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ABSTRACT 

Professional development often implies study for an advanced qualification, 
inservice courses or workshops, and personal professional reading. One 
important purpose here is improvement in pedagogical knowledge and 
classroom practice. As good as these professional experiences may be, they 
usually represent the influence of external agencies on teachers’ professional 
development, and one wonders about the place of continuous self-review as 
a viable source for the generation of knowledge and skill in educative 
teaching. The burgeoning use of action research in inservice teacher 
education reflects this view that teacher inquiries into their own teaching – 
being their own researchers – is as empowering, if not more empowering, of 
professional development than the more usual inservice modes. This paper 
discusses application of the action research model with a small group of 
mathematics teachers in a semi-rural high school. Self-directed professional 
development stemmed from collaborative review of the teachers’ classroom 
work in mathematics, reflective analysis of the findings or issues thereto, and 
subsequent planning and interactive teaching to test the viability of suggested 
ways of surmounting uncovered problems. Thus, over a series of action 
research cycles the participants set the agenda for their own review, and 
sourced solutions to the issues they discovered themselves. In so doing they 
controlled their own professional development, helping to reform their own 
professional practices. 

Introduction 

At the time of the action research project discussed in this paper, many changes had and 
were occurring in the work of secondary school mathematics teachers in New Zealand. 
Especially influential here were the new national curriculum, the introduction of a new 
qualification structure, and continuing struggles with the government over salaries and 
conditions of service. The professional life of mathematics teachers had become busier with 
too many tasks, a number of which had little direct bearing on their teaching (Walshaw, 
1997). Teachers no longer seemed to have the time to reflect upon the whys and wherefores 
of their practice in order to improve their teaching quality and explore new teaching 
strategies. Rarely did mathematics teachers have the opportunity to discuss professional 
matters with their colleagues or to share classroom experiences (c.f., Hargreaves, 1994; 
Johnston, 1994). Professional development often amounted to a few courses each year, run 
by the Advisory Service or other outside agencies, and the topics might or might not be 
immediately relevant to the teacher and/or the school concerned. 

 



The Research Project 

The aim of the present research project was to investigate teachers’ perceptions of a self-
directed professional development programme (SDPDP) within a secondary school 
mathematics department. The following questions about the SDPDP framed the study: 

• Did it facilitate professional growth for individuals as well as collectively for the 
department? 

• Did it allow opportunities for teachers to think about their practice and to try and 
improve it? 

• Did it provide occasions for teachers to share ideas and experiences? 
• Did it promote a sense of professionalism, greater job satisfaction and confidence? 
• How did this model of professional development compare with the teachers’ previous 

experiences of professional development? 

Through addressing the teachers’ perceptions of these questions, the study sought to gain a 
broader appreciation of professional development and a greater understanding of the work 
of teachers. Did a SDPDP acknowledge and affirm the professionalism of the teachers, and 
allow them to control their own professional growth, incorporating the uniqueness of their 
own particular practice? 

Methodology 

Conventional educational research has been criticised for its inconsequence in terms of 
classroom practice (Hopkins, 1993; Skemp, 1992). Some of the criticisms have been that 
research is largely irrelevant to the practical concerns of teachers, and that it is often invalid 
because it is separated from the subject of concern, notably the classroom practice of 
teachers (Hammersley, 1993). In past years Bolster (1983, p. 295) has commented on the 
influence of research on classroom teaching as follows: 

  

The major reason, in my opinion, is that most [formal] research, especially 
that emanated from top-ranked schools of education, construes teaching from 
a theoretical perspective that is incompatible with the perspective teachers 
must employ in their thinking about their work. In other words, researchers 
and school teachers adopt radically different sets of assumptions about how 
to conceptualize the teaching process. As a result, the conclusions of much 
formal research on teaching appear irrelevant to classroom teachers - not 
necessarily wrong, just not very sensible or useful. If researchers are to 
generate knowledge that is likely to affect classroom practice, they must 
construe their inquiry in ways that are much more compatible with teachers’ 
perspectives. 

