs of each building. Although teachers 

lacked the connectedness to district level initiatives and their timing, the district CPL plan 

included and explained the relevance and need for the new learning. The timing of their 

introduction and lack of communication to all teachers was evident in the research. 

Teachers expressed the need to know prior to the learning and for the opportunity to 

implement within a timely manner.  

 Additional needs outside of district and building level goals caused teachers to 

articulate their desire and need to have individual needs met when the building level 

optional opportunities do not meet their needs. This included teachers in smaller 

departments seeking collaboration within their content area as well as teachers in larger 

departments who would like collaboration with others outside the school district. Lack of 

time and money were factors mentioned as to why teachers cannot pursue these 

experiences. 

Implications for Practice 

 The research indicated the building leadership teams’ involvement in the 

planning, design and implementation within each building evolved over the past few 

years. In addition, over the past three years, the assessments measuring student 

achievement have changed in each year creating an environment where student progress 

based on normed measurements are non-existent within the state of Missouri (MODESE, 
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2015). Over the course of the next few years, the monitoring of student growth through 

internal factors and standardized district assessments should provide data to principals 

and teachers to monitor if providing professional development with the inclusion of the 

six assumptions of adult learning theory lead to increased student achievement. 

 As noted by the teachers, striking a balance between accountability and relevance 

of professional development dependent on content area should continue to be refined. In 

one building, the overarching professional development goal centered around a building 

wide initiative that all programs contribute to whereas Regency teachers noted sitting in 

professional development that had no impact on a particular content area. Due to the 

accountability of certain content areas such as math and English language arts being 

documented through state testing, the scores within those areas reflect a public perception 

of the school as whole. Emphasis on how all departments can contribute to better 

achievement should be present in professional development sessions.  

 Beyond the district studied, principal preparation programs should include a focus 

on leading professional development through the planning, design, and implementation of 

professional development with a focus on adult learning theory assumptions. The 

teachers felt empowered to make differences in the district studied which is supported 

through research (Lieberman, 2015; Remijan, 2014) in regards to effective professional 

development. Otherwise the investment of funds and time may not be as effective as 

principals intend.  

 In addition to teaching adult learning theory assumptions in principal preparation 

programs, an emphasis should be placed on teacher leadership training and the inclusion 

of adult learning theory. If teachers are going to be a vital component of the planning, 
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design, and implementation of professional development, the training of those teachers to 

consider how adults learn best should be an imperative part of the process.  

 Teacher utilization of professional development determines the effectiveness of 

the opportunities provided. Based on the information gathered in this study, building 

principals and others involved in the professional development process should 

continually monitor, evaluate, and assess the professional development implementation 

and make the necessary adjustments to support teachers as they work to implement 

changes. This could include targeted professional development based on experience 

within a specific learning target, content specific, and logistical training that makes 

learning in the classroom more efficient and effective.  

 Teachers strive to improve student achievement through their curriculum and 

daily lesson plans. Professional development needs to be focused on teacher needs and 

may need to be adjusted throughout the year to meet teachers where they are. 

Professional development plans need to be flexible to adjust when teacher needs direct 

change.  

Recommendations for Future Study 

 Results provided through this research study added to the existing body of 

knowledge of adult learning theory as it relates to professional development. As indicated 

in the literature review, an abundance of research has occurred on professional 

development practices, but “there is little consensus about how PD works, that is about 

what happens in PD, how it fosters learning, and how it is expected to alter teaching 

practice” (Kennedy, 2016, p. 1). Building teacher capacity has been the defined goal of 

professional development (DiPaola & Hoy, 2014). According to Lucilio (2009), “teachers 
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are the catalyst for change in the classroom” (p. 74), so understanding how teachers learn 

became important to increase teacher capacity. From this qualitative research study, four 

recommendations for future research are suggested below. 

 The findings of this study supported the use of adult learning theory practices 

within two secondary buildings in one Missouri school district. With the focus solely on 

secondary buildings, specifically high schools, future research could include a more 

expansive view within the same school district to include a study with an elementary, 

middle, and high school. The district CPL plan was written as an inclusive document of 

all levels, so additional research could provide a broader picture within the same school 

district of the utilization of the six assumptions of adult learning theory within the 

district.  

