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ABSTRACT 

COLLABORATIVE TEACHER-DRIVEN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT: 

THE DOCUMENTED JOURNEY OF A PRACTITIONER ACTION RESEARCH 

TEACHER STUDY GROUP 

by Brenna D. Bohny 

Laws such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) and the Every Student 

Succeeds Act have shaped the landscape of education in many ways, including how 

professional development is structured.  As a result, professional development has 

become increasingly limited to training teachers to carry out top-down mandated reforms 

based on subject-knowledge rather than concentrating on teacher learning efforts focused 

on the growth of adults as learners (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006, 2009; Hirsch, 2006; 

Mertler, 2010).  Organic, teacher-driven professional development, such as action 

research, provide teachers with opportunities to disrupt the often paternalistic power 

structures that currently exist.  The purpose of this practitioner action research study was 

to examine professional learning within a teacher-driven study group.  The study group 

consisted of seven secondary level English and social studies teachers, including myself, 

where we self-selected topics to examine that we believed were important.  I was guided 

by the following research question: What does professional development look like when 

we, as teachers, gather to examine elements of classroom practice that are meaningful to 

us?  I utilized James Paul Gee's (2004, 2007, 2015) affinity space concept as a useful lens 

to make meaning of these organic, collaborative learning experiences.  I found that 

despite conducting professional development without administrative oversight, the group 
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initially found it difficult to avoid replicating traditional professional development 

structures.  However, once the group was able to break the unspoken rules that govern 

traditional professional development, concepts such as expertise, space, and funding 

could be challenged.  Additionally, I found that not only did the study group adjust to 

meet our changing needs but we also grew professionally as our work created ripple 

effects as we shared what we learned with others.   
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Collaborative Teacher-Driven Professional Development: 

The Documented Journey of a Practitioner Action Research Teacher Study Group  

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

My master's thesis advisor gave me a pin that says "ask a teacher how to make 

schools better."  This pin resonates with me because teachers are typically not asked how 

to improve schools.  Changes come in the form of mandates at the federal level, the state 

level, and the district level.  Even school level changes more often than not come from 

administrators rather than classroom teachers.  But teachers are a wealth of knowledge 

about many different areas of education.  We are experts on our students, and we are 

knowledgeable in our content areas.  We also know what types of professional 

development make us better teachers and what kinds of professional development do not.  

Professional development should start with the teachers and ripple out from there to 

affect local and federal policies.  However, the reverse is more common at the present 

time.  Factors that drive professional development start outside of the classroom and 

trickle down to the teachers.     

 One of the biggest changes to the landscape of professional development in 

recent years was the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (No Child Left 

Behind [NCLB], 2002).  Although NCLB has drawn attention to student achievement 

(Dee & Jacob, 2011; Lauen & Gaddis, 2012; Nichols, Glass, & Berliner, 2012; Smith, 

2005) and teacher quality (Berliner, 2005; Karelitz et al., 2011; Peske & Haycock, 2006; 

Smith & Gorard, 2007), one area that remains under-examined is teacher professional 

development.  In fact, NCLB narrowed what activities could be considered professional 
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development.  Under NCLB, activities that could be considered professional development 

were ones that improved or increased teachers’ subject knowledge or their understanding 

of research-based effective instructional strategies, and activities that were aligned 

directly with state content standards or student achievement standards and assessments.  

In December 2015, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) replaced NCLB.  Although 

both laws specify that professional development should be more than one day or 

standalone workshops, ESSA provides more flexibility and local control over what 

counts as professional development compared to NCLB.  For example, the ESSA 

includes “opportunities for effective teachers to lead evidence-based (to the extent the 

State determines that such evidence is reasonably available) professional development for 

the peers of such effective teachers” (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015-2016).  

Additionally, it is left to the states to determine what counts as this “evidence” (Snyder, 

2016; Sparks, 2016).  Though like NCLB, data from assessments can still be used to 

inform instructional practices.  Despite placing a greater emphasis on professional 

development and seemingly inviting teachers to play a larger part in the process, it 

remains to be seen if ESSA will truly change the face of professional development. 

Although ESSA allows for local control over what counts as evidence, it is still 

reliant on this notion of schools providing proof of student instruction and teacher 

professional development via some form of data.  Even if ESSA is less dependent on 

standardized assessments as evidence, it will take time for practice to catch up with 

policy.  This is illustrated by the fact that for federal reporting purposes under ESSA, 

states still utilize the same standardized assessments used to report adequate yearly 
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progress under NCLB (Phillips, 2016).  Critics of evidence-based professional 

development argue that these requirements have limited the focus of professional 

development to teacher training to carry out top-down mandated reforms based on 

subject-knowledge rather than teacher learning efforts which focus on the growth of 

adults as learners (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006, 2009; Hirsch, 2006; Mertler, 2010). 

Teacher training is heavily focused on content knowledge and measurable data; teacher 

learning, in contrast, focuses on the development of professional knowledge and the 

changes in teacher beliefs and practices (Cochran-Smith & Fries, 2005).  Professional 

development and teacher learning need to be integrally linked in order for meaningful 

changes in beliefs and practice to take place (Borko, 2004; Putnam & Borko, 2000).  

Furthermore, professional development and teacher learning are parts of a complex, 

interdependent system that work together with variables such as context and relationships 

with other practitioners at their subject or grade level (Opfer & Pedder, 2011).  Therefore, 

teacher learning needs to be the focus of professional development.  

With more and more school district resources being steered towards professional 

development initiatives meant to increase test scores (e.g. Jarrett, Evans, Dai, Williams, 

& Rogers, 2010; Klingner, Ahwee, van Garderen, & Hernandez, 2004), teachers are often 

left to seek out meaningful professional learning activities on their own.  Additionally, 

teachers need more opportunities to work collaboratively and share what they know with 

colleagues (Darling-Hammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009; Zepeda, 

2012).  The National Staff Development Council reported in an analysis of datasets from 
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its 2007-08 Standards Assessment Inventory and the National Center for Education 

Statistics’ 2003-04 Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) that: 

only 40 percent of teachers frequently observed each other, only 55 percent had 

time set aside to discuss what they learned from professional development 

experiences, and only 57 percent had frequent opportunities to give each other 

feedback. We saw a similar pattern in the SASS dataset, in which teachers 

reported little cooperative effort and coordination among teachers in their schools. 

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2009, p. 25) 

In other words, teachers are not getting the time needed to truly learn with and from each 

other, actions that are necessary for meaningful adult learning (Drago-Severson, 2009).   

 Professional development should include holistic, authentic experiences grounded 

in inquiry, connected to the continued professional learning of the teacher, and be 

considerate of the specific context in which that practitioner works (Cochran-Smith & 

Lytle, 1993, 2009; Darling-Hammond & McLauglin, 2011; Webster-Wright, 2009).  

Professional development should be about teacher learning; however, professional 

development is not always done in ways that allow teachers to truly learn and grow.  One 

shot or hit-and-run workshops are commonly available to teachers at the district level 

(Darling-Hammond, 1997; Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Stanley, 2011).  However, 

professional development is more “likely to produce enhanced knowledge and skills” 

when it is sustained over time, integrated into teachers’ practice, and done collectively 

with “teachers from the same school, subject, or grade. . .which in turn are related to 
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improvements in teacher knowledge and skill and changes in classroom practice” (Garet, 

Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001, pp. 935-936).   

 Teachers should be afforded opportunities to conduct this professional learning in 

collaboration with their colleagues (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011; Drago-

Severson, 2009; Garet et al., 2001; Zepeda, 2012).  Collaboration in this context refers to 

relationships between teachers where they can, among other things, discuss classroom 

practices, feel comfortable offering each other feedback, and observe each other teaching 

(Barth, 2006; Drago-Severson, 2009).  Warren-Little (1990) further explains that 

“collegiality as collaboration or as joint work anticipates truly collective action–teachers’ 

decisions to pursue a single course of action in concert, or alternatively, to decide on a set 

of basic priorities that in turn guide the independent choices of individual teachers” (p. 

519).  In other words, the concept of collaboration can range from constant interaction in 

pursuing a single goal to working independently but using interactions with colleagues to 

inform one’s own practice.   

 Practitioner inquiry through research designs like action research and teacher 

research provide teachers with opportunities to engage in meaningful professional 

learning in collaboration with colleagues, helping teachers to develop collegial 

relationships through the process of shared inquiry work.  Anderson, Herr, and Nihlen 

(2007) articulate that in inquiry work like action research, “ideally, collaboration is done 

with others who have a stake in the problem under study; however, it may also be done 

with a group of other practitioners who are also engaged in research.  These other 

practitioners may or may not work at the same site” (p. 8).  This furthers the point made 
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by Warren-Little (1999) that collaboration can mean teachers working on the same task 

or independently on related activities with common goals or shared principles.    

