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Abstract

This article addresses the issue of in-service teacher education, which has become
a focus of international education policy attention in recent years. Professional
learning (PL) is often envisioned by policymakers as a mechanism by which the
professionalism of the teaching workforce can be remodelled and refreshed. It
offers a means to enhance teachers’ professional efficacy and, consequently, the
outcomes of students. The article examines the case of England, and takes a
single subject area (modern foreign languages) as the context in which to explore
teachers’ PL experiences over the course of one calendar year. Data tracking the
PL priorities and experiences of 54 teachers clustered in 14 state school languages
departments were collected via four iterations of an online questionnaire. This
was followed by in-depth semi-structured interviews with heads of department in
six of the schools, enabling a process of triangulation. Analysis shows very limited
engagement in PL activities of the kind identified in previous literature as effective
in impacting student outcomes. In all the schools, teachers’ PL experiences
were shaped by a sharp focus on instrumental organizational aims related to the
introduction of new examination specifications and curricula, reducing available
time and resources for the pursuit of other development goals. A large amount of
the variance inteachers’ reported engagementin PL activities known to be effective
can be explained by school membership. Heads of department recognize their
role in shielding colleagues from excessive workload and promoting collaborative
PL. However, they report varying degrees of agency in addressing contextual
barriers to achieving these aims. In contexts where teachers report high levels
of stress, this is associated with lower professional self-efficacy, engagement and
intention to remain in the profession.

Keywords: continuing professional development; professional learning; teacher
education; curriculum change; modern foreign languages

Introduction

Individual teacher effectiveness is one of the most significant factors in predictions of
student attainment (Schleicher, 2016; Sutton Trust, 2011). One way to positively impact
student outcomes is therefore to ensure that teachers continue to develop and improve
their classroom practice (Day et al., 2006). The importance of induction programmes to
support the practice of new entrants to the profession has been widely acknowledged
and implemented in education policy around the world (Schleicher, 2011). However,
in recent years, attention has shifted to the development needs of in-service teachers
at all career stages, and this has been the focus of recent comparative studies of PL
in world-leading education systems (Darling-Hammond, 2017; Jensen et al., 2016).
Using data from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the

*Email: Laura.molway@education.ox.ac.uk ©Copyright 2019 Molway. This is an Open Access article
distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Licence, which permits unrestricted use,
distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.


mailto:Laura.molway@education.ox.ac.uk

98 Laura Molway

Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) as a starting point, these studies
have identified that high-performing countries and provinces adopt system-wide
strategies to create conditions for teacher learning that tend to be school-embedded,
linked to student learning, well-resourced (in terms of allocated time within teachers’
working week), collaborative and sustained over time (rather than taking the form of
short, one-off courses).

In England, where the current study is situated, evidence about the importance
of teacher quality has been used to justify a policy focusing on raising the bar for entry
to the profession (for example, a range of initial teacher training bursaries have been
introduced, the value of which increases in line with applicants’ degree classification
(see https://getintoteaching.education.gov.uk). These policies have been criticized for
their short-term nature (NAO, 2017) and for failing to address issues of teacher support
and workload that have been identified as key in safeguarding against teachers exiting
the profession (Coldwell, 2017; Foster, 2018). Day and Gu (2007) argue that UK policy
should focus on high-quality support and PL for teachers at all career stages to maintain
their sense of efficacy and commitment to the profession. Teachers in England report
relatively low amounts of time spent participating in PL activities. (England ranked
30th out of 36 jurisdictions included in the 2013 TALIS data set for time spent on the
categories of PL included.) They also report relatively low impact of those activities on
their classroom practice (Sellen, 2016). Cordingley et al. (2015) suggest that teachers in
England face high workloads, and so struggle to find the time for PL. Time and funding
pressures may also have led to the prevalence of a whole-school delivery model for
PL within schools in England, with school leaders employing economies of scale and
prioritizing whole-school improvement agendas. Three key concerns associated with
PL in England have been identified: (1) the poor quality of much PL provision reduces
its impact (that is, participants are less likely to transform their practice as a result);
(2) participation in PL is insufficiently incentivized; and (3) many schools offer poor
environments for teacher learning (Hood, 2016).