This issue seemed to be a significant one, and the methodology of the present project 
therefore sought to promote the role of teacher-researcher which would minimise the gap 
between theorist and practitioner, and consider teachers as knowledge producers rather 
than as knowledge reproducers (De Gauna, Diaz, Gonzalez & Garaizar, 1995; Hopkins, 
1993; Watt & Watt, 1993). 

The research design had to accommodate the fact that the participating teachers were 
already busy people, and their involvement could not add significantly to their workload. An 
action research methodology was chosen because: (1) it allows theory and practice to be 
considered interdependently (Hanley & Hardy, 1997; Dadds, 1993; Elliott, 1993, 1982); (2) 



the professional development focus and change processes thereto of the project readily 
married with action research (Noffke, 1997; Somekh, 1994); and (3) action research fitted 
well with collaborative work that could give teacher participants in the mathematics 
department a sense of ownership over the process and analysis of any findings (McTaggart, 
1994). Kemmis and McTaggarts' (1982) action research model (see Appendix A) seemed an 
appropriate one to use with teachers beginning to research their own practice. 

Method 

Establishing a Focus 

Discussion at a May meeting of all teacher participants with the researcher established an 
initial set of mutual professional concerns centring on a general desire to improve the quality 
of mathematics education in the school (c.f., Begg, 1992). As it transpired, I was unable to 
attend for family reasons, but the participants took responsibility for the planning and 
proceeded despite my absence. McNiff’s (1988, pp. 67-71) advice on setting up an action 
research study was shared with participants: start small, plan carefully, set a realistic time-
scale, involve others and arrange for feedback on any matters explored. In essence, a 
pragmatic approach seemed more likely to succeed with busy teachers and, hopefully, 
would encourage eventual development of a research culture within the mathematics 
department. Based again on McNiff (1988, p. 57), participants further defined their initial 
professional concerns by addressing the following questions: 

o What is your concern? 
o Why are you concerned? 
o What do you think could be done about it? 
o What kind of ‘evidence’ could you collect to help you make some judgement 

about what is happening? 
o How would you collect such evidence? 
o How would you check that your judgement about what has happened is 

reasonably fair and accurate? 

Research Participants 

The research participants comprised five mathematics teachers with curriculum 
responsibilities across the Year 9 to Year 13 levels. They were reasonably experienced 
teachers with an average of fourteen years (range: 5-26 years) in the profession. The five 
participants constituted the whole mathematics department of the school, and included the 
two department co-leaders. 

Action Research Cycles 

Project participants undertook two action research cycles between May and September, a 
period of thirteen weeks. In total, the participants spent about fifteen hours in the various 
activities of the project. The focusses the participants selected for these two cycles may be 
summarised as follows: 

Cycle One: 

The structure of the initial stages of the lesson (ie: What was the 
teacher doing during the first 10 minutes of the lesson?) 



Cycle Two: 

Student engagement in the initial stages of the lesson (ie: What were 
the students doing during the first 10 minutes of the lesson?) 

Each action research cycle incorporated self-analysis and self-evaluative activities that gave 
professional development a self-directed orientation. Teachers observed one another 
teaching, analysing their own practices, discussed their experiences and viewpoints, and 
had opportunities to make a good beginning to establishing a collegial and emotionally 
supportive learning environment (c.f., Bell & Gilbert, 1996; Stewart & Prebble, 1993). 

  

Data Collection 

Data collection occurred on two levels in this project; firstly, there was data collection as part 
of the action research process in the classrooms of the participating teachers; secondly, 
there was data gathering related to the participants’ perceptions of the process which is the 
primary focus of the present report. In delineating two levels, there is no notion that one is 
more important or valid than the other; rather, the two levels serve differing purposes 
(Somekh, 1994). The participants themselves largely determined the processes for data 
collection in their classrooms, and these procedures have been briefly outlined above. 

In collecting information on the teachers’ perceptions of the research process, a number of 
instruments were available: group interviews, informal individual interviews, field notes and a 
research journal, audiotaping, and documentary evidence (Hopkins, 1993). The data was 
primarily qualitative. 