 Furthermore, this type of professional learning fits well with the concept of 

teacher-driven efforts.  To illustrate, Bredeson (2003) explains that in collaborative action 

research via teacher study groups “the topics and concerns are generally teacher 

generated so there is commitment on the part of teachers.  Also, because study group 

learning is in situ, transfer of learning problems is mitigated” (pp. 148-149).  In other 

words, the work is situated in the specific contexts in which teachers work and rely on 

teachers to investigate topics of interest to them.  In keeping with the spirit of practitioner 

inquiry where teachers generate their own research questions or topics of interest 

(Anderson et al., 2007; Zepeda, 1999, 2012), I am taking teacher-driven to mean any 

professional development efforts that either have teachers as the impetus behind starting 

the effort (even if administrators later help in making those efforts part of a larger school 

culture), or efforts where teachers are in control of what is happening (even if 

administrators are the ones who started the effort before turning control over to the 

teachers).  It is necessary to include the role of administrators in teacher-driven efforts 

because often administrators are the ones putting teachers in leadership roles where 

collaboration with others is possible (Drago-Severson, 2009), and because administrators 

play a large role in both creating professional development opportunities and shaping the 

culture of a school where inquiry and collaboration are viewed as valid parts of practice 

(Drago-Severson, 2009; Zepeda, 1999, 2012). However, teachers should play the primary 

role in the work that is being done. 
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Teacher Research and Knowledge Production 

 Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) identify five major genres under the umbrella of 

practitioner inquiry: action research/participatory action research, teacher research, self 

study, the scholarship of teaching, and using practice as a site for research.  All of these 

inquiry methods share the characteristics of collaboration and blurring the lines between 

research and practice.  For the purposes of this dissertation, the term teacher research 

will primarily be used due to the focus on the work done by teachers in the K-12 setting, 

though this work may be labeled as action research by other researchers.  Check and 

Schutt (2011) clarify the distinction in that “all action research conducted by practitioners 

can properly be termed teacher research [sic], but not all teacher research can properly 

be labeled action research [sic]” (p. 264).   

 Teacher research is one way of studying and documenting this collaborative 

process of learning. The process is, in itself, a form of professional development. 

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) define teacher research as: 

the inquiries of K-12 teachers and prospective teachers, often in collaboration 

with university-based colleagues and other educators.  Teacher researchers work 

in inquiry communities to examine their own assumptions, develop local 

knowledge by posing questions and gathering data, and–in many versions of 

teacher research–work for social justice by using inquiry to ensure educational 

opportunity, access, and equity for all students. (p. 40) 

In other words, teacher research involves K-12 practitioners consciously examining their 

own practice or assumptions.  This work can focus on a school-wide issue, a department 



COLLABORATIVE TEACHER-DRIVEN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT       8 

 

 
 

 

issue, or something related to the teacher’s own work at the individual level.  Teacher 

research can start at the preservice level as part of university coursework, or it can occur 

at any stage of in-service teaching.  The teacher purposely crafts a question he or she 

would like to examine.  Data are collected and analyzed as part of this examination.  The 

data can take many forms, including but not limited to recordings of classroom lessons, 

surveys from students, products of student work, the teacher’s practitioner journal or 

record, and interviews with students and colleagues.  This work is often done alongside 

university researchers or with other K-12 colleagues either within the same district or 

across districts.  The process of participating in teacher research is, in itself, a form of 

professional development, aligning with several points in Drago-Severson’s (2009) four 

pillar practices for growth which support adult learning in schools: teaming, providing 

adults with leadership roles, collegial inquiry, and mentoring. 

 Furthermore, it can be argued that teacher research promotes equity for teachers 

in terms of knowledge production. Teacher research challenges the notion that knowledge 

production in education can only occur at the university level (e.g. Anderson et al., 2007; 

Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, 2009; Herr & Anderson, 2014; Rust, 2009; Zeichner & 

Noffke, 2001).  This, in turn, allows teachers to be viewed as experts, with their own 

schools becoming sites for generating knowledge (Christianakis, 2010; Cochran-Smith & 

Lytle, 1993, 2009).  Teacher researchers may borrow methods from traditional academic 

research, but being situated as insiders in the school community gives them a unique 

perspective that outside researchers would have a difficult time accessing (Anderson et 

al., 2007).  A particularly strong example of this can be found in Herr’s work (Anderson 
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et al., 2007; Herr, 1999) with students of color who were interviewed about 

institutionalized racism at their school.  Herr was a counselor and teacher at the school; 

therefore, she had pre-existing, trusting relationships with the students she interviewed 

and worked with in focus groups.  Because these students already trusted Herr, it can 

reasonably be assumed that they were more likely to provide her with open and honest 

answers about institutionalized racism in their school than they might give an outsider.  

Moreover, action research and other forms of teacher research “can be a way for 

teachers to push back on outside-in reforms and expand the limited autonomy they still 

have” (Anderson et al., 2007, p. 55).  Specifically, when teachers examine what is 

happening in their own classrooms, it usually stems from something connected to the 

larger world of education.  For instance, a teacher research group may want to examine 

the effect of the new Next Generation Science Standards on student learning.  These new 

science standards are an outside reform pushed onto teachers, but by conducting their 

own research on the effect these standards have on their own students, teachers can 

demonstrate some autonomy by not blindly accepting the reforms as the be-all-and-end-

all.  The results of this research can then be used to drive local instruction or can be 

presented in a broader context outside of their district.  This means that by conducting 

teacher research, practitioners can blur the lines between what counts as local knowledge 

and what counts as global knowledge (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009).  This is also a way 

for teacher-driven professional development to align with ESSA’s emphasis on 

professional development that focuses on educators helping students meet state academic 

standards, but does so on the teachers’ own terms with how that work is done. 
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Additionally, schools are hierarchical organizations, where teachers typically do 

not have power over their own learning.  That power typically rests with the school or 

district administration or even state or federal officials via mandates.  Anderson et al. 

(2007) "see action research not merely as individual practitioners trying to improve their 

practice but as part of a larger social movement that challenges dominant research and 

development approaches that emphasize an outside-in, top-down approach to educational 

change" (p. 7).  They further explain how this empowerment is possible because 

practitioners are becoming the creators of knowledge rather than just consumers.  From a 

social justice perspective, organic, teacher-driven professional development like action 

research affords teachers an opportunity to disrupt structures that are taken-for-granted 

and often paternalistic.  

Therefore, there is a need to include in empirical literature the voice of K-12 

classroom teachers and their experiences with teacher-driven professional development.  

My goal is to document professional learning within a self-designed teacher study group 

where the teachers focus on issues that are important to them.  Because I am particularly 

interested in the possibilities of self-designed professional development, my dissertation 

study was guided by the following research question: What does professional 

development look like when we, as teachers, gather to examine elements of classroom 

practice that are meaningful to us?   

In this climate, studies of teachers voluntarily pursuing their own meaningful 

professional development are timely and important.  As a middle school social studies 

teacher, I have experience with professional development being done to me and needing 
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to keep a record of my professional development experiences in order to “justify” my 

learning.  However, I have also found that my most meaningful learning experiences are 

those that occur more organically with my colleagues.  In their study of effective 

professional development practices, Garet et al. (2001) noted several advantages for 

teachers participating in professional development with colleagues from the same school, 

department, or grade level.  These advantages included, but were not limited to: shared 

experiences, shared curricular materials, and a shared focus on students’ needs and 

learning goals.  Additionally, Zeichner’s (2003) review of studies focusing on teacher 

research discussed how ownership of the research and control over the process was 

essential for a positive professional development experience.  With that in mind, I aimed 

to examine professional development as it occurs organically for members of a teacher 

study group where those teachers retain control over the process of learning.   

To aid in making meaning of these organic communal learning experiences, I 

examined this work through the lens of James Paul Gee’s (2004, 2007, 2015) affinity 

space concept.  In the next chapter I will discuss how teacher-driven professional 

development can be further explained by Gee’s affinity space concept.  While Gee’s 

work is not directly related to professional development, it is about how people learn.  

Since professional development should be, at its core, about teacher learning, Gee’s work 

provides an interesting lens to view this process.  This will be followed by a discussion of 

the literature on how adults learn, how teachers learn, how teachers learn in community, 

and how teachers learn in communities they initiated.  Chapter three will outline the 

methodology for this planned study as well as the rationale driving my decision to design 
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a qualitative study drawing on elements from action research and teacher research.  I will 

also describe my position as both participant in the group and researcher of the group as 

well as the steps I took to establish the trustworthiness of my work.  In chapter four I will 

present the findings of this study, specifically focusing on how our study group did not 

have to replicate traditional professional development structures and how our work 

together could better be defined as developing professionally as opposed to merely going 

to professional development.  I will draw connections back to Gee's work in terms of how 

our study group is an example of an affinity space in the physical world, and areas where 

Gee's affinity space concept could be expanded.  Finally, in chapter five I will outline the 

implications my research has for the field of teacher education as well as potential areas 

for further research. 
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CHAPTER TWO: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Affinity Spaces 

Although typically used to discuss learning in digitally-mediated spaces, the 

concept of affinity spaces, also called passionate affinity spaces, provide the conceptual 

lens for this study.  This concept has grown directly out of James Paul Gee’s work (e.g. 