In afirst step towards addressing these issues, the Department for Education (DfE,
2016) in England recently published an ambitious standard for teachers’ professional
development, which draws explicitly and extensively on the recommendations of
research into teachers’ PL by Cordingley et al. (2015). Although the guidance in this
document is not statutory, it nonetheless represents an effort to raise awareness about
what constitutes effective PL, and to improve teachers’ access to sustained and effective
PL programmes. Therefore, there is now a requirement for research that focuses on the
PL needs and experiences of a range of in-service teachers at different career stages
in England to evaluate the implementation and impact of these well-meaning policy
changes on the front line.

The characteristics of effective professional learning
for teachers

‘Effective’ PL is defined for the purposes of this article as any learning experience
that leads to improvements in valued student outcomes (see Timperley, 2008). It is,
however, difficult to collect rigorous evidence of the impact of teachers’ PL on student
outcomes due to issues surrounding the measurement of both teacher and student
learning and the web of confounding factors that may affect such measurement
attempts in the field (Darling-Hammond et al., 2012). A PL experience may result in
varying degrees of teacher change: ‘teachers may change their beliefs but not their
practices, may change their practices but not their beliefs, and ultimately may change
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their practice but not the learning outcomes of their students’ (Opfer and Pedder,
2011: 386). Despite these difficulties, there is a growing body of associational research
that links some specific features of PL with improvements in student learning. The
most comprehensive and rigorous recent meta-analysis reports on the findings from
nine systematic research reviews about effective PL activities (Cordingley et al., 2015).
A large degree of convergence across the review findings was noted, and the authors
emphasize the importance of access to external expertise; sustained engagement with
new ideas; and formative assessment of teachers’ PL with a focus on student outcomes.
Cordingley (2015: 240-1) summarizes these review findings in the form of eight teacher
actions that commonly characterize effective PL:

1. Making use of specialist expertise, including expertise in the form of research
evidence; using evidence and expertise to support planning in particular.

2. Giving and receiving structured peer support using collaboration, especially
reciprocal risk taking and professional dialogue, as core learning strategies.

3. Undertaking sustained, enquiry-orientated learning over (usually) two terms or
more, supported by use of tools and protocols to discipline learning and secure
coherence and progression.

4. Learning from looking through exploration of evidence about pupil outcomes,
and from observing teaching and learning exchanges, especially those involving
experiments with new approaches.

5. Using aspirations for specific pupils and evidence about their learning as a driver
for development.

6. Focusing on why things do and do not work in different contexts to develop an
underpinning rationale or practical theory alongside practice.

7. Seeking out leadership support — time/encouragement/modelling — including
specialist coaching and engaging in enquiry-orientated approaches to
development.

8. Actively seeking out specialist and peer support and taking responsibility for
creating and taking opportunities for professional learning within day-to-day
school life.

The content and focus of PL activities most likely to lead to improvements in student
learning have also been widely discussed in recent years. PL has been found to be most
effective when it is directly focused on enriching teachers’ subject-specific content
and pedagogic content knowledge (the term coined by Shulman in 1986), or when it
contextualizes generic pedagogic strategies for individual subject areas (Cordingley
et al., 2018).

In addition to the content and design of PL activities, there is a complex interplay
between individual socio-cognitive and contextual factors that are known to affect the
efficacy of teachers’ PL (Hodkinson and Hodkinson, 2004). Individual teachers may
themselves exhibit a range of personality traits, motivations and learning dispositions.
Each teacher influences, and is influenced by, their department team, nested in a wider
whole-school context, which is in turn subject to influence from local, national and
global discourses, policies and agendas (Childs et al., 2013). This article focuses on
contextual factors at school and department level. The responses of individual schools
to the wider context can foster or inhibit conditions for teacher learning: for example,
a major impediment to engagement in PL is known to be excessive workload (Sellen,
2016), and some school environments are more successful than others in tackling this.
Contexts where a focus on performance in accountability measures leads to ‘increased
email contact with parents, data entry demands by school leaders and fashionable