The main form of data collection, however, involved informal or semi-structured interviews 
which took the form of extended conversations (c.f., Burgess, 1985, p. 5), orconversations 
with a purpose (c.f., Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 79), or of guided interviews (Bell, 1993, 
p. 94). This approach allowed the participants to discuss issues of relevance to them and 
aspects appropriate to their needs. 

[The] freedom to allow the respondent to talk about what is of central 
significance to him or her rather than the interviewer is clearly important, but 
some loose structure to ensure all topics which are considered crucial to the 
study are covered (Bell, 1993, p. 94). 

The research facilitator’s own questions, prompts and probes used in the interviews were 
intended to provide a framework within which respondents could express their 
understandings in their own words (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). 

The interviewer tried to listen a lot and talk as little as possible, conveying a genuine interest 
in understanding the teachers’ experiences. Open-ended questions invited the participants 
to engage in a conversation on the topic, sharing their perspectives and values on the issue 
at hand. Prompts and probes were used to follow up on participants’ responses, to try and 
delve deeper into their views, and to understand more fully their feelings and attitudes 
(Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). Group interviews were also used as an integral part of the 
action research process. Here, the participants talked and responded to each other, as well 
as to the interviewer, being exposed to the perspectives and opinions of the other 
participants. Often, the statements or comments of one participant would prompt another 



participant to respond on the same issue. Group interviews were very collaborative, the 
interviewer being an observer and recorder of the discourse. 

  

Modes of data collection not used were teacher journals and observations of changes in 
students’ actions, performance, or perceptions. Writing a journal can be a good way for 
teachers to reflect upon their own work, and their journalled thoughts could provide valuable 
information (Britt, Irwin, Ellis & Ritchie, 1993). The problem, however, with journal writing is 
that it is time-consuming and it can be another stress factor in teachers’ already busy 
workloads (Haggarty & Postlethwaite, 1995). Considering that the teachers’ primary job is to 
teach, the potentially valuable exercise of journal writing was not used in the project (Watt & 
Watt, 1993). Student change was not included in the modes of data collection because such 
data can be hard to identify - changes in teachers’ perceptions were considered more 
appropriate (Begg, 1992). 

Data and Discussion 

Data considered in this section relates to the participants’ perceptions of a self-directed 
professional development programme, their previous professional development, and their 
professional development needs. 

The Participants Previous Professional Development Experiences 

When interviewed at the beginning of the research project, the only professional 
development participants could recall involved courses they had attended. Initially, other 
forms of professional development they had undertaken did not seem to register. The 
courses they recalled were exclusively run by agencies external to the school (eg. a College 
of Education and the New Zealand Qualifications Authority). Responses to the questions 
about their previous professional development experiences included: 

I went on two courses last year …(D, 9/6/97). 

The professional development available is listed in that booklet [from the 
College of Education] in the staffroom. You have to look through it early in 
Term One and ask [the deputy principal] if you can go, if you see a course 
you like (E, 9/6/97). 

  

I think I blew my professional development allocation by going on the unit 
standards training course last year (B, 9/6/97). 

Throughout the research project the participants were able to reflect upon their previous 
professional development experiences, and, in considering the short courses they had 
attended, they noted some particular benefits: 

One-day courses are great to pick-up new ideas and resources (B, 9/6/97). 

It’s really good to be able to meet with other teachers who are teaching the 
same stuff as you. You can chat about common problems, and moan about 
the curriculum together! (E, 9/6/97). 



You can get out of the school environment, if you know what I mean?… It 
gives you a chance to think about one issue for the whole day and not have 
to worry about duty, or detentions,…(A, 13/8/97) 

I like the lunch! (D, 9/6/97). 

  

Bolam (1987) has argued that while the one-shot deal in-service course could expose 
teachers to new programmes or initiatives, it is ineffective because it fails to provide follow-
up and further support. The new skills teachers may have been exposed to on these courses 
do not usually impact the teachers’ classroom practice, because there is no sustained 
support in the school where the change is to occur. Participants in the present study also 
commented on these same sorts of problems: 

And then [after the course] as you try and put the new ideas into practice, you 
need the school-based support … So you need the balance so you can get 
the new ideas but things in school to help you improve your teaching (B, 
6/9/97). 