Duncan, 2012; Duncan & Hayes, 2012; Durga, 2012; Gee, 2004, 2007, 2012, 2015; Gee 

& Hayes, 2011; King, 2012), which draws on discourse analysis and socio-cultural 

theories of learning derived from New Literacy Studies in combination with situated 

cognition, body cognition, and distributed cognition (Gee, 2014; Rogers, 2004).  Even 

though this is a relatively new set of ideas in terms of thinking about how people learn, it 

usefully explains successful learning within groups of people who share interest–albeit to 

varying degrees–in knowing more about the same thing. 

Affinity space is not about how professional development is done, but it is a way 

of explaining how people learn.  It offers an interesting way to look at professional 

development, particularly professional development that claims to be grassroots and 

teacher-driven.  The concept of affinity spaces reminds us that professional learning does 

not have to be confined to top-down models and externally-led professional development, 

which have seemingly become the norm.  Therefore, it is interesting to look at studies–

especially those that claim to be successful studies of teacher-driven professional 

development–from an affinity space perspective. 

Meaning and context form the foundation of Gee’s work on affinity spaces.  Gee 

(2004) defines an affinity space as 
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a place (physical, virtual, or a mixture of the two) wherein people interact with 

each other, often at a distance (that is, not necessarily face-to-face, though face to 

face [sic] interactions can also be involved), primarily through shared practices or 

a common endeavor (which entails shared practices), and only secondarily 

through shared culture, gender, ethnicity, or face-to-face relationships. (p. 98) 

Affinity spaces, then, rely on a shared interest or goal rather than strong personal 

relationships with other people who share the space.  The space itself can be a physical 

space, a virtual space, or a combination of both.  Affinity spaces are useful ways of 

looking at how people learn because they represent a more authentic, “on demand” way 

of learning, driven by personal and collective interests (King, 2012). 

 There are eleven features that comprise an affinity space, but not as a prescribed 

checklist; rather, these represent features an affinity space may have (Gee, 2004, 2007, 

2015).  To clarify, Duncan and Hayes (2012) explain that these eleven hallmarks 

represent “a set of potential attributes that can be used to describe the features of a given 

affinity space and in particular, affinity spaces that seem to be most supportive of 

learning.  That is, they serve as a set of features that can describe an affinity space but are 

not necessary for one” (p. 7).  In other words, these are features that an affinity space can 

have, but it is not necessary for an affinity space to have all of these.   

 Presented here is a brief synopsis of the eleven features that an affinity space can 

have: 

1. Common endeavor, not race, class, gender, or disability, is primary:  Common 

endeavor refers to the common goal or interest of the group being central to the 
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work rather than relying on personal relationships or shared characteristics 

between participants. 

2. Newbies and masters and everyone else share common space: This attribute refers 

to participants of all experience levels being welcome as knowledge contributors 

to the space.  Newbies refers to someone who is a novice at the task or in the 

situation and master refers to someone more experienced or knowledgeable in 

that area.  

3. Some portals are strong generators: “Participants can produce–not just consume–

content.  New content is judged by the standards of the space” (Gee, 2015, p. 

197).  

4. Content organization is transformed by interactional organization: This refers to 

how interactions among participants in the space can change the content that 

brought them together. 

5. Both intensive and extensive knowledge are encouraged: Specialized (intensive) 

and extensive (broad) knowledge of the shared affinity is valued. 

6. Both individual and distributed knowledge are encouraged: Individual and 

collective knowledge from other people and materials in the affinity space are 

honored. 

7. Dispersed knowledge is encouraged: Knowledge that is not from the affinity 

space itself and comes from another space is valued. 

8. Tacit knowledge is encouraged and honored: “The space honors tacit knowledge 

(such as knowledge attained through trial and error) and encourages explicit 
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knowledge (such as the codified knowledge found in tutorials and forums)” (Gee, 

2015, p. 197). 

9. There are many different forms and routes to participation: Participation levels 

can vary among those in the space and can vary for each individual over time. 

10. There are lots of different routes to status: There are various ways participants in 

the space can gain status. 

11. Leadership is porous and leaders are resources: Leadership can be vague or shift 

with the leader/follower dynamic being fluid. There is not a strict hierarchy as 

“leaders become learners, learners become leaders, producers become consumers, 

consumers become producers” (Gee, 2015, p. 197). 

These attributes can be used to examine teacher-driven professional development 

efforts.  For instance, Brass and Mecoli (2011) examined a failed instance of a wiki, a 

website where multiple people can collaborate to change the content, used as an informal 

learning space for teachers.  This wiki was created by a teacher after completing a 

master’s course taught by Brass.  The teacher invited his classmates and other seemingly 

like-minded teachers.  Ideally, this wiki would have been a place for teachers of all 

experience levels–newbies and masters–to come together to discuss matters of practice 

and educational policy that were important to them.  Although the authors note that the 

wiki creator tried to distribute knowledge and leadership by giving full editing rights to 

all participants, very few teachers updated the wiki, even after an email plea was sent out 

by the creator; the page went dormant not long after it was created.  Brass and Mecoli 

discussed how restructuring the wiki group as an affinity space may have resulted in 
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greater success.  For example, the teachers surveyed commented that one reason they did 

not utilize the wiki was because they did not have strong connections with the people on 

the wiki.  Having a common goal or endeavor would have superseded the need for strong 

personal connections.  However, the authors explained that the wiki covered a large span 

of educational interests, grade levels, and subject areas and that this did not give 

participants a truly common endeavor that they could connect on, which is vital for an 

affinity space.  As noted before, the aforementioned attributes of an affinity space are 

fluid, including that of a common endeavor (Bommarito, 2014).  The common endeavor, 

as well as the expertise levels of participants, can change and grow over the course of the 

space’s existence. 

Although there are eleven potential attributes of an affinity space, the three that 

are most relevant to this study are: (a) common endeavor is primary, (b) newbies and 

masters and everyone else share common space, and (c) content organization is 

transformed by interactional organization.  Further discussion of why these three 

attributes are the most salient will be in the next section.  As stated previously, Gee’s 

affinity space concept is not about how professional development is done, but it is about 

how people learn.  Therefore, an affinity space conceptual lens will be used to examine 

professional development groups as spaces for teacher learning.       
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Teacher-Driven Professional Development: What We Can Learn From the 

Literature 

Since my study is focused on what happens when teachers in the same district are 

able to conduct their own professional development on topics that are of interest to them, 

it is necessary to first examine the current literature on teacher-driven professional 

development.  This means examining studies that may not be fully teacher-led and are 

directed in some way by the schools, but are still influenced by teacher interest in some 

way.  Before we can do that, it is imperative to first examine how adults learn, then how 

teachers learn, then how teachers learn in community.   

How Adults Learn 

 Knowles (1980) popularized the European concept of andragogy, a theoretical 

model associated with self-directed adult learning, to the American educational 

community.  Andragogy operates under several assumptions: 1) ability to direct own 

learning; 2) reservoir of life experiences to draw from to assist learning; 3) learning needs 

based on changing role in society; 4) problem-centered and wants to apply new 

knowledge immediately; and 5) internal, rather than external, factors motivate learning 

(Knowles, 1980; Merriam, 2001; Teaching Excellence in Adult Literacy Center, 2011).  

Though once thought of as a departure from pedagogy and its associations with 

childhood learning, andragogy can now be seen as operating on a continuum of sorts with 

pedagogy as sometimes children can be self-directed learners in certain situations and 

sometimes adults may be reliant on traditional transmission models (Merriam, 2001).  

Moreover, andragogy is not seen as going far enough in its depiction of adult learning.  
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Hase and Kenyon (2000, 2007) argued that andragogy is still teacher-centric and leaves 

the learner with very little opportunity to be involved in the curricula.  They advocated 

for a shift to heutagogy which is “concerned with learner-centered learning that sees that 

learner as the major agent in their own learning, which occurs as a result of personal 

experiences” (Hase & Kenyon, 2007, p. 112).  It should be noted, however, that Hase and 

Kenyon (2001) view heutagogy as an extension of andragogy rather than a complete 

departure from it.  They also advocate for action research and action learning as methods 

compatible to heutagogy: 

Action research allows experimentation with real world experience where 

learning is in the hands of the participants.  This learning can then be tested in 

subsequent learning cycles.  This is as close to real world learning as one can get 

in a controlled setting where there is a legitimate observer who is also a 

participant and learner all at the same time. (2007, p. 113)                

How Teachers Learn 

 Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) discussed three conceptions of teacher learning: 

knowledge-for-practice, knowledge-in-practice, and knowledge-of-practice.  Knowledge-

for-practice is associated with formalized knowledge of content areas and teaching 

strategies that teachers use on a daily basis.  Knowledge exists separate from the learner.  

Codified knowledge of teaching, the push towards professionalization of the field, 

certification exams, and the idea of teachers as knowledge users rather than generators 

dominate this view of teacher learning.  Knowledge-in-practice is associated with the 

practical knowledge of teaching, and is dependent on teachers honing their craft through 
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their actions in the classroom.  Under this conception of teacher learning, Cochran-Smith 

and Lytle further state that “to improve teaching, then, teachers need opportunities to 

enhance, make explicit, and articulate the tacit knowledge embedded in experience and in 

the wise action of very competent professionals” (pp. 262-263).  Teachers are viewed as 

generators of knowledge within this conception of teaching, and this learning is typically 

done in collaboration with other teachers, often along with a facilitator to help question 

beliefs and assumptions.  Knowledge separate from the learner does not exist.  