 With both buildings using their building leadership teams to be in integral part of 

professional development, a study utilizing separate focus groups within the same 

building could be beneficial. One focus group should contain members of the building 

leadership team and another should include teachers who are not on the building 

leadership team. This would provide a more in depth view of the schools and the 

connectedness of perceptions from those involved in the planning, design, and 

implementation and those who typically are on the receiving end of professional 

development.  

 When federal and state mandates changed, the state of Missouri and other states 

were required to adjust to continue to meet federal guidelines (Burnett & Ujifusa, 2016; 

Ferguson, 2016;). Change created inconsistency the measurements to be used came from 

different data points with different focuses. With changing assessments and data 
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collection at the state level, additional studies focused on student achievement results, 

once the assessments are normed, could provide insight into the impact of adult learning 

theory assumptions producing the intended student achievement gains.  

 A final recommendation would be to replicate this study in multiple school 

districts including a variety of suburban, urban, and rural settings. This study was 

conducted in a district that borders urban and suburban. The data collected could provide 

insight into professional development with different demographic and subgroup 

populations. Since accountability has been included as a measurement with subgroups, 

the data provided could offer a thick, rich picture of how professional development is 

implemented in districts with varying demographics.  

 Any of the four recommendations above could potentially add to the body of 

knowledge as it relates to the utilization of adult learning theory in the teaching of 

teachers and ultimately the impact on student achievement.  

Concluding Overview 

 Examining professional development for teachers in one Missouri school district 

from the perspective of teachers and principals to determine whether the assumptions of 

Knowles’ (1990) adult learning theory are applied in the planning and implementation of 

professional development was the purpose of this study. The interviews and focus groups 

allowed for thick, rich descriptions of the planning and implementation of professional 

development from the perspectives of both principals and teachers (Creswell, 2009). The 

literature review provided a background of federal and state mandates increasing 

accountability for raising student success, the focus on professional development as being 

most efficient in improving instruction leading to improved student achievement, and the 
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theoretical perspective of adult learning theory. The findings of this investigation found 

that the six assumptions of adult learning theory: self-directed, need to know, life 

experiences, readiness to learn, orientation to learning, and motivation were utilized in 

the planning and implementation of professional development. Throughout the 

triangulation of data including interviews, focus groups, documents, and field notes, it 

was clear, although the buildings had some variances, the experiences of teachers 

reflected the application of adult learning theory assumptions within professional 

development. The teachers conveyed their needs and wants were the focus of the learning 

in accordance with building goals.  
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Appendix A 

Permission Forms/Informed Consent 

1. District Gatekeeper Permission for School District Participation Letter 

2. District Gatekeeper for Administrator and Educator Participation 

3. Principal Permission for Teacher Participation Letter 

4. Principal Permission for Teacher Participation 

5. Principal Participant Cover Letter 

6. Teacher Participant Cover Letter 
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District Gatekeeper Permission for School District Participation Letter 

Dear <Title> <First Name> <Last Name>: 

I would like to request your permission to invite administrators and faculty in the <Name of District> to 

participate in a doctoral research study, entitled: An Examination of Professional Development Practices 

for Secondary Teachers through the Lens of Adult Learning Theory. My intention is to examine 

professional development for teachers in a Missouri school district from the perspective of teachers and 

principals to determine whether the assumptions of Knowles (1990) adult learning theory are applied in the 

planning and implementation of professional development. Information gathered during data collection 

should be beneficial for secondary principals and teachers as they examine the impact of professional 

development on improving instruction. The study fulfills the research for a doctoral degree in Educational 

Leadership and Policy Analysis from the University of Missouri-Columbia. 

 

For this research study, I am in search of principals and teachers that have at least three years of experience 

within the same district. In addition, I am seeking those educators who have participated in at least 15 hours 

of professional development annually. I am requesting that you recommend two secondary principals 

within your district that have been in an administrative position at least three years in the district. I am 

seeking your permission, as the superintendent of the <Name of School District>, to contact these 

principals, and ultimately their faculty, for the purpose of inviting them to participate in this study. A copy 

of the interview protocol, consent letter, and informed consent forms are attached for your review. 