London Review of Education 17 (2) 2019



100 Laura Molway

theories of “deep marking”’ may erode teachers’ capacity to engage in PL (Adams and
Stewart, 2018: 1). Stress-induced exhaustion, cynicism and inefficacy clearly detract
from engagement in PL, and Friedman (1991, 2000) has identified four characteristics of
a school culture that can lead to this type of burnout: (1) an emphasis on measurement
of performance and accountability by school leadership; (2) a lack of trust in the skills of
teachers; (3) a school culture perceived as controlling; and (4) an inadequate physical
environment. Conversely, school environments that encourage feelings of teacher
competence, autonomy and collegial support have been identified as fostering
teacher motivation towards innovative teaching (Lam et al, 2010). Collaborative
learning environments are important in satisfying teachers’ needs for relatedness
and avoiding isolation (Burn et al., 2010), but such environments must not become
closed loops, vulnerable to the unchallenged propagation of pre-existing ideas and
threatened by non-conformity (Fullan and Hargreaves, 1992; Opfer and Pedder, 2011).
The collaborative learning cultures of different departments have been explored by
Childs et al. (2013), who highlighted the key influence of the head of department and
the importance of a shared space such as a team room.

The current context for teachers of second languages
in England

In England, as in some other Western education systems (see, for example, Zeichner,
2010; Leonard and Roberts, 2016), the trend in recent years has been towards increased
accountability and surveillance within the teaching profession in an attempt to ‘measure
and demonstrate professionalism’ (Evetts, 2011: 412) and to improve standards of
teaching and learning in all schools (see Hargreaves et al., 2006; Schleicher, 2011).
Accountability measures, performance-related pay and policies such as national
strategies and standards can be understood as both professionalizing, through
setting benchmark standards and skills, and also ‘deprofessionalising, or taking away
pedagogical autonomy’ (Hargreaves et al., 2006: 6). However, movement towards
externally imposed standards is most widely understood in the international literature
as undermining teachers’ professionalism: Sachs (2016: 416) argues that an overload
of accountability measures in schools ‘erodes trust and develops risk-adverse [sic]
dispositions towards practice’. This tendency can be seen in the following quotation
from a 2014 survey of languages teachers in England:

Generally itis recognised that teachers are not teaching languages the way
they would like to and do not feel that they have the scope to innovate.
A culture has developed where few are willing to risk missing the highest
grades in return for learning something interesting but not relevant to the
exam. (lpsos MORI, 2014: 42)

The current study focuses on teachers of second languages (L2) in England. Student
outcomes for L2 education in England do not compare well internationally (European
Commission, 2012). Many researchers have argued that L2 teaching in England has
been shaped by years of high-stakes assessment that has encouraged the prioritization
of rote learning and memorization above the development of communication skills
(East, 2015; Macaro et al., 2016). L2 teachers in England may therefore need support to
develop more effective L2 pedagogies.

In recent years, there have been many changes to the way in which languages
are assessed in secondary schools in England: in 2014, a new national curriculum was
introduced, and a centrally imposed system of assessing student attainment in the
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first three years of secondary school was withdrawn, leaving schools with the freedom
to devise their own assessment systems. The changes to the national curriculum
were swiftly followed by significant structural changes to the GCSE and A level
languages examinations. For both GCSE and A level, the newly reformed qualification
was introduced in 2016 and awarded for the first time in 2018. It is conceivable that
sweeping changes in assessment structures could act as a catalyst for a system-wide
re-evaluation of L2 pedagogy and curriculum content with the potential to transform
L2 teaching in England. However, there is evidence that L2 teachers have been left
struggling to keep up with the pace of change, and that opportunities for a radical
rethink of L2 pedagogy have been hindered due to financial pressures on England’s
state schools, which are reducing language teachers’ access to subject-specific PL
(Tinsley and Board, 2017).

Research design
This article explores two research questions:

1. To what extent are the PL experiences of teachers in the sample characteristic
of ‘effective’ PL practices as reported in Cordingley (2015) and endorsed by the
DfE (2016)?