Knowledge-of-practice, likewise, does not view knowledge as existing separately from 

the learner, though it does not make any distinctions between formal and practice 

knowledge of teaching.  Cochran-Smith and Lytle warn that this conception of teacher 

learning is not a synthesis of the other two conceptions, but rather  

it is based on fundamentally different ideas: that practice is more than practical, 

that inquiry is more than an artful rendering of teachers’ practical knowledge, and 

that understanding knowledge needs of teaching means transcending the idea that 

the formal-practical distinction captures the universe of knowledge types. (p. 274)   

In other words, there is an emphasis on locally generated practical knowledge, as well as 

how that knowledge can be expanded to the larger field of teaching or formal knowledge.  

These two constructs do not exist in isolation of each other.  Also, within this conception, 

teacher learning occurs in collaboration with others via “teacher networks, inquiry 

communities, and other school-based collectives in which teacher and others conjoin their 

efforts to construct knowledge” (p. 273).  Action research, teacher research, and other 

inquiry communities are associated with this conception of teacher learning.  
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Teacher Learning in Community 

 Parallels can be drawn between adult learning concepts like andragogy and 

heutagogy and teacher learning concepts like knowledge-for-practice, knowledge-in-

practice, and knowledge-of-practice.  For instance, action research as a means of learning 

and creating knowledge is congruent with both heutagogy and knowledge-of-practice.  

Since action research is often done in collaboration with others, let us look at the concept 

of learning communities. 

 In recent years, the term learning communities has become a popular term to refer 

to a plethora of teacher learning groups, such as professional learning communities 

(PLCs), teaming, mentoring communities, lesson study, study groups, action/teacher 

research groups, and inquiry groups, among other names (e.g. Drago-Severson, 2009; 

DuFour, 2004; Hord, 1997; Little 2012).  For example, Hord (1997) noted that study 

groups and action research are two suggestions for fostering professional learning 

communities in schools.  For the purposes of this study, any of these types of groups will 

be considered under the broader umbrella of learning communities, rather than getting 

bogged down in labels and the idiosyncrasies of the different types of communities 

(Many, 2009).  It should be noted that the term professional learning communities (PLCs) 

has a very specific connotation and set of criteria and should not be used to describe 

“every imaginable combination of individuals with an interest in education” (DuFour, 

2004, p. 6), which is why the broader term learning communities is being used instead, 

unless the term PLCs is used in the context of the original work, as it was with Hord.  
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The definition of learning community in this study is informed by Haberman (2004), 

Hord (1997) and Little’s (2012) work. 

Haberman (2004) defines a group as “a learning community when members share 

a common vision that learning in the primary purpose for their association and the 

ultimate value to preserve in the workplace and that learning outcomes are the primary 

criteria for evaluating the success of their work” (p. 52).  Haberman also lists the 

attributes of learning communities as modeling (teachers guiding their own learning 

using the same principles they use with their students), continual sharing of ideas, 

collaboration, egalitarianism, high productivity, community, and practical applications.  

Hord’s (1997) aspects of what she terms as professional learning communities include: 

supportive and shared leadership, collective creativity, shared values and vision, 

supportive conditions, and shared personal practice.  Little’s (2012) characteristics of 

professional community include: shared values and purpose, collective focus on and 

responsibility for student learning, improving student learning through collaborative and 

coordinated efforts, practices supportive of teacher learning “summed up as ‘deprivatized 

practice and reflective dialogue,’” and collective control over decisions (p. 15).  Major 

common themes across all three authors are having shared ideas/values/goals usually 

with a focus on student learning and the importance of working collaboratively with 

colleagues.  The attributes of learning communities for teachers can be reflected through 

Gee’s (2004; 2007) affinity space concept, as demonstrated in the next section through 

examination of literature specific to teacher-driven professional development 

communities. 
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Teacher Learning in Collaborative Teacher-Driven Groups 

In this section, I discuss what the literature says about collaborative teacher-

driven professional development for educators who are in the same school district.  The 

aim is to better understand how the attributes of Gee’s (2004; 2007) affinity spaces 

concept can be demonstrated in face-to-face teacher-driven professional development 

efforts.  Affinity space attributes informed but did not drive my analysis.  For reporting 

purposes, it was useful to group these categories beneath three attributes of Gee’s 

concept.  I was very open to ideas outside the concept of affinity space as delineated by 

Gee, but what I found was that my analysis usefully coalesced around three particular 

attributes from the affinity space concept:  

● common endeavor is primary 

● newbies and masters and everyone else share common space 

● content organization is transformed by interactional organization.  

These three features of Gee’s (2004; 2007) affinity spaces are reflected in the 

concept of learning communities.  For instance, the idea of having a common endeavor 

aligns with Hord’s (1997) attribute of shared value and vision or Little’s (2012) shared 

values and focus.  Newbies and masters and everyone else share common space is echoed 

in the collaborative and collective attributes across Little, Hord, and Haberman’s (2004) 

characteristics of learning communities.  And content organization is transformed by 

interactional changes is reflected in the change in classroom practice and school culture, 

which is at the heart of the work learning communities do. 



COLLABORATIVE TEACHER-DRIVEN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT       24 

 

 
 

 

The studies examined in this section did not explicitly tap into the affinity space 

concept as part of their frameworks, nor did they generate affinity spaces in the way that 

Gee originally argued for as part of a digitally-mediated experience.  Duncan and Hayes 

(2012) explain that “the forms of shared knowledge, distributed expertise, and peer 

mentoring exemplified in affinity spaces–as well as their tensions, conflicts, and 

complexities–may offer a starting point for efforts that go beyond games and game-based 

learning, to foster the kinds of knowledge spaces and systems that will become 

increasingly important in all aspects of our lives” (p. 19).  This suggests that the affinity 

space concept could be examined outside of games, game-based learning, and other 

digitally-mediated experiences.  Therefore, the affinity space concept can be useful in 

helping to unpack how teacher-driven forms of professional development can be 

examined as legitimate learning experiences.  It is hoped that this study serves as a 

starting point for examining how attributes of affinity spaces can be found in face-to-face 

teacher-driven professional development opportunities, helping to pave the way to the 

creation of more organic, grassroots teacher-driven professional development efforts.   

Analysis of the literature suggested three ways in which teacher-driven 

professional development opportunities can be viewed as sharing attributes of Gee’s 

(2004, 2007) affinity spaces concept.  Each of these attributes will be discussed in their 

own sections along with a detailed example from previous work from the world of digital 

literacies in order to set the stage for how this particular attribute has been used before to 

examine learning.  The first attribute discussed is the role common endeavors play in 

teacher-driven professional development.  This is followed by discussion of the concepts 
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masters and newbies as viewed in the kinds of professional development reported to the 

surveyed studies.  The final focus comprises an examination of how Gee’s concept of 

content organization is transformed by interactional organization (2004, 2007) can be 

used to view the changes collaborative teacher-driven professional development make 

outside the group itself as found in the literature surveyed. 

Common endeavor or common focus is primary.  A common endeavor is a key 

component to teacher-driven professional development efforts focused on collaborative 

teacher research (Arnold, 2002; Bintz & Dillard, 2007; Cawthon, Dawson, Judd-Glossy, 

& Ihorn, 2012; Chandler-Olcott, 2002; Clarke, 2012; Dever & Lash, 2013; Gilles, 

Wilson, & Elias, 2010; Murata, 2002; Parsons, Metzger, Askew, & Carswell, 2011; 

Roberts, Crawford, & Hickmann, 2010; Rock & Wilson, 2005; Ryan, 2016).  It is this 

common endeavor that seems to bind the group together, not individual identities or their 

characteristics (Gee, 2004, 2007, 2012, 2015).  The people involved might never work 

together or interact with each other if it was not for the common cause or interest that 

unites them.  Gee (2012) illustrates this point by noting that two people with a shared 

passion for cat breeding might engage together in an online forum on the subject, but 

their personal characteristics like differences in age, political views, and race might 

prevent them from ever having met in the real world.  It was their specific common 

interest that brought them together.  When examining teacher research as a form of 

professional development, the common endeavor outweighs individual teachers’ 

characteristics like grade taught, content discipline, and even teaching experience; thus 
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bringing together teachers who might not otherwise have the opportunity to engage 

together in discussions of practice.  

 A common instructional goal or implementation of a new curriculum element is 

frequently the goal of practitioners conducting teacher research (Bintz & Dillard, 2007; 

Cawthon et al., 2012; Chandler-Olcott, 2002; Clarke, 2012; Dever & Lash, 2013; Murata, 

2002; Parsons et al., 2011; Rock & Wilson, 2005; Ryan, 2016), which superseded other 

aspects of the teachers’ individual identities to bring them together.  This was evident in 

Murata’s study of four interdisciplinary teams of teachers who received support from the 

school to restructure their individual courses so they could co-teach with a colleague.  