  

The ideas that you get from these courses, often you can’t put them into your 
teaching because you have no-one else at school who understands or who is 
doing the same things (A, 12/6/97). 

The bits and pieces you get at a course are often things that have worked for 
the guy running the course, but they just don’t work with our kids (E, 12/6/97). 

I’ve tried some of these new ideas in my classroom, but I never really know if 
they work …(B, 12/ 8/97). 

I come back from a course, use all the new lesson ideas in the next few days, 
and then I go back to my normal teaching … You don’t get time to keep on 
with these different things (C, 22/9/97). 

When I think back over all the courses I’ve been to, I don’t think I’ve ever 
really changed anything about my teaching …(B, 22/9/97). 

Comments like these above, resonate within the literature on teachers’ professional 
development. The participants have identified the need for their professional development to 
focus upon their specific needs in their own particular environment. They have also noted 
that successful change needs support and understanding from their colleagues to 
encourage classroom experimentation, something that is not usually a consequence of short 
courses (Britt, Irwin, Ellis & Ritchie, 1993). 

The Participants Perceived Professional Development Needs 

The perceived professional development needs of the participants seemed to change over 
the course of the research project. At the start of the project in early June, the participants 
stated that their professional development needs included new resources and ideas that 
they could use in their classroom, training for externally mandated initiatives, opportunities to 



meet with colleagues from other schools who teach the same subject or course, and a 
Mathematics Adviser based in their province: 

I like to get practical things [from professional development courses] that I 
can use in my classroom. Teaching techniques that work and interesting 
learning activities. Finding out from people what has worked for them …(B, 
9/6/97). 

I still need resources to help me implement MiNZC, sometimes I’m really 
short of activities that go with the new curriculum (A, 9/6/97). 

A lot of the professional development budget has been spent on Unit 
Standards, but I still want some more training … I’m not confident about doing 
Unit Standards yet (B, 9/6/97). 

Teaching Stats by myself, I really like meeting others who are teaching Stats 
too, particularly so we can discuss the internally assessed component, you 
know, like the projects. … It’s good to hear what others are doing so you can 
check if you are doing the right thing …(A, 9/6/97). 

We really need an Adviser in [the region] (D, 9/6/97). 

Some of the comments made by the participants about their professional development 
needs did not focus on specific requirements, but rather on the desired outcome of their 
professional growth: 

I want things that will help me be a better teacher. …I want to give my kids 
the best deal I can (B, 9/6/97). 

Yes, professional development is about improving my teaching (E, 9/6/97). 

Confidence. Knowing that what you are doing is the right thing. I like to 
confirm that what I’m doing is O.K. (A, 9/6/97). 

The desire expressed by some of the participants to give their students the best possible 
education is consistent with other findings in the literature (Bell & Gilbert, 1996; Hargreaves, 
1994). Indeed, throughout the present project, wanting to improve their students learning 
was consistently a powerful motivation for the teachers to be involved in professional 
development and a change process. 

Near the conclusion of the project, after the participants had almost completed two cycles of 
the self-directed professional development process, they again discussed their professional 
development needs. Their comments all reflected one particular need that they felt they 
required - time. They wished to have time to prepare more thoroughly, time to visit and 
research in each other’s classrooms, time to collaborate with their peers, and time to reflect 
upon their practice and analyse their work. Following is part of the participants’ discussion 
about their professional development needs (from a group interview at the end of the project 
period): 

I think the most crucial thing I need is some time, to do all those things to 
make good lessons … I get no time to prepare lessons with these new ideas 
into them because I’m always using my frees to do paper work for unit 
standards and other admin. things (D, 22/9/97). 



I think you’re right, if I had just a little more time then I could do a much better 
job of teaching, and that is professional growth! (C, 22/9/97). 

But just time is not enough, we need time at the right time! I want to be able 
to keep doing some of the things we’ve been doing here [in the project] and 
so we need time when we can work together … (B, 22/9/97). 