2. What factors have shaped the PL experiences of teachers in the sample?

Data tracking the PL experiences of 54 teachers clustered in 14 state school languages
departments were collected over a 12-month period via four questionnaires. These
questionnaires were administered online in July 2016, November 2016, March 2017
and June 2017. Questionnaire data were followed up with in-depth semi-structured
interviews with heads of department (HoDs) in six of the schools, enabling a process
of triangulation.

All schools linked to one higher education institution via an Initial Teacher
Education (ITE) partnership in the south-east of England were invited to participate
in the study. Of the 47 schools approached, 14 agreed to participate. Although the
schools are geographically close to each other, they vary greatly in size, diversity of
student body and performance in standardized assessments, thereby encapsulating
some of the wider diversity to be found across England and Wales. Each L2 teacher
in these schools was invited to participate in order to obtain a cross-sectional sample
of state school languages departments. Out of a possible 78 participants, between 45
and 54 L2 teachers participated in each iteration of the teacher questionnaire. Their
experience of teaching ranged from 1 year to 15 or more years (see Table 1), and
the combined average years of experience within each languages department ranged
from 4.6 to 12.5.

Table 1: Years of experience of L2 teaching at Time 1

Experience Number of Percentage of
P respondents respondents*

Early care'er . 12 2

(1-5 years' experience)

Mid-career

(6-10 years' experience) 13 24

Experienced 29 54

(11+ years' experience)

*Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number
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Questionnaires were designed to measure a wide range of individual and school-
level factors known to impact on teachers’ PL, drawing on a range of existing
measures. For example, stress was measured by an adapted version of Fimian's
Teacher Stress Inventory (1984) and teachers’ sense of professional self-efficacy was
measured via the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale (TSES) (Tschannen-Moran and
Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). Open-ended questions were followed by closed Likert-scale
response formats, enabling the collection of both unprompted qualitative data and
categorized, quantitative data for comparison with previously published research.
Data regarding the focus, format, frequency and perceived impact of recent PL
experiences were collected. Participants were also asked to consider whether they
had undertaken any of the eight teacher actions thought to embody effective PL
practices (Cordingley, 2015).

Research was conducted in line with BERA's ethical guidelines (2011). For tracking
purposes, questionnaire links were personalized, and reminder emails were sent to
encourage completion. Before analysis, unique IDs were assigned to each participant,
preserving group affiliation and status while maintaining individual anonymity and
reducing researcher bias. Teacher descriptions of their PL activities were coded
according to categories used in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) surveys of teacher learning (Schleicher, 2016) and imported into
a statistical software package (IBM SPSS). One-way ANOVAs were calculated to explore
possible associations between aspects of teachers’ reported PL, school membership,
demographic variables, stress and self-efficacy levels.

Following analysis of the questionnaire data, HoDs were invited to participate
in a follow-up interview at a time and place of their choosing. Out of a possible
14 HoDs, 6 agreed to participate (the HoDs at Douglas-Fir, EIm, Ginkgo, Ivy, Katsura
and Nutmeg schools took part). The interviews were semi-structured and elicited rich
explanations of HoDs' experiences and leadership of PL. Interviews were transcribed
and anonymized before being imported into NVivo software for inductive coding and
thematic analysis.

Results and discussion

The nature of teachers’ reported PL experiences

The extent to which teachers felt they had engaged in the eight activities associated
with effective PL (Cordingley, 2015) is detailed in Table 2. It is striking that over
40 per cent of overall responses indicated zero engagement. The least-reported
activity was the undertaking of sustained, enquiry-orientated learning (activity 3): only
29 per cent of teachers felt that any elements of this had featured in their PL. The
activities most frequently reported were those that emphasized peer support and the
taking of opportunities for learning within day-to-day school life (activities 2 and 8). It
is possible that these activities are the most accessible to teachers who may be time
and resource poor.
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Table 2: The extent to which teachers perceived their recent PL activities to be
characterized by the eight teacher activities linked to effective PL (Cordingley, 2015)

Frequency of response across all schools (%)*

(n=142)

PL activity

'"This was not a
feature of my

PL

‘Some
elements of
this featured in
my PL

"This featured
strongly in
my PL

1. Making use of specialist expertise,
including expertise in the form of research
evidence; using evidence and expertise to
support planning in particular