 

Participation in the study is completely voluntary. The participant may withdraw at any time without 

penalty, including in the middle of the interviews or after it is completed. Participants’ answers will be 

confidential and remain anonymous in the reporting of results. The participant, school, and school district 

will not be listed in my dissertation or any future study publications. 

 

Please contact me if you have any questions or concerns about granting permission either by phone at (816) 

719-5703 or by electronic mail at cheryl.reichert@gmail.com. In addition, you are also welcome to contact 

the dissertation advisor for this research study, Dr. Barbara Martin at (660) 543-8823 or by electronic mail 

at bmartin@ucmo.edu. 

 

If you choose to allow me to contact administrators and faculty at your institution regarding participation in 

this study, please complete the attached permission form. A copy of this letter and your written consent will 

be provided for your records. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Cheryl S. Reichert 

Doctoral Candidate 

University of Missouri-Columbia 

  

mailto:cheryl.reichert@gmail.com
mailto:bmartin@ucmo.edu
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District Gatekeeper for Administrator and Teacher Participation 

 

I, _________________________________________, grant permission for the <Building Name> School in 

the <School District Name> to be contacted in order to identify administrators, and faculty willing to 

participate in the research study, An Examination of Professional Development Practices for Secondary 

Teachers through the Lens of Adult Learning Theory. This study is being conducted by Cheryl S. Reichert, 

a doctoral candidate at the University of Missouri-Columbia. 

 

By signing this permission form, I understand that the following safeguards are in place to ensure 

protection of the participants: 

 

1. All participation is completely voluntary and a participant may withdraw at any time throughout 

any phase of the research study. 

2. All responses will be used for dissertation research and for potential future journal publications. 

3. All identities and affiliations will be kept confidential in all phases of the research study. 

4. A researcher will conduct one (1) on site-interview (administrator) and one (1) on-site focus group 

(faculty) per building. Two buildings will be chosen within the district. The interviews and the 

focus groups will take no more than one (1) hour to complete.  

 

Please keep a copy of this permission form and permission letter for your records. If you choose to grant 

permission for your educators to participate in this study, please complete this Administrative Permission 

for Administrator and Educator Participation and fax it to: Cheryl S. Reichert at (816) 268-7149 or by 

electronic mail at cheryl.reichert@gmail.com as soon as possible. 

 

I have read the material above, and I have had the opportunity to ask questions and those questions have 

been answered to my satisfaction. I grant permission for <School Name> faculty to be contacted and 

invited to participate in this study. 

 

 

 

 

Signed: ________________________________________ Date: ________________________ 

 

Title/Position: _________________________________________________________________ 

 

School District: ________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
 

Please return to: Cheryl S. Reichert ∙ 13501 E. 54th Terrace; Kansas City, MO 64133 

Cell Phone: (816) 719-5703 ∙ Fax: (816) 268-7149 ∙ Email: cheryl.reichert@gmail.com 

  

mailto:cheryl.reichert@gmail.com
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Principal Permission for Teacher Participation Letter 

<Name of School> 

 

Dear <Title> <First Name> <Last Name>: 

I would like to request your permission to invite <Name of Participant> to participate in a doctoral research 

study, entitled: An Examination of Professional Development Practices for Secondary Teachers through 

the Lens of Adult Learning Theory. My intention is to examine professional development for teachers in a 

Missouri school district from the perspective of teachers and principals to determine whether the 

assumptions of Knowles (1990) adult learning theory are applied in the planning and implementation of 

professional development. Information gathered during data collection should be beneficial for secondary 

principals and teachers as they examine the impact of professional development on improving instruction. 

The study fulfills the research for a doctoral degree in Educational Leadership and Policy Analysis from the 

University of Missouri-Columbia. 

 

For this research study, I am in search of teachers that have at least three years of experience within the 

same district. In addition, I am seeking those educators who have participated in at least 15 hours of 

professional development annually. I am requesting that you recommend a group of teachers within your 

building that comprise a variety of experiences and content areas, at least three years of experience within 

your district, and would be willing to participate in this focus group. I am seeking your permission as the 

principal of the <Name of School >, to contact these teachers for the purpose of inviting them to participate 

in this focus group. A copy of the interview protocol, consent letter, and informed consent forms are 

attached for your review. 