What united these teachers was their shared desire to create interdisciplinary classes by 

means of co-teaching, to collaborate with interdisciplinary colleagues, and to develop “a 

more comprehensive learning experience for their students” (p. 69).   

Similarly, Chandler-Olcott (2002), Clarke (2012), Ryan (2016) and Parsons et al. 

(2011) exemplified how a group of teachers working together around a common 

endeavor can transcend grade, content, and other individual factors that might otherwise 

keep teachers from working together.  The elementary teachers in Chandler-Olcott’s 

study were in a teacher research group that came together via a grant that they applied for 

and received.  The umbrella topic for each year was the common endeavor that brought 

these teachers together, along with the desire to conduct teacher research.  Likewise, the 

teachers in Clarke’s study were brought together with the goal of promoting the use of 

technology in the classroom, though they were encouraged to individualize their research 

to something meaningful to their own practice.  The early elementary school teachers in 
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Ryan's (2016) study were provided the opportunity by their principal, in lieu of several 

traditionally structured faculty meetings, to create inquiry groups around various topics of 

self-interest. 

The teachers in Parson et al.’s study (2011) were frustrated by a drop in literacy 

test scores at their Title 1 elementary school and worked with the administration and a 

local university to change their language arts curriculum.  The administration focused 

professional development sessions around the teachers working on project-based literacy 

lessons, which aligned with the goal the teachers had.  In these studies, the teachers were 

the impetus for the change at a school-wide level, although in Parson et al. the structure 

for professional development was ultimately set up by administration based on what the 

teachers identified as an issue, whereas in Chandler-Olcott (2002) the teachers had a 

much stronger, direct involvement to the work being done.  Despite these differences in 

the level of teacher involvement in driving the professional development, it is clear that 

the common endeavor of improving instruction brought together teachers in these studies.    

Murata (2002), Chandler-Olcott (2002), and Parsons et al. (2011) demonstrated 

how a common endeavor created by the teachers was then brought to administration for 

additional support.  However, this is not the only way a common endeavor can bring 

teachers together.  The studies examined here also suggest that the impetus for common 

endeavor can be provided by an outside organization (Cawthorn et al., 2012) or by 

district officials (Dever & Lash, 2013) that is then co-opted by the teachers for their own 

professional development purposes. Common interests that bring teachers together do not 

have to be confined to a specific classroom goal or practice, either, but can also include 
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some sort of in-common process.  Roberts et al. (2010) provided a particularly salient 

example of an in-common process by studying the Master Teacher Program (MTP) 

which was a voluntary long-term professional development program focused on 

providing teachers with the opportunity to learn how to conduct teacher research.  Other 

studies also demonstrated in-common processes like the desire to conduct action research 

(Gilles et al., 2010); to participate in a lesson study, where teachers collaboratively plan a 

lesson and critically observe each other teach it (Rock & Wilson, 2005); or be reflective 

practitioners (Bintz & Dillard, 2007).  The common endeavor can also lie outside of the 

realm of K-12 students by focusing on teachers’ roles as teacher educators with respect to 

student teachers in their schools (Arnold, 2002).  In all cases, though, the teachers in 

these studies are brought together by some common driving force.   

As stated earlier, the teachers in these studies were not part of affinity spaces in 

the way that Gee conceived the concept (2004, 2007), nor did the authors use affinity 

spaces as their framework for analysis.  However, it is helpful to use Gee’s (2004, 2007, 

2012) attribute of “common endeavor as primary" over other personal factors to examine 

teacher-driven professional development.  Allowing teachers a stronger say in their 

learning and development does not mean letting go of the concept of structure or 

advocating for setting up an “anything goes” situation.  In fact, providing protocols and 

structure were things that the teachers in these studies wanted in order to be successful in 

their respective projects (Cawthon et al, 2012; Dever & Lash, 2013; Roberts et al, 2010; 

Ryan, 2016).  It is important to note even within the traditional hierarchical power 
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structure of schools, action research and teacher research provided these educators with 

the opportunity to make their voices heard. 

Thus it seems a common endeavor around which to bring the teachers together is 

one way to aid practitioners in the establishment of effective teacher-driven professional 

development.  Furthermore, the teachers in these studies were not being “trained” in 

something they had little interest in; rather, they were active participants in either 

generating their own common endeavor (e.g. Arnold, 2002; Chandler-Olcott, 2002; 

Murata, 2002; Ryan, 2016) or self-selecting aspects of the work within the provided 

common endeavor (e.g. Cawthon, et al., 2012; Dever & Lash, 2013; Gilles et al., 2010; 

Roberts et al., 2010).  In each of these studies, teachers had some control over their 

learning.  But without a common goal of some sort, these teachers would most likely 

have not had the chance to work together in such a direct fashion.  However, it should be 

noted that a common endeavor is not always enough for teachers to do their work 

successfully if the structure or protocols group members felt they needed to function 

cohesively was lacking (e.g., Cawthorn et al., 2012; Dever & Lash, 2013).   

Newbies and masters and everyone else share common space.  Another 

attribute of an affinity space that is helpful in examining collaborative teacher research 

professional development efforts is the concept of newbies, masters, and everyone else 

sharing a common space.  Gee (2004) explained that “the whole continuum of people 

from new to experienced, from unskilled to highly skilled, from minorly interested to 

addicted, and everything in between, is accommodated in the same space” (p. 85).  

Simply put, people are brought together in an affinity space due to a common endeavor, 
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as discussed earlier.  Since individual characteristics like age, race, or gender take a 

backseat to their common interest, it makes sense that experience with the area of interest 

would also be less important.  Someone new to the topic of interest can have access to the 

group the same way as someone who has been a part of it for a long time.  Durga (2012) 

provides an example of this in her examination of players of the video game Civilization 

who learned to program via an online affinity space CivFanatics.  Her work focused on 

three players, each with different experiences at modding (modification of game content).  

Mike was self-described as a “mod-player,” someone who created mods in addition to his 

primary goal of playing the game; Andy saw his ability to mod as a way of improving his 

gameplay; and Will was a hobbyist programmer with little interest in playing the game 

itself.  All three players were masters in one sense but a newbie in another.  For instance, 

Mike was more of a master in gameplay and took part in multiplayer games, but did not 

put a lot of emphasis on his ability to mod; Durga was unable to find any user-created 

maps or mods created by him.  In contrast, Will was perhaps a master at programming 

and modding, but more of a newbie in playing the game since he really did not focus on 

gameplay.   

Similarly, the teachers may be newbies and masters in different ways during their 

various research projects.  Years of teaching experience is typically what comes to mind 

when referring to teachers as novices or veterans.  A number of the studies in this review 

explicitly noted working relationships between newer and more experienced teachers 

(Arnold, 2002; Gilles et al., 2010; Murata, 2002; Rock & Wilson, 2005).  In Gilles et al.’s 

study, the action research group at Parkland Elementary School was mandatory for all 
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participants in the Teaching Fellows master’s program (an induction program for all new 

teachers receiving a master's degree through the school’s partnership with the University 

of Missouri-Columbia).  These teachers were new to classroom teaching.  The program 

was open on a voluntary basis to all other teachers at Parkland, with around 38% of the 

teachers participating per year, giving this action research group a good mix of new and 

veteran teachers.  Similarly, the seven teachers in Rock and Wilson’s lesson study groups 

were made up of a mix of new and veteran teachers, ranging from one to eleven years of 

teaching experience. 

However, when examining teacher research through the lens of affinity spaces, 

the number of years teaching is only one factor that plays into the newbies/ masters 

discussion.  The newbie/master dynamic can also refer to experience with the common 

endeavor.  In the action research group in Gilles et al. (2010), half of the teachers in the 

group had taken the action research course before and half had not.  This means that half 

of the group could be considered newbies at conducting action research and half could be 

considered masters.  Similarly, Murata’s (2002) study of interdisciplinary team teachers 

had teachers with varying years of teaching experience and varying degrees of experience 

with co-teaching.   

Sometimes the relationship between newbies and masters might not be evident in 

the group members but in the common endeavor that brings them together.  The author in 

Arnold’s (2002) study formed a study group with five other cooperating teachers at her 

non-traditional high school to discuss their experiences working with student teachers.  

Although the student teachers were not directly a part of the study group, their role in the 
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lives of the cooperating teachers were the focus of the group’s discussions, causing the 

teachers to reflect on their newbie/master relationships with these new teachers.  

Although all the study group members were masters as veteran teachers, their focus was 

to discuss their experiences mentoring newbie student teachers. 

The idea of newbies and masters does not need to refer to the relationships 

between classroom teachers in this work.  University partnerships are not uncommon in 

teacher research relationships (Anderson et al., 2007; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, 

2009).  These outside researchers typically provide access to resources or provide 

assistance facilitating the project (Zeichner & Noffke, 2001).  Even though the teachers 

are the ones conducting the research, university partnerships are sometimes cultivated at 

the district level or by individual teachers to aid in the teacher research process.  Most of 

these studies involved local universities or university researchers being a part of this 

work in some form (Bintz & Dillard, 2007; Cawthon et al., 2012; Chandler-Olcott, 2002; 

Gilles et al., 2010; Parsons et al., 2011; Rock & Wilson, 2005).    