2. Giving and receiving structured peer
support using collaboration, especially
reciprocal risk taking and professional
dialogue, as core learning strategies

3. Undertaking sustained, enquiry-
orientated learning over (usually) two terms
or more supported by use of tools and
protocols to discipline learning and secure
coherence and progression

4. Learning from looking through
exploration of evidence about pupil
outcomes and from observing teaching
and learning exchanges especially those
involving experiments with new approaches

5. Using aspirations for specific pupils and
evidence about their learning as a driver for
development

6. Focusing on why things do and do not
work in different contexts to develop an
underpinning rationale or practical theory
alongside practice

7. Seeking out leadership support — time/
encouragement/modelling — including
specialist coaching and engaging in
enquiry-orientated approaches to
development

8. Actively seeking out specialist and
peer support and taking responsibility
for creating and taking opportunities for
professional learning within day-to-day
school life

Mean scores across all eight activities

47.6

28.6

714

45.2

45.2

31

57.1

23.8

43.8

31 214

524

50 214

714

26.2 24

28.6

42.9 1.9

54.8

357 19

54.7

42.9 26.2

69.1

33.3 9.5

42.8

61.9 14.3

76.2

40.5 15.8

56.2

*percentages are rounded to one decimal place

Alook at the activities that teachers report as having been their most valuable learning
opportunities during the 2016/17 academic year shows that a clear majority attribute
the greatest value to subject-specific PL experiences: 63 per cent of all responses can be
categorized as focusing on subject knowledge and understanding or subject-specific
pedagogical competencies (see Table 3). There was also a significant correlation
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(r=.43, p = 0.008) between reported engagement in activities specifically designed for
L2 teachers and the extent to which teachers felt that changes to their practice inspired
by their PL had benefited their students. These results are as expected — previous
research has demonstrated the high value that teachers attribute to PL focused on
subject-specific teaching approaches — and confirms that PL contextualized within a
subject area is associated with increased effectiveness (Cordingley et al., 2018).

Table 3: Frequency (%) of teacher descriptions of their most valuable PL experiences
between July 2016 and June 2017 by school* (teacher responses are categorized
using the OECD PL content categories (Schleicher, 2016))

OECD categories of PL content

Pedagogical competencies in teaching
Student evaluation and assessment practices
Knowledge of the curriculum ICT skills for
Teaching cross-curricular skills (e.g. problem
Developing cross-occupational competencies
for future work or future studies

Teaching in a multicultural or multilingual

Student behaviour and classroom

O | © | © | Approaches to individual learning

o | © | © | Teaching students with special needs
ISEREN . .
0 | ko | © | Student career guidance and counselling
© |, | © | School management and administration
O | © | © | New technologies in the workplace

F

g

o

Q.

¢

£ k]

3 g .

= fe)) o . 0

k3] £ o) [ o £

o5 35538 £ g L3

g2 85 2 E g z

Aspen 83.3| 0 |167] O 0 0 0 0 6

Birch 435(283| 13 22| O 0 43 | 4 2.2 46

Cedar 6471 0 |11.8] O 0 0|5 0 11.8 17
Douglas-

Fir 41.7116.71333| 0 0 0 [42] 0 |42] O 0 0 0 24

Elm 538 0 |385] O 0 0 0177]0 0 0 0 0 | 13

Fig 429 0 [429| O 0 0 01(71]0 01(71]0 0|14

Ginkgo 5771115/ 38(38|38| 0 |77]38]| 0 0 [ 38|38 0 | 26

Hawthorn | 70 | 20 | 10 | O 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 |10

Ivy 50 | 0 [375]125| 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 8

Juniper 125| 25 [125|125] O 0 [125]|125]125]| O 0 0 0 8

Katsura 909 0 |91] O 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0| M

Laurel 20|10 (40|10 |10 0 10| 0 0 0 0 0 0 |10

Mahogany | O 01]175]0 0 0 0 0 01]125] 0 0 0 4

Nutmeg 50 | 25 [167] O 0 0 0 [83]| 0 0 0 0 0|12

All schools |49.813.4(21.1| 24 | 1 0 |24]29(19]14]19]19| 0 |209

*The schools in the study were given tree names to protect their identities.