 

Participation in the study is completely voluntary. The participant may withdraw at any time without 

penalty, including in the middle of the interviews or after it is completed. Participants’ answers will be 

confidential and remain anonymous in the reporting of results. The participant, school, and school district 

will not be listed in my dissertation or any future study publications. 

 

Please contact me if you have any questions or concerns about granting permission either by phone at (816) 

719-5703 or by electronic mail at cheryl.reichert@gmail.com. In addition, you are also welcome to contact 

the dissertation advisor for this research study, Dr. Barbara Martin at (660) 543-8823 or by electronic mail 

at bmartin@ucmo.edu. 

 

If you choose to allow me to contact faculty at your institution regarding participation in this study, please 

complete the attached permission form. A copy of this letter and your written consent will be provided for 

your records. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Cheryl S. Reichert 

Doctoral Candidate 

University of Missouri-Columbia 

  

mailto:cheryl.reichert@gmail.com
mailto:bmartin@ucmo.edu
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Principal Permission for Teacher Participation 

 

I, _________________________________________, grant permission for <Participant Name> to be 

contacted and interviewed at <School Name> in order to participate in the research study entitled:  An 

Examination of Professional Development Practices for Secondary Teachers through the Lens of Adult 

Learning Theory. This study is being conducted by Cheryl S. Reichert, a doctoral candidate at the 

University of Missouri-Columbia. 

 

By signing this permission form, I understand that the following safeguards are in place to ensure 

protection of the participants: 

 

1. All participation is completely voluntary and a participant may withdraw at any time throughout 

any phase of the research study. 

2. All responses will be used for dissertation research and for potential future journal publications. 

3. All identities and affiliations will be kept confidential in all phases of the research study. 

4. A researcher will conduct one (1) on-site focus group which will take no more than one (1) hour to 

complete.  

 

Please keep a copy of this permission form and permission letter for your records. If you choose to grant 

permission for your educators to participate in this study, please complete this Principal Permission for 

Educator Participation and fax it to: Cheryl S. Reichert at (816) 268-7149 or by electronic mail at 

cheryl.reichert@gmail.com as soon as possible. 

 

I have read the material above, and I have had the opportunity to ask questions and those questions have 

been answered to my satisfaction. I grant permission for <School Name> faculty to be contacted and 

invited to participate in this study. 

 

 

 

 

Signed: ________________________________________ Date: ________________________ 

 

Title/Position: _________________________________________________________________ 

 

School District: ________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
 

Please return to: Cheryl S. Reichert ∙ 13501 E. 54th Terrace; Kansas City, MO 64133 

Cell Phone: (816) 719-5703 ∙ Fax: (816) 268-7149 ∙ Email: cheryl.reichert@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:cheryl.reichert@gmail.com
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Principal Participant Cover Letter 

 

Dear Potential Research Participant: 

 

You are being invited to participate in a research study titled An Examination of Professional Development 

Practices for Secondary Teachers through the Lens of Adult Learning Theory. Your participation in this 

research study is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time. This study has been approved by Dr. Janie 

Pyle, Raytown School District Associate Superintendent.  

 

For this study, you will be asked to participate in an interview at your school office that will last 

approximately 45-60 minutes and be audio recorded. The questions will be semi-structured with the 

opportunity to provide open-ended answers. Your contact information will be collected only to correspond 

for accuracy of the interview. Once the interview is complete, the interview will be transcribed verbatim by 

the researcher. You will be asked to review the transcript of the interview to check for accuracy through e-

mail.  

 

As an interview participant, your name and answers will remain confidential; only my dissertation 

supervisor and I will have access to identifiable data. Research conducted will be coded for qualitative 

analysis and summarized for reporting. Your anonymity and confidentiality will be protected in any 

published results. The audio recordings will remain locked except during the transcription. 

 

If you have any questions regarding participation, feel free to contact the researcher at (816) 719-5703 or 

by e-mail at Cheryl.Reichert@gmail.com. You may also contact my dissertation supervisor, Dr. Barbara 

Martin, by phone at (660) 543-8823 or by e-mail at bmartin@ucmo.edu.    

  

If you have questions or concerns about the treatment of participants in this study, you may call (573) 882-

9585 or write the University of Missouri Campus Institutional Review Board, 483 McReynolds, University 

of Missouri, Columbia, MO 65211. Please reference IRB# 2006422 C. 