Gee’s (2004, 2007) work does not discuss what happens when there is not a mix 

of masters and newbies.  Cawthorn et al. (2012) seemed to run into this problem since the 

university research assistant assigned to work with the teacher researchers was a second-

year doctoral student with some experience in drama, teaching, and research, but not with 

mentoring teachers.  The authors called the teachers and the research assistant “relative 

novices to the journey on which they were about to embark” (p. 221).  In this instance, 

there were no true masters in how to conduct this work together.  Perhaps this was 
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another factor that contributed to the lack of success for this particular teacher research 

initiative.    

It is important to lay some groundwork rules or protocols for interactions when 

bringing novice and veteran teachers together.  The teachers in Rock and Wilson’s (2005) 

study thought that they would have benefited from some sort of peer coaching and 

mediation training prior to conducting their lesson studies.  Both newer and veteran 

teachers expressed that some type of mediation training would have prevented hurt 

feelings during the critiquing process.  Additionally, the newer teachers expressed that 

giving feedback to more experienced teachers and critiquing their lessons was an 

uncomfortable process.  Had the teachers received training in this process prior to their 

study, this could have mitigated some of the discomfort felt by all parties.       

Again, the affinity space concept attribute of "newbies and masters and everyone 

else sharing a common space" can provide a useful lens in examining teacher interactions 

with each other in teacher-driven professional development settings.  In the studies 

analyzed here, several specified relationships between veteran and novice teachers 

(Arnold, 2002; Gilles et al., 2010; Murata, 2002; Rock & Wilson, 2005).  However, years 

of teaching experience are not the only way that the newbie/master relationship can be 

seen.  This dynamic is witnessed with teachers new and experienced to whatever the 

common endeavor is, such as action research (Gilles et al., 2010) or experience with team 

teaching (Murata, 2002).  Moreover, the newbie and master relationship might be seen 

with outsiders working with the teachers, such as preservice student teachers (Arnold) or 

university partnerships (Bintz & Dillard, 2007; Cawthon et al., 2012; Chandler-Olcott, 
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2002; Gilles et al.; Parsons et al., 2011; Rock & Wilson, 2005).  Interactions between 

masters and newbies on all levels provide opportunities for teachers to engage in 

meaningful professional learning opportunities with colleagues and knowledgeable 

outsiders like university-researchers.         

Content organization is transformed by interactional organization.  When 

people interact within an affinity space, the nature of the space and the content will 

change over time.  Gee (2004) used the example of the game Age of Mythology (AoM) 

when illustrating this particular attribute.  He explained that when players interact in an 

affinity space like the site AoM Heaven, the game may be changed by the company 

through updates and patches based on what is discussed by players.  Duncan (2012) 

provides another example of how the Flash-based game site Kongregate allows players to 

provide feedback via comments, forums, and at the time of the article the Kongregate 

Labs contest.  Through these different spaces, players could provide feedback to the 

game developers, which in turn resulted in developers making changes to the games or 

using that information when developing future games. 

While not exactly what Gee (2004, 2007) envisioned, the affinity space attribute 

of "content organization being transformed by interactional organization" can be a useful 

lens in examining teacher-driven professional development efforts.  The transformation 

caused by teachers conducting teacher research collaboratively will look different than 

discussions in an online forum resulting in changes in a video game.  While Gee’s (2004, 

2007) affinity space concept takes into consideration dispersed knowledge coming into 

the affinity space, he fails to discuss the impact of knowledge leaving the space.  Since 
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the idea of knowledge dispersing out of the space seems to best fit, albeit not perfectly, 

with the idea of content and interactional organization, it is discussed here rather than 

examining it as the separate affinity space attribute of “dispersed knowledge is 

encouraged.”  That particular attribute seems to only address bringing knowledge via 

other texts and resources into the space rather than discussing how the knowledge 

changes spaces beyond the original intent (Gee, 2004, 2007).  However, this spillover 

effect as it could relate to affinity spaces is something that could benefit from further 

research. 

When talking about her work conducting an action research group with students 

of color in her middle school, Herr (1999) suggested that “teacher research often has a 

‘spillover’ effect; I think that there is something about merely asking certain questions 

within the context of a school that sends a ripple through it and begins to interrupt the 

way everyday practices are viewed” (p. 10).  To clarify, even if the purpose of the teacher 

research group is to examine one’s own practice, there could be farther reaching effects 

that spill over into other areas of school life.  Several studies in this review illustrate two 

ways that schools transformed due to the interactions of teacher-driven professional 

development groups creating some sort of spillover effect (Bintz & Dillard, 2007; 

Chandler-Olcott, 2002; Clarke, 2012; Gilles et al., 2010; Murata, 2002; Roberts et al., 

2010; Ryan, 2016).  The first way was through changes in classroom practices.  The 

second way was through changes in school culture. 

Both Bintz and Dillard (2007) and Murata (2002) discuss the spillover effect their 

teacher research had on their students.  In Bintz and Dillard, a 4th grade teacher and the 
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school literacy specialist worked together to examine their work developing a new 

literacy and social studies curriculum via student research projects.  Over the course of 

the three years of the study, the two practitioners began to let go of the district-mandated 

curriculum and began to drive instruction based on their reflection from the previous 

year.  By the third year, the students not only negotiated the research topics but also the 

mode of presentation by shifting the format from a traditional paper to a museum-style 

presentation.  Much as the teachers were giving themselves greater control over the 

curriculum, so too were the students gaining greater control over their learning 

experience.  Furthermore, the changes that the teachers made to the curriculum and to 

their teaching came from their reflections, further illustrating how these teacher-driven 

professional development efforts result in meaningful teacher learning. 

The high school team teachers in Murata’s (2002) study caused a different type of 

spillover effect.  Their work blended different content areas together, so that even the 

students no longer considered each class as separate subjects, but rather part of one 

learning experience.  Furthermore, the teachers noted that their relationships with each 

other could cause a spillover effect into the lives of their students.  Because they could 

see two teachers engaged in respectful disagreements over potentially charged issues like 

politics, the students learned how to have those same types of dialogues with their peers.  

Although Murata (2002) discussed change in classroom climate as a spillover effect of 

their work, this change can also be seen at the school or district level (Chandler-Olcott, 

2002; Clarke, 2012; Gilles et al., 2010; Roberts et al., 2010; Ryan, 2016).  For instance, 

as the school principal, Ryan (2016) created the climate for teachers to set up inquiry 
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groups in lieu of several traditionally structured faculty meetings.  At the end of the first 

year, the teachers were also able to share what they learned in their smaller inquiry 

groups with the rest of the faculty.  Although Ryan left the school during the middle of 

the second year of the study, he reported that the school continued the "Design Your Own 

Learning" sessions even after his departure.   

In summation, the studies examined in this review suggest ways in which the 

interactions of these teacher-driven professional development efforts have had a spillover 

effect into areas beyond the scope of the teacher group.  In these studies, this spillover 

effect influenced the teachers’ work with students and classroom practices (Bintz & 

Dillard, 2007; Murata, 2002) as well as creating changes at the school or district level 

(Chandler-Olcott, 2002; Clarke, 2012; Gilles et al., 2010; Roberts et al., 2010; Ryan, 

2016).  Although this is not a perfect fit with Gee’s (2004, 2007) affinity space attribute 

of “content organization is transformed by interactional organization,” it is the attribute 

that can best express the changes in other areas of school life as a result of teacher-driven 

professional development efforts. 

 There is potential for the concept of affinity spaces to be used to help highlight 

informal professional development opportunities, and to provide a new way to look at 

professional development differently.  Collaborative teacher-driven professional 

development opportunities, such as practitioner inquiry through teacher research, are 

especially fertile ground for this type of examination.  Although the studies examined 

here were all collaborative teacher-driven efforts, none of these studies used affinity 

spaces as a framework for their study.  It would be interesting to see if studies conducted 
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with this framework in mind would emphasize the same attributes discussed above.  That 

is why my study used affinity spaces as a framework for examining a group of teachers 

conducting their own learning experiences in a group environment.  I wanted to see if 

these same attributes were evident when examining the work my colleagues and I 

conduct with each other.  

 Additionally, none of these studies included online professional development 

efforts, though Ryan's (2016) study did have teachers set up groups initially using a 

shared Google Doc during a faculty meeting, professional learning did not happen in that 

online space.  Since the affinity space concept was designed to look at learning in an 

online space, it would be interesting to see if these attributes would be demonstrated by 

teachers in the same district learning together in a partially or completely digitally-

mediated space.  This is especially timely as online communications in both real-time and 

asynchronously become common place mediums for learning.  The teacher research 

study group I am in participates in digital communication, primarily through the use of a 

shared Google Doc initially, and later through Google Classroom.  Therefore, it would be 

beneficial to examine the role this online space plays in teacher learning.      

 Finally, teacher research provides classroom teachers with an opportunity to 

become knowledge generators and focus on issues specific to their classroom practices.  