The second most frequently reported focus of PL perceived to be valuable was
categorized as ‘student evaluation and assessment practices’, and this accounts for
21 per cent of all responses. The activities described were exclusively concerned with
informing teachers about the new, nationally imposed curriculum and assessment
agendas, a typical response being ‘online exam board training in how to conduct the
GCSE speaking exam’. That teachers valued a focus on revised evaluation criteria in
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order to prepare students effectively for high-stakes examinations is understandable.
However, there can be little doubt that this focus has come at the expense of a variety
of other potential subjects for PL (not one of the remaining OECD categories in Table 3
attracted more than 3 per cent of responses).

As expected, analysis of teachers’ descriptions of the nature of their most
valuable PL experiences revealed a relationship between the frequency with which
teachers engaged in their most valued PL activity and the extent to which they report
that their PL activity has influenced their classroom practice (r = .35, p < 0.05). This
supports the existing literature, which suggests that one-off courses are less likely to
influence teachers’ practice (Cordingley et al., 2015). It is worth noting that although
teachers perceived it to be valuable, the PL described in the ‘student assessment’
category was the most likely to take the form of one-off sessions, and was the category
of PL least likely to be reported as influencing teachers’ classroom practice.

Factors shaping teachers’ PL experiences

A one-way ANOVA establishes that the effect of school membership on teachers’
reporting of engagement in effective PL activities is significant (F (13,28) = 2.1, p = .045)
and accounts for some 50 per cent of the variance in scores (n2 = .498). However, there
remains a great deal of variability in teachers’ responses within individual schools (see
Table 4), which suggests that there are factors at the individual level that interact with
school context in determining the extent to which teachers are able and willing to
engage in the PL activities investigated.

Table 4: Descriptive statistics for combined scores of participation in activities
characteristic of effective PL by school*

Mean Standard Standard

School N score deviation error Minimum Maximum
Birch 6 16.3 9.5 3.9 8 32
Cedar 4 11.8 11.2 5.6 0 27
Douglas-Fir 4 9 6 3 6 18
Elm 3 21 6.1 35 14 25
Fig 2 24 57 4 20 28
Ginkgo 5 12.2 6.5 2.9 5 20
Hawthorn 3 22.7 2.1 1.2 21 25
Ivy 2 4.5 6.4 4.5 0 9
Juniper 2 12 4.2 3 9 15
Katsura 3 20 1.7 1 19 22
Laurel 3 25 14.5 8.4 11 40
Nutmeg 3 18 4.6 2.6 14 23
All schools 40 16.1 8.8 1.4 0 40

*Scores range from 0 (no engagement in the eight activities was reported) to 40 (strong
engagement in all eight activities was reported). Schools with more than one respondent
across the effective PL measures are included. Aspen and Mahogany school each had only one
respondent for these items and are omitted.

An investigation into possible individual-level factors found a significant, positive
correlation between teachers’ sense of professional self-efficacy (as measured by
the TSES developed by Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk Hoy, 2001) and their overall
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engagement in PL activities known to be effective (r = .43, p = .005). This indicates
that teachers in this data set who are already confident in their classroom abilities
are accessing more effective PL than their less confident counterparts. The possible
underlying causes of this Matthew effect are likely to be a combination of contextual
and personal factors, and warrant further investigation. While the current study cannot
discern any direction of causality, TALIS data suggests that higher levels of self-efficacy
may be a product of engagement in effective, school-embedded PL (Schleicher, 2016),
and Hiver (2013) found that teachers with high self-efficacy were more likely to seek out
‘enhancing’ PL opportunities, creating a mutually reinforcing cycle.