 

Thank you for your consideration of participating in this study. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

Cheryl Reichert 

Doctoral Candidate 

University of Missouri 

 

Contact Information: 

 

Name: __________________________________________ 

 

E-mail: __________________________________________ 

 

  

mailto:Cheryl.Reichert@gmail.com
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Teacher Participant Cover Letter 

 

Dear Potential Research Participant: 

 

You are being invited to participate in a research study titled An Examination of Professional Development 

Practices for Secondary Teachers through the Lens of Adult Learning Theory. Your participation in this 

research is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time. This study has been approved by Dr. Janie Pyle, 

Raytown School District Associate Superintendent.  

 

For this study, you will be asked to participate in a focus group of 5-7 teachers at your school that will last 

approximately 45-60 minutes and be audio recorded. The questions will be semi-structured with the 

opportunity to provide open-ended answers. Your contact information will be collected only to correspond 

for accuracy of the focus group. Once the focus group is complete, it will be transcribed verbatim by the 

researcher. You will be asked to review the transcript of the focus group to check for accuracy through e-

mail.  

 

As a focus group participant, your name and answers will remain confidential; only my dissertation 

supervisor and I will have access to identifiable data. Research conducted will be coded for qualitative 

analysis and summarized for reporting. Your anonymity and confidentiality will be protected in any 

published results. The audio recordings will remain locked except during the transcription. 

 

If you have any questions regarding participation, feel free to contact the researcher at (816) 719-5703 or 

by e-mail at Cheryl.Reichert@gmail.com. You may also contact my dissertation supervisor, Dr. Barbara 

Martin, by phone at (660) 543-8823 or by e-mail at bmartin@ucmo.edu.    

  

If you have questions or concerns about the treatment of participants in this study, you may call (573) 882-

9585 or write the University of Missouri Campus Institutional Review Board, 483 McReynolds, University 

of Missouri, Columbia, MO 65211. Please reference IRB# 2006422 C. 

 

Thank you for your consideration of participating in this study. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

Cheryl Reichert 

Doctoral Candidate 

University of Missouri 

 

Contact Information: 

 

Name: __________________________________________ 

 

E-mail: __________________________________________ 

 

  

mailto:Cheryl.Reichert@gmail.com
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Appendix B 

 

University of Missouri-Columbia Campus Institutional Review Board Approval 

 

 Institutional Review Board 190 Galena Hall; Dc074.00 

 University of Missouri-Columbia Columbia, MO 65212 

573-882-3181 irb@missouri.edu 

September 21, 2016 

Principal Investigator: Cheryl Reichert, EdD in Educational Leadership & Policy Analysis 

Department: Educational Leadership & Policy Analysis 

Your Exempt Application to project entitled An Examination of Professional Development 

Practices for Secondary Teachers Through the Lens of Adult Learning Theory was reviewed 

and approved by the MU Institutional Review Board according to the terms and conditions 

described below: 

IRB Project Number 2006422 

IRB Review Number 218449 

Initial Application Approval Date September 21, 2016 

IRB Expiration Date September 21, 2017 

Level of Review Exempt 

Project Status Active - Open to Enrollment 

Exempt Categories 45 CFR 46.101b(2) 

Risk Level Minimal Risk 

Internal Funding Personal funds 

The principal investigator (PI) is responsible for all aspects and conduct of this study. The PI must 

comply with the following conditions of the approval: 

1. No subjects may be involved in any study procedure prior to the IRB approval date or after 

the expiration date. 

2. All unanticipated problems, adverse events, and deviations must be reported to the IRB 

within 5 days. 

3. All changes must be IRB approved prior to implementation unless they are intended to 

reduce immediate risk. 

4. All recruitment materials and methods must be approved by the IRB prior to being used. 

5. The Annual Exempt Form must be submitted to the IRB for review and approval at least 30 

days prior to the project expiration date. If the study is complete, the 

Completion/Withdrawal Form may be submitted in lieu of the Annual Exempt Form 
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6. Maintain all research records for a period of seven years from the project completion date. 

7. Utilize all approved research documents located within the attached files section of 

eCompliance. These documents are highlighted green. 