What teachers learn about their own practice via collaboration with colleagues can, in 

turn, have a spillover effect into the larger community of the school, the district, or even 

the field of education.  This provides educators with an opportunity to push back against 

top-down mandates and reforms, such as No Child Left Behind and the Every Student 
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Succeeds Act.  I was interested in seeing what this spillover effect looked like with the 

teacher research study group I am in.  Does our work together have a broader reach 

beyond just the teachers participating in the group? 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study is to examine teachers’ professional learning in a self-

designed study group.  For practitioners like me, the findings from this study may 

contribute to the knowledge base of teacher-driven professional development and serve 

as a data source for other teachers interested in generating their own professional 

development opportunities.  Furthermore, this will contribute to the knowledge base of 

teacher development to demonstrate how meaningful professional development for in-

service educators can be led by the teachers rather than administrators or outside experts.  

 In this section, I describe the implementation of this study, as well as my thought 

process behind those decisions.  This was a practitioner research study that used 

qualitative data gathering methods such as recording group meetings and conducting 

participant interviews.  I also discuss my position as a both participant and researcher in 

the study group community as well as the steps I took to ensure the trustworthiness of my 

work in this role.  Finally, I discuss the limitations and significance of this study.  

Methodological Approach 

The question that guided my study was: What does professional development 

look like when we, as teachers, gather to examine elements of classroom practice that are 

meaningful to us?  Given my research question and my situation as a teacher whose 

interests stemmed from experiences within my district, action research is an appropriate 

methodology.  Although the definition of action research varies across sources, Herr and 

Anderson (2015) noted that  
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most agree on the following: action research is inquiry that is done by or with 

insiders to an organization or community, but never to or on them…Action 

research is oriented to some action or cycle of actions that organizational or 

community members have taken, are taking, or wish to take to address a 

particularly problematic situation.  The idea is that that changes occur either 

within the setting and/or within the researchers themselves. (pp. 3-4) 

I was already part of a pre-existing teacher study group in my district where we 

examined various aspects of our practice that were important to us and shared ideas 

together as a group to help each other grow professionally.  Prior to our work in this 

group, participants of the group primarily received professional development via district 

in-service workshops, typically with someone talking at us.  As a group, we selected 

topics of interest related to our practice that we wanted to explore together (see Appendix 

A for the topics our group examined and additional notes about the parameters of the 

study).  As a local teacher I was an insider of this community, and we were looking to 

address a “particularly problematic situation” as we saw it (Herr & Anderson, 2015).  

Because I was an insider, I was an active participant in the group, and my participation in 

the group informed my own classroom practices.  

I studied this process with my colleagues since “action research is best done in 

collaboration with others who have a stake in the problem under investigation” (Herr & 

Anderson, 2015, p. 4).  Additionally, in their argument that community research should 

be recognized as much as individually conducted research Cochran-Smith and Lytle 

(1993) stated that “through inquiry, groups of teachers conjoin their understandings to 
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create local knowledge in and for their own communities” (p. 52).  Through informal 

conversations with colleagues, I know I am not the only one who is tired of prescribed 

professional development and is looking for new ways to learn, so this research certainly 

has the potential to create local knowledge for our own community. 

Furthermore, action research via teacher research as the research approach fits 

since the focus of this work is more internal than institutional. The changes would be 

within the participants themselves.  I was interested in hearing what my fellow teachers 

had to say about the experiences of discussing their practice with colleagues and what we 

thought of creating their own professional development opportunities together as a group.  

Being part of a teacher study group with others makes sense for the context of this 

research since I wanted to know about teachers’ experiences learning to create self-driven 

professional development opportunities.  According to Saavedra (1996)  

socially constructed contexts, such as the teachers study group, facilitate 

opportunities for teachers to examine their own situations and nature of their 

positions in school and social systems.  As teachers explore their lived 

experiences, emancipatory knowledge increases awareness of the contradictions 

within everyday understandings, and in doing so directs attention to the 

possibilities for social and personal transformation. (p. 272)   

Teacher voice in formal, district-sanctioned professional development has been silenced, 

so analyzing an action research study group to examine what happens when teachers take 

back their own professional learning was appropriate for the context of this research.  By 

taking control over their own learning, teachers are in their own way fighting back 
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against the paternalistic system that implies teachers do not know what is "good" for 

them.  Moreover, Anderson et al. (2007) highlight the social justice aspect of this work 

by stating  

as school practitioners become more active in sharing their work and action 

research become a broad-based movement, it has the potential to reject the 

dualistic hierarchies of university and school, knowledge and action, theory and 

practice.  It has the potential to become a truly grassroots, democratic movement 

of knowledge production and educational and social change. (p. 32)    

This means that breaking down the hierarchical connotations between schools and 

universities and what counts as knowledge can help pave the way for real social change 

in the field of education. 

Action research via teacher research was the best fit for my particular research 

question, particularly through a teacher study group.  I was interested in the personal 

changes within us as teachers and our work in a localized context.  As a member of this 

community, I wanted to conduct this research collaboratively with other teachers.  I know 

that my individual experience with teacher-driven professional development was not the 

only story available so I want to make the experiences of my colleagues in the study 

group known as well. 

Context and Participants 

 The study focused on a teacher research project conducted in my school district, 

located in a suburban northern New Jersey town.  Participants include the seven members 

of a pre-existing study group, which consists of six of my colleagues (Dean, Rachel, Ann, 
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Cassandra, Sophia, Jessica) and me.  Three participants in the study group, including 

myself, are solely social studies certified.  One participant was certified general education 

K-12 and highly qualified to teach social studies.  Three participants are language arts 

certified and each has an additional certification in at least one of the following areas: 

social studies, English as a Second Language, elementary education, or school library 

media specialist.  All three secondary schools in our district are represented as there is at 

least one person in the group currently working at each of the two middle schools and the 

high school.  Several participants have had past experience at more than one of these 

schools in the district.  For instance, a participant could have previously taught at the high 

school but now teaches at one of the middle schools in the same district.  We are a group 

of six female teachers and one male teacher, with teaching experience ranging from eight 

to twenty-four years at the start of the study.  All participants are white, which is 

reflective of the composition of the majority of our departments.  The group meetings 

were scheduled based on our availability and were typically held once or twice a month 

for about forty minutes to two hours.  We also conducted meetings online by posting 

asynchronously to a Google Doc for the first two years, then switched to Google 

Classroom during the third year.   

This group originally formed during the 2014-15 school year with the purpose of 

studying technology integration in our social studies and English classes.  We applied for 

and received a study group grant from a local university.  All original group participants 

continued with the group into the 2015-16 school year (see Appendix B for the grant 

approval notification for the 2014-15 and 2015-16 school years).  In the 2016-17 school 
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year two more teachers joined the group.  We also received the study group grant from 

the same local university for these next two years as well.  Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval to formally study the group was received in February 2015, but audio 

documentation of the group meetings did not start until April 2015.  However, documents 

created by the group, such as the group meeting Google Doc, do exist as a written record 

before that and were also used in my analysis.  

Data Sources 

As a participant and researcher of the group, I recorded the group meetings for 

analysis of our collaborative learning.  The group meetings took place as they usually do 

as my research did not alter the meeting structure.  Meetings are conducted in fairly 

informal fashion, where the conversation is driven by group members' thoughts and 

questions.  We typically meet once or twice a month, either in one of our classrooms or 

off-site at a local restaurant for anywhere between forty minutes to two hours.  I 

transcribed and analyzed the data to see what could be learned about teachers creating 

their own professional development together.  In addition to meeting transcripts, 

documents created by the group were also analyzed as ancillary data.  These documents 

were generated by the group via Google Docs and Google Classroom, and include items 

such as online meeting notes where members of the group participated in virtual 

discussions as well as a collectively constructed table about experiences and lesson ideas 

using different educational technologies. 

Furthermore, interviews with participants were conducted to supplement the data 

provided from the meeting recordings.  Each participant was interviewed in either the 



COLLABORATIVE TEACHER-DRIVEN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT       46 

 

 
 

 

summer or fall of 2016 in a follow-up interview lasting approximately thirty minutes.  I 

was also interviewed by one of the other participants in order to record my own 

experiences.  My goal in conducting these interviews was to get an explicit perspective 

from participants about the ways in which this teacher-driven professional development 

works for them and why they continued to be a part of this group, even after the initial 

2014-15 grant period ended.  Therefore, these interviews were semistructured (Merriam, 

2009), meaning that although some questions were predetermined, the conversation was 

guided by the overall topic of professional development to get a sense of each 

participant’s history with both traditional and non-traditional forms of professional 

development (see Appendix C for sample semistructured interview questions).   

Additionally, I kept a researcher’s journal to ensure the consistency and 

dependability or reliability of this study (Merriam, 2009) as well as to serve as a record of 

my thoughts during this process of working with my colleagues (Anderson et al., 2007).  

Data analysis was ongoing throughout the study, and these documents served as valuable 

data sources as they provided additional insight into the research question (Merriam, 

2009). 