So we can go into each other’s classrooms…(E, 22/9/97). 

Yes, and plan together. Work on common projects …(B, 22/9/97). 

Later in the same round of interviews: 

I think I need time just to think back about my teaching, you know, lessons 
you’ve just tried stuff. What’s that term you [the researcher] use? … Reflect. 
Yes, reflect on things, particular new ideas and things you try (A, 22/9/97). 

I found those times when I could just think about the work I do, it’s really 
valuable. I would love to have the time to do that. Maybe it means that I just 
need to rearrange the priorities I have! (B, 22/9/97). 

Most of the teachers acknowledged that they rarely had time to sit down and eat their lunch, 
nor even have opportunities to think about personal professional reading. Preparation for 
classes was generally done at home in the evening once their own children had gone to bed, 
as their non-class time at school was consumed by administrative and clerical work. In 
particular, the teachers perceived the workload associated with the implementation of the 
New Zealand Qualifications Authority’s unit standards as being excessive, and they have 
resisted pressures to commit fully to such standards. Most talked of being tired, and of 
needing a break (the holidays were only two weeks away) (Fieldnotes, 17/6/97). 

At the debriefing meeting at the conclusion of the project it is significant that the participants 
did not talk about collecting new resources and teaching ideas as part of their professional 
development needs. In a certain sense it seemed that their perceptions of what they 
required for professional development had changed. This was probably different for all 
participants, but some were convinced that what they needed were opportunities to work 
together and develop collaboratively. Towards the end of the school year, when some of the 
participants were casually discussing the courses available for the next year, they 
commented that they didn’t really need to go to any of them, as they did not suit their needs 
(Fieldnotes, 27/11/97). This was change from the normal practice of the teachers involved, 
as generally at least one staff member attended most courses provided by external 
agencies. It could be argued that the attitude and understanding of the participants about 
their professional development had moved to a more professional position, wanting to take 
more responsibility for their own professional growth. 

The Self-Directed Professional Development Project 

Near the conclusion of the formal time for the project, the participants were asked to reflect 
upon the value of the programme they had undertaken. It was difficult to find a time when 
the participating teachers had the time, energy, and inclination to think back over the work of 
the previous few months, as the continuous pressure of teaching consumed most of their 
strength and waking hours (Fieldnotes, 18/9/97). However, in the midst of school 
examinations and report writing, an appropriate time was found and the participants were 
asked to share their perceptions of the concept of self-directed professional development 
and, in particular, the project with which they had been involved: 



I think that it has improved my teaching, especially at the junior level …(B, 
22/9/97). 

It’s been fabulous, I feel that we are functioning much better as a department, 
and our teaching has improved (A, 22/9/97). 

I haven’t really thought about my teaching since [teachers college]. Over the 
last few months I think I’ve had a few chances to actually think about what I 
do, you know, and why you do certain things. Do you know what I mean? (E, 
22/9/97). 

Yes, but at some of the school-based things I’ve really thought about teaching 
and learning … but this has been the best way of doing it (B, 22/9/97). 

A very valuable exercise (C, 22/9/97). 

I wouldn’t want to go back to the old way of doing the appraisal and 
professional development. This has been much better. We don’t have to do 
the school peer appraisal thing again next year do we? (D, 22/9/97). 

I think that [for] all those questions on the fourth dot point [Did the 
programme: (1) facilitate opportunities to think about your teaching? (2) share 
ideas and/or experiences? and (3) promote better learning for your students?] 
the answer is yes. To a greater or lesser extent all those things are true (E, 
22/9/97).[There was general agreement with this comment from all the 
participants] 

  

The participants identified a number of positive features of the self-directed professional 
development project. Characteristics of the programme that they appreciated included: they 
were directing their own development; it was just their own department; the programme 
related to their issues; it was collaborative; they visited each others’ classrooms; it improved 
their confidence; the project covered professional development and appraisal; and they had 
opportunities to think about their teaching. Many of these benefits are consistent with the 
proposed benefits of effective professional development as found in the literature (Adajian, 
1996; Butler, 1996; Long, 1996; Britt, Irwin, Ellis & Ritchie, 1993; Rice, 1992; Stephens, 
Lovitt, Clarke & Romberg, 1989; Shanker, 1990). The virtues of the self-directed 
professional development project prompted all participants to want to continue with a similar 
programme in the following year, even when there would be no external help available in the 
form of a researcher or a mathematics adviser. In the quotations below, the participants 
express in their own words their perceptions of the benefits of the program: 

Well, it’s non-threatening and we were able to discuss things knowing that we 
trusted each other and we weren’t being tested. And the information was 
being targeted to our needs …(D, 9/6/97). 