If you are offering subject payments and would like more information about research 
participant payments, please click here to view the MU Business Policy and Procedure: 
http://bppm.missouri.edu/chapter2/2_250.html 

If you have any questions, please contact the IRB at 573-882-3181 or irb@missouri.edu. 

Thank you, 

MU Institutional Review Board 

 

  

http://bppm.missouri.edu/chapter2/2_250.html
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Appendix C 

 

Interview and Focus Group Protocols 

1. Principal Interview Protocol 

2. Educator Focus Group Protocol 
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Principal Interview Protocol 

Participating Administrator: _________________________________________________ 

Date: ___________________________________________________________________ 

Beginning Time: _____________________ Ending Time: ______________________ 

Location:  _______________________________________________________________ 

Introduction: 

Good afternoon. Thank you for taking time to answer my questions focusing on your 

perceptions and experiences as a building principal. My name is Cheryl Reichert, and I 

will be conducting the interview. I truly appreciate your time visiting with me 

considering how valuable your time is. In order to ensure accuracy, I will be audio 

recording the interview.  

 

I am curious about your experiences with the planning and implementing of professional 

development for your faculty, and I am approaching this interview as a conversation 

between two professionals. If you want to provide an example or follow-up on a question, 

please feel free to do so. There is no right or wrong answer. Our session will last about 

45-60 minutes, and we will not be taking a formal break. Please let me know if you need 

to leave the interview for any reason. Let’s begin by providing a short background. 

 

Questions Research Question(s) 

 

Opening Questions: 2 min 

 

Tell me your name and your position within the district. 

 

How long have you been a principal? 

 

Probe: How long have you been in the district? 

 

Learn about participant 

 

Key Questions: 50 min 

 

What considerations do you keep in mind when planning 

professional development? 

 

Probing questions:  

Do you believe you have the ability to design professional 

development as you want? 

 

What restricts inhibit your ability to carry out professional 

development as you would like? 

 

Q1 & Q3 
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Do you have designated time for professional development 

for staff within the school year? 

 

What process do you use to determine goals of building 

level professional development? 

 

Probing questions:  

Do teachers serve a role in the planning of professional 

development? 

 

Do you have teachers take a needs’ assessment? 

 

 

 

Q1 & Q3 

  

How do you determine the knowledge to be obtained 

through professional development? 

 

Do all teachers receive the same professional development 

or are segments targeted to specific groups such as new 

teachers, veteran teachers, or departments? Please explain.  

Q1 & Q3 

 

 

Q1 & Q3 

  

Do you utilize staff expertise and experiences in planning 

professional development? 

 

Do you use staff experience and expertise to facilitate 

professional development? 

Q1 & Q3 

 

 

Q1 & Q3 

  

What steps do you take to set the stage for learning in 

professional development? 

 

How do you ensure teachers are ready to learn? 

Q1 & Q3 

 

 

Q1 & Q3 

  

What drives implementation of professional development 

for teachers? 

 

How is professional development delivered (lecture, 

handouts, discussion)? 

Q1 & Q3 

 

 

Q1 & Q3 

  

Explain how the professional development focus is 

maintained throughout the year or segmented into smaller 

learning opportunities. 

 

Do you consider the professional development for your 

staff to be reflective or corrective, based on the vision of 

where you want teachers to be, or a combination? 

 

Q1 & Q3 

 

 

 

Q1 & Q3 

 

 

 

Q1 & Q3 

 



131 
 

How likely is it that teachers take the newly learned 

knowledge and apply it to their classrooms within one 

week? 

 

Do you have an expectation for staff to report back or 

reflect on the learning experienced during professional 

development? 

 

Q1 & Q3 

 

Concluding question: 2 min 

 

Is there anything else you wish to tell me? Q1 & Q3 

 

Thank you for your time today. I will be sending a copy of the transcription to you via e-

mail. If you have any corrections or changes at that time, please let me know. Again this 

interview will be confidential, and you and your building will not be identified in the 

research or future publications. 
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Teacher Focus Group Protocol 

Participating Administrator: _________________________________________________ 

Date: ___________________________________________________________________ 

Beginning Time: ______________________Ending Time: ______________________ 

Location:  _______________________________________________________________ 

Introduction: 

Good afternoon. Thank you for taking time to answer my questions focusing on your 

perceptions and experiences as teacher. My name is Cheryl Reichert, and I will be 

conducting the interview. I truly appreciate your time visiting with me considering how 

valuable your time is. In order to ensure accuracy, I will be audio recording the interview.  