Across the surveys, the most frequently reported barriers to PL access were lack
of time, lack of funding, excessive workload and lack of cover (see Table 5). These
barriers are also highlighted by all six HoDs who were interviewed. Lack of time is
frequently mentioned in combination with concerns about workload, and when these
two response categories are combined, they account for 59 per cent of all responses
to the questions about barriers. A one-way ANOVA was run to test for school-level
differences between the four most frequently reported barriers. Results indicate no
significant difference by school for lack of time, funding and cover, which appear to
be barriers encountered in every context. However, a statistically significant effect of
school membership was found for the reporting of excessive workload (F(8,8) = 3.6,
p = .045). Stress levels were measured in the questionnaires via an adapted version of
Fimian's Teacher Stress Inventory (1984) and, as with workload, stress levels across the
academicyearwere foundto vary significantly between schools, and school membership
accounted for 54 per cent of the variance in stress scores (F(13,30) = 2.8, p = .008,
n2 = 0.54). A post hoc Tukey test showed that stress levels at Juniper school were
significantly (p < .05) lower than those at Mahogany and Nutmeg schools, indicating
that some schools and departments have been more successful than others in resisting
workplace policies and cultures that can lead to additional workload and stress.

Table 5: Barriers to accessing PL mentioned across all four teacher surveys

Barriers to accessing PL F(r:iuf:oc)y
Lack of time 60
Lack of funding 27
Excessive workload 22
Lack of cover 12
Timing of continuing professional development outside 8

working hours

Lack of opportunities

Lack of leadership support
Other

Interviews with HoDs confirmed and illuminated the strains that preparation for
new examinations in times of financial constraint and increasing accountability have
imposed upon L2 departments. Three HoDs mentioned that an element of their role
was the protection of their colleagues from excessive workload. The HoD at Douglas-
Fir School explained that she had responded to research evidence questioning the
impact of extensive marking by encouraging her team not to correct everything but
to take a ‘less is more approach’. However, the ability of HoDs to shield colleagues
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was limited when whole-school initiatives with workload implications were introduced:
Nutmeg School HoD spoke about a school-wide programme of regular performance
management observations as ‘counterproductive’ and as ‘adding a lot of stress to
peoples’ lives’. He stressed the need for trust in one’s colleagues, commenting that
‘the vast majority are self-accountable’. Although there were no statistically significant
relationships found between reported stress levels and the degree of engagement
in effective PL, stressful work environments were associated with a reduction in the
extent to which teachers report planning for their professional futures. The higher their
reported stress levels, the less likely teachers were to consider teaching L2 in a school
setting to be a long-term career (r = -.44, p = .004) and the more likely they were to see
planning for their PL as a waste of time (r = .31, p = .04).

All six HoDs mentioned the impact of the new examination structure on the
content of PL. EIm School HoD's focus on examination board training to get "affirmation
that you're not doing a terrible job’ demonstrates the way in which rapid changes in
the examination structure can undermine teachers’ sense of competence (Lam et al.,
2010). Douglas-Fir School HoD spoke about the anxiety of her colleagues, who were
becoming reliant on each other for reassurance that they were doing everything right’,
and EIm School HoD asserted that now was not the time to "take risks’. These comments
align with previous research, which has suggested that the need for conformity to
deliver externally imposed educational change agendas can stifle teachers’ autonomy
and creativity, creating cultures of ‘contrived collegiality’ (Hargreaves, 1994; Jeffrey,
2002). Some HoDs countered this process by actively preserving spaces for innovation:
Ginkgo School HoD spoke of the implementation of a lesson-study approach to
developing new pedagogical understandings, with 'different people feeding in their
opinions about “oh, why would you teach it like that?” or “what about this?"’, and
Katsura School HoD highlighted his fight to remain a part of a university ITE partnership,
which he saw as facilitating discussion and re-evaluation of current practices in light
of new research. Unfortunately, in Ivy School (also the school with the lowest average
reported engagement in PL activities known to be effective), the HoD appeared to
perceive new ideas brought into the department by a colleague as a threat, saying
that ‘it almost makes you feel a bit ... what's the word? ... as if you're not as good as
they are?” An embracing of innovation and criticality from both within and beyond
the department seems to be a key tool with which HoDs can work to maintain their
department’s sense of professional self-efficacy.

Conclusions and implications
This article set out to explore two questions:

1. To what extent are the PL experiences of teachers in the sample characteristic
of ‘effective’ PL practices as reported in Cordingley (2015) and endorsed by the
DfE (2016)?