It is better because it is done in our school because it is driven by what you 
actually want rather than trying to fit someone else’s ideas into your 
programme(E, 9/6/97). 

… the advantage to me was you were a lot more conscious of what is 
happening in the room when someone else is there, and you think about what 
you could have done better. Whereas, things may have gone wrong for you 



anyway, but you wouldn’t have noticed, you’d just carry on! And I was doing 
the ten quick questions …. And they actually came straight in and work, they 
were doing maths! …. I think I learned something important out of it about 
maintenance, something that changed what I did, and that was because I had 
someone there watching who could see these things and talk about it, … It 
gave me a chance to go back and have another look at the lesson (B, 9/6/97). 

I like that it was within the department (C, 22/9/97). 

Yes, I liked that we all got together and came up with things that we all 
wanted to do, so that you had a semi-structured plan, of the things we wanted 
to improve. With the other peer appraisal system you are sitting in isolation 
thinking what individual thing can I look at, I actually like this whole 
department approach (B, 22/9/97). 

This project can satisfy all the requirements of peer appraisal, department 
appraisal, and attestation. We don’t need all those school systems forced on 
us, we can do it ourselves (B, 22/9/97). 

It has affected … our work as a department. I think that it has been really 
good, for the support and all that. I think as a department we’ve really 
improved over the time we’ve been doing it (A, 22/9/97). 

I learned a lot just by visiting others classrooms and talking about what we 
do (A, 22/9/97). 

By working together, I was able to rationalise what sorts of questions to ask, 
and I was more organised when I knew someone was coming to visit (E, 
12/8/97). 

It motivates you to keep on at it. I’m still doing it, but with cooperative learning 
I did all the training and now I do very little. I’m doing this with the help and 
motivation of everyone else doing it in the department (B, 12/8/97). 

  

One participant was looking particularly to the programme as an aid to increasing 
confidence. In my opinion they were a very good teacher, but circumstances had led them to 
lose confidence in their own ability to teach well. At the outset this participant said: 

I think that to me it will be quite good … to have others reassure you that 
what you are doing is O.K. …. It’s important for me that we encourage and 
build confidence, particularly when the school system is designed to test 
you (A, 9/6/97). 

Although this participant did not comment again on this issue during the project, at its 
conclusion they commented: 

I think that … it didn’t effect my teaching, but it has affected my confidence. 
Having [another participant] record all the good things that actually do happen 
in my classroom has been very beneficial. You know, you just don’t see those 
things yourself sometimes (A, 22/9/97). 



  

Three issues were identified by the participants as being crucial to the success of self-
directed professional development, those issues being: (1) the role of school management; 
(2) time, and; (3) collegial support. 

(1) ROLE OF SCHOOL MANAGEMENT: The participants were keen for the administrators 
concerned to know what they were doing, although they didn’t want them to be involved in 
the process as they didn’t want to lose the non-threatening nature of project, as is illustrated 
in the comments recorded below: 

I think we really need the support of [the Principal] and the Professional 
Development Committee. They need to see that what we are doing is 
worthwhile and achieving the same things that they are trying to do with their 
other systems. This is just better! (E, 21/7/97). 

Yes, we should tell [the Deputy Principal and Chairperson of the Professional 
Development Committee] what’s going on (A, 13/8/97). 