 

I am curious about your experiences with professional development within your building 

and your ability to implement changes into instruction, and I am approaching this 

interview as a conversation between professionals. If you want to provide an example or 

follow-up on a question, please feel free to do so. There is no right or wrong answer. Our 

session will last about 45-60 minutes, and we will not be taking a formal break. Please let 

me know if you need to leave the interview for any reason. Let’s begin by providing a 

short background. 

 

Questions Research Question(s) 

 

Opening Questions: 2 min 

 

Tell me your name and your position within the district. 

 

Probing Questions:  

How long have you been teaching in this district? 

 

What content area are you currently teaching or have you 

taught? 

 

 

Learn about 

participants 

 

Key Questions: 45 min 

 

What is your role in planning professional development? 

 

Probing Questions: 

Do teachers have opportunities to provide input in regards to 

building level professional development? Please explain.  

 

How is individual professional development handled? 

Q2 & Q3 
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Do you feel your professional development needs are being 

met? Please explain. 

 

Prior to professional development, is the relevance of the 

intended learning explained? 

Q2 & Q3 

 

 

Q2 & Q3 

  

Explain how teachers’ previous experiences help in 

determining professional development. 

 

Probing Question: 

Within professional development opportunities, are teachers’ 

previous experiences utilized to facilitate learning? 

Q2 & Q3 

  

Does the timing of professional development meet your 

needs? Please explain. 

 

Is professional development designed at targeted teacher 

groups (new teachers, veteran teachers, department, or all 

teachers)? Please explain.  

Q2 & Q3 

 

 

Q2 & Q3 

  

What motivates you to learn during professional 

development? 

 

How is professional development typically delivered? 

(Lecture, handouts, collaboration) 

 

What opportunities do you have to practice newly learned 

professional development in the classroom? 

Q2 & Q3 

 

Q2 & Q3 

 

 

Q2 & Q3 

  

Do you feel as though professional development sessions are 

connected throughout the year? 

 

How likely are to immediate apply new learning in your 

classroom within a week? 

 

Do you believe professional development is reflective or 

visionary focused? 

Q2 & Q3 

 

 

Q2 & Q3 

 

 

Q2 & Q3 

 

Concluding Question: 3 min 

 

Do you have anything additional would like to share? Q2 & Q3 

 

Thank you for your time today. I will be sending a copy of the transcription to you via e-

mail. If you have any corrections or changes at that time, please let me know. Again this 

interview will be confidential, and you and your building will not be identified in the 

research or future publications. 
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Appendix D 

Interview Observation Form 
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Interview Observation Form 

Date: 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Participant(s): 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Beginning Time: _______________________ Ending Time: ______________________ 

Location:________________________________________________________________ 

Observations: 
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Appendix E 

Focus Group Observation Form 
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Focus Group Observation Form 

Date: ___________________________________________________________________ 

Participant(s): 

________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Beginning Time: _______________________ Ending Time: ______________________ 

Location: _______________________________________________________________ 

Observations: 

  



138 
 

Appendix F 

Review of Document Form 
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Review of Document Form 

Date: ___________________________________________________________________ 

Name of Document: _______________________________________________________ 

Type of Document:  _______________________________________________________ 

Origin Date of Document: __________________________________________________ 

Received From:  __________________________________________________________ 

Location:  _______________________________________________________________ 

Document Coding Number: _________________________________________________ 

Notes: 
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Appendix G 

Predetermined Coding for Participants and Observations 
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Predetermined Coding for Participants and Observations 

 

1. Principal 1 (P1) 

2. Principal 2 (P2) 

3. Teacher 1 (T1) 

4. Teacher 2 (T2) 

5. Teacher 3 (T3) 

6. Teacher 4 (T4) 

7. Teacher 5 (T5) 

8. Teacher 6 (T6) 

9. Teacher 7 (T7) 

10. Teacher 8 (T8) 

11. Teacher 9 (T9) 

12. Teacher 10 (T10) 

13. Teacher 11 (T11) 
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