2. What factors have shaped the PL experiences of teachers in the sample?

Across all schools, this study found low levels of engagement in PL activities known
to be effective. Where teachers do report higher levels of engagement in effective
PL practices, including L2-specific PL, there is accompanying evidence of a positive
association with individual teachers’ sense of self-efficacy, general professional
engagement and intention to remain in the profession. This study thus provides
additional evidence of the need for, and potential benefits of, an increase in teachers’
access to, and engagement in, effective PL in England.
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It is generally accepted that the negative wash-back effect of high-stakes
examination preparation on L2 teachers’ classroom practice over many years
(acknowledged by Ofqual (2014)) has created a need for in-depth and sustained,
subject-specific PL to help L2 teachers engage with alternative pedagogies that are
informed by research into the processes of effective language learning. However,
recent fast-paced curriculum and assessment change with potential to create an
impetus for PL has in fact combined with time and financial constraints, as well as
accountability pressures, to create a working environment that impedes teachers’
engagement in effective, sustained forms of PL. The variability across school contexts
in teachers’ experience of excessive workload and stress (well-known barriers to PL)
suggests that some department cultures are more resistant to the pressures facing all
schools created by new examination systems, increasing accountability agendas and
curriculum change. Given the known association between maladaptive responses to
stress and teacher attrition, departments that are less successful in tackling workload
and stress may face long-term negative consequences.

Analysis of the PL activities that teachers have found most valuable demonstrates
a surprising level of conformity across the sample, perhaps reflecting the sharp focus
on instrumental organizational aims related to the introduction of new examination
specifications and curricula. Teachers report that they have valued subject-specific PL
opportunities and PL that equips them to tackle the challenges of changing assessment
regimes. Teachers’ experiences of PL focused on the latter were found to consist
almost exclusively of one-off, online examination board briefings about new GCSEs
and A levels. HoDs confirm that engagement in this kind of PL is driven by the need to
cope with, and conform to, new assessment requirements. It seems that opportunities
for in-depth consideration of teaching and learning in relation to changing assessment
were not readily available to the teachers in this study.

The L2 teachers’ strong endorsement of opportunities to develop subject-specific
knowledge and pedagogical competencies is a key finding from this study, as is the
association between subject-specific PL experiences and teachers’ perceptions that
PL has led to changes in their practice, bringing benefits for learners. These findings
align with those of international studies and deliver an unambiguous message: school
and faculty leaders hoping to improve student outcomes should bear in mind the
accumulating evidence about the features of effective PL. Every possible attempt should
be made to rationalize teacher workload and invest in protected time for teachers to
engage with frequent, subject-specific development clearly linked to both teacher and
student needs. A first step towards this may be to provide opportunities for subject
teams to work together to contextualize generic PL for their specific situations. The
framework provided by the new standard for professional development in England
(DfE, 2016) is an accessible and research-informed tool to guide school leaders in
building better opportunities for their staff to engage in PL activities known to be
effective, enabling teachers to move beyond limited goals of ‘coping’ and towards
deeper and richer learning with the potential to transform both classroom practice and
student outcomes.

Limitations

There issome considerable scope for variety in teachers’ interpretation of, and response
to, the eight different activities described by Cordingley (2015). For example, the
second statement contains the concepts of collaboration, risk-taking and professional
dialogue. For those participants who indicated that this statement partially reflected
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their PL experience, it is not possible to discern to which specific concepts they are
referring. This issue is mitigated somewhat by the inclusion of free-text responses,
enabling participants to clarify their interpretations. However, these eight statements
could have been better operationalized via a number of sub-statements to which
participants could respond, enabling a more accurate measurement of the elements
contained within them. Future research should involve the creation and testing of more
reliable and valid measures of teachers’ self-reported engagement in PL of different
qualities.

This review of teacher PL took place one year after the introduction of significant
changes in public examinations of L2 in England. A longer-term study is needed
to assess whether the limited range of PL reported in this study reflects short-term
consequences of these changes or whether the range of PL reported is stable over time.
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Laura Molway is a languages specialist and Lecturer in Initial Teacher Education at
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