Yer, but don’t let him in my room! (D, 13/8/97) 

No, no, no. We don’t want the top corridor coming along to test us! (A, 
13/8/97) 

Although not expressed verbally in the interviews, it was my perception that the participants 
would have liked the management of the school to take a greater interest in what they were 
doing. In this project, the head of department was also a participant, and therefore 
supportive of the participants in their efforts to reform. The head of department has been 
identified as the crucial middle-manager in terms of supporting and maintaining collaborative 
professional development, and the participants in this project enjoyed that support (Troman, 
1996). 

(2) TIME: The teachers involved considered time to have a critical bearing upon the 
continued success of the project. Finding suitable times to visit colleagues’ classrooms, and 
time to discuss the issues arising from those classroom visits, was difficult and hindered the 
participants’ work: 

[Another participant] and I found it difficult to synchronise a time, didn’t we? 
… We had to leave classes to go and have a look, which we made sure the 
classes we left were reasonable classes, but you have to consider that. That 
was about our only hassle (D, 22/9/97). 

The problem is not just time, it’s time at the right time, the appropriate 
time! (C, 22/9/97). 

Time is important [if the project is to continue], so perhaps we could ask the 
professional development committee if we could have a day, or half a day to 
do some planning or preparation. … Yes, half a day a term would be good so 
we can really think about the things we look at (C, 22/9/97). 

Hargreaves (1994) has identified time as a significant factor in effective teacher growth. 
Time may possibly have been made available for the participating teachers to visit other 
teachers’ classrooms, but they were reluctant to see other teachers doing ‘relief’ so they 



could observe a colleague. To make worthwhile time available, there may need to be a 
change to the infrastructure of the school, so that the teachers can do the things they need 
to without feeling like they are imposing upon their colleague, whose time is also precious 
(c.f., Hopkins, 1993; Little, 1992). 

(3): COLLEGIAL SUPPORT: The support and trust of their colleagues was something that 
the participants enjoyed during the project, and they considered it to be a vital factor in the 
success of their action research. They perceived the establishment of a supportive 
environment as essential if they were to allow others to visit and collect data in their 
classroom. They suggested that now such an environment had been created, it would be 
easier to sustain it when new teachers joined the department: 

We need more time, … and the continued support of the school (E, 12/8/97). 

… we felt comfortable coming into each other’s classroom. It wasn’t like the 
attestation where you were under the microscope, [the colleague] was there 
to help and support me (A, 13/8/97). 

I think this whole system would be very useful for new teachers, it would be a 
very supportive environment to come into, and it would fit them into a 
department much better than just being left on your own as you tend to be (B, 
22/9/97). 

In the short time available, the participants had identified some key issues for the continued 
success of self-directed professional development. Their insights reveal that they had been 
reflecting upon the project, and that they might well keep it going. (In fact this has occurred.) 

Conclusion 

Overall, the self-directed professional development project was perceived as being 
successful in the eyes of the participants. They appreciated controlling their own 
development with their colleagues in a collaborative manner. The programme that they 
established related to issues of personal concern, and involved them visiting and observing 
in each other’s classrooms. 

In discussing their previous professional development experiences, the participants were 
able to identify strengths and weaknesses in all the forms of professional development they 
had undertaken. At the conclusion of the action research project, the participants were 
unanimous in proclaiming that the self-directed professional development process was their 
preferred mode of professional development because it best met their needs for professional 
growth. In expressing their professional development needs, the participants displayed a 
pragmatic approach, but as the project proceeded, their perceptions of what they required 
changed to incorporate more personal things. Time was seen as a crucial factor for effective 
professional development. In regards to their professionalism, the participants did not 
express their views greatly. Their actions, however, displayed the hallmarks of the work of a 
professional in the educational community. 

Action research proved to be a good structure for the self-directed professional development 
project, although the limited time frame of the project did not allow the teachers to fully come 
to terms with the processes of this form of research. In particular, the participants struggled 
with the reflective process after the classroom data had been collected, and some of the 
participants identified this problem. 



After completing the project, the participants were enthusiastic about continuing with the 
self-directed professional development programme in the following year. They perceived that 
they needed to continue to develop their action research skills and to delve into some more 
contentious issues. This is perhaps the greatest measure of the success of the research. 
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