Data Analysis 

The constant comparative method derived from grounded theory (Charmaz, 2010; 

Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Merriam, 2009) was used to examine similar themes and 

emerging patterns in the data.  A basic open-coding process was used to analyze the data 

(Merriam, 2009; Saldaňa, 2009).  However, an initial round of data gathering and 

analysis was conducted with this same study group, and the codes generated in that initial 
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work suggested codes that would be helpful in more lengthy study (see Appendix D for 

sample codes from the initial round of data gathering).  Gee’s (2004, 2007, 2015) work 

on affinity spaces also provided the basis for some of my codes.  While Gee's work 

informed my analysis, I remained open to other constructs.  Data analysis was an ongoing 

process, and codes evolved and changed over the course of the study.  

 In order to help me make meaning of my data, I used memo writing.  Saldaňa 

(2009) provided eleven examples of different analytic memos, though he also noted that 

“all memos are analytic regardless of content” (p. 33).  Furthermore, memos allowed me 

to make connections between my data and to help identify biases and assumptions about 

my work (Charmaz, 2010).  It was helpful for me to create a memo from each of the 

meeting transcripts and use those to play with patterns or themes that emerged from the 

data.  I also created memos around various overarching themes that emerged from the 

transcripts of meetings and interviews and used those to better refine the concepts that 

would eventually form my findings (see Appendix E for a sample memo I created after 

reading one meeting's transcript).        

Ethics 

 As my study involved research on human subjects, I needed permission from the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) to conduct my study.  As previously mentioned, I had 

already received IRB approval for an initial round of data gather as part of an assignment 

for an action research course I took.  As the data became part of my dissertation research 

I applied for and received extensions to continue this work, which included a number of 

updates and changes to that initial proposal in keeping with the evolving nature of my 
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work (see Appendix F for initial IRB approval notification).  While the risks are seen as 

minimal since participation in this group was voluntary, there was always the possibility 

that participants would not find the study group as beneficial or as interesting as 

anticipated.  Participants were volunteers and were free to leave the study at any time.  To 

help ensure the confidentiality of group members, pseudonyms were used in the 

collection, analysis, and reporting of all data.    

Positionality and Trustworthiness 

 It is very difficult for me to separate my researcher identity from my professional 

identity, and I did not want to make the mistake of being an insider positioning myself as 

an outsider (Herr & Anderson, 2015).  I am a middle school social studies teacher in 

northern New Jersey.  I am also a researcher interested in the professional development 

of teachers.  This research interests stems from personal experience.  If I were not a 

teacher in this current political climate, I probably would not be interested in this topic. 

This dual role of being a participant and a researcher will be brought up in more detail in 

the findings of chapter 4 and the discussion of chapter 5 as it played such a vital part in 

this study.  Since I am personally and professionally tied into my research I took several 

measures to ensure the validity of my work and to account for possible biases. The steps I 

took included: triangulation of data, member-checking, enlisting the assistance of critical 

friends, and utilizing a researcher’s journal to examine biases and subjectivity. 

The research approach which best fits the type of work that I conducted is action 

research in the form of a teacher study group, which was discussed in greater detail 

earlier.  Action research shares some tools to demonstrate trustworthiness with qualitative 
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research, such as member checking and triangulation.  However, practitioner research has 

the added need for the participant researcher to balance his or her identities as both 

participant and researcher.  This necessitates different criterion for establishing 

trustworthiness.  Herr and Anderson (2015) and Anderson et al. (2007) outline five 

criteria for action research, aligned with the goals of action research, for establishing 

trustworthiness: outcome, process, democratic, catalytic, and dialogic.  Herr and 

Anderson (2015) refer to these as validity criteria; whereas Anderson et al. (2007) note 

that either validity or trustworthiness can be used until there is a newer term that better 

meets the needs of action research.  For the purposes of this section, I will refer to these 

as validity concerns in reflecting the more recent publication date of Herr and Anderson's 

(2015) work.  First, I will provide an overview of each validity criterion.  Then I will 

address the methods used to establish the trustworthiness of this study. 

Outcome Validity 

Outcome validity has to do with outcome of the action and ongoing reframing of 

the problem.  Action research is not linear, there is not a finite beginning and end point.  

There is no end point when the problem is officially solved because new questions come 

up during process.  The action researcher can only hope to capture a particular portion of 

the process, but it is by no means the whole process.  In examining the study group, my 

goal was to lead to a deeper understanding of professional development by reframing 

teachers as professionals who can design their own learning rather than being passive 

subjects who have professional development done to them.  Additionally, the study group 

has kept changing its focus as new questions or problems presented themselves.  
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Process Validity  

Process validity calls upon the researcher to not only participate in a series of 

reflective cycles but also to ensure the quality of the evidence used as data.  Much as the 

study group needed to change its focus as new questions or problems arose, as the 

documenting researcher I also needed to change my focus as needed.  Findings that 

originally seemed important gave way to other findings as new questions presented 

themselves.  I remained open to this throughout the writing of this dissertation.  This 

required ongoing reflection on the process as well as on the data.     

Democratic Validity 

Democratic validity can refer to the "extent to which research is done in 

collaboration with all parties who have a stake in the problem under investigation" but 

also the local validity in "which the problems emerge from a particular context and in 

which solutions are appropriate to the context" (Herr & Anderson, 2015, p. 69).  

Throughout our conversations in the study group, we were concerned with how our 

actions as teachers would affect not only each other, but our colleagues and our students.  

We thought of solutions and materials to purchase with the grant money that made sense 

to our local setting.  As a researcher, I am in a position to present the voices of these 

teachers to a larger audience.  While we are happy to continue our work together on a 

local level, this is a story that should be documented and made known.  We are doing 

what teachers do every day, yet this teacher voice is often not heard in policy discussions 

or when making large scale educational decisions.     
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Catalytic Validity 

Herr and Anderson (2015) note that while catalytic validity "overlaps with 

process and democratic validity, it highlights the transformative potential of action 

research" and that "the most powerful action research studies are those in which the 

researchers recount a spiraling change in their own and their participants understanding" 

(p. 69).  A researcher's journal and memo writing served as important sources for 

recording the transformative changes experienced by both me and the other participants 

in the study group.    

Dialogic Validity 

Dialogic validity is concerned with the validation of the study.  In other words, do 

the methods and the study's findings "resonate with a community of practice" (Herr & 

Anderson, 2015, p. 70)?  As discussed in the next section, I worked with both critical 

friends and various members of my committee to seek validation with the findings.  

These various sets of people pushed back on my thinking, and would send me back to the 

drawing board to dig deeper to get to the bigger story that could be told.  I also wanted to 

make sure the findings resonated as accurate to the participants in the study in order to 

make sure my interpretation of our experiences together matched their understanding.  

Methods Used to Establish Trustworthiness 

Anderson et al. (2007) note that the aforementioned criteria for establishing 

validity or trustworthiness in action research "are intertwined and that a single strategy 

may help meet more than one of the criteria" and that they implore the researcher to 

"holistically ask whether the spirit of the criteria has been taken into consideration and 
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then indicate to the reader how they were addressed" (p. 147).  With this in mind, I 

describe in this section the methods used to establish the trustworthiness of my study.   

 Triangulation.  Triangulation, the act of cross-checking a variety of sources to 

see if the findings are consistent, is one of the most common tools for establishing the 

trustworthiness of a study (Anderson et al., 2007; Guba & Lincoln, 1982; Herr & 

Anderson, 2015; Merriam, 2009).  This allowed me to be aware of my own personal 

biases.  I welcomed my tacit understandings as a teacher and a participant in this study, 

but I also had to double check them against other data sources before committing to them 

as findings.  For instance, if I made note in my journal that I thought something was an 

important finding, I also had to look for evidence of that same finding in one or more 

interview transcripts, meeting notes, or some other document created as part of the study 

group. My thought in the research journal is insufficient on its own.  

Member checking and critical friends.  Along those same lines, I conducted 

member checks with the teacher participants in this study group.  Member checking, or as 

Maxwell (2010) calls it, respondent validation, “is the single most important way of 

ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what participants say and do 

and the perspective they have on what is going on, as well as being an important way of 

identifying your own biases and misunderstandings of what you observed” (p. 283).  

Conducting member checks allows a researcher to ask participants for feedback on the 

emerging findings to make sure that the researcher is interpreting participants’ 

experiences correctly (Merriam, 2009).  For instance, after I transcribed and coded the 

data for the meetings, I sent my memo files to all of the study group participants to make 
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sure I did not misrepresent their words or experiences in any way.  A few of the study 

group participants responded to my email and told me that they felt what I wrote 

accurately reflected their experience.  I have also had frequent conversations with one 

particular participant, Rachel, to bounce ideas off of her.  These informal conversations 

have helped to push my thinking and to work through a few road blocks in my analysis 

that I have had along the way.  In this way, she also served in the capacity as a critical 

friend.       

In addition to talking with this particular participant who served as an insider 

critical friend, it was important to me to enlist the help of independent critical friends 

who could help “problematize the taken-for-granted aspects” of my work (Herr & 

Anderson, 2015, p. 30).  Because I am an insider to the community that I studied, it was 

vital that I found some way to ensure that I was not overlooking something that might 

seem irrelevant to me.  This can be done through triangulation and member checking as 

discussed earlier, but that is often not enough in practitioner action research.  Herr and 

Anderson (2015) note that "practitioners, because they are native to the setting, must 

work to see the taken-for-granted aspects of their practice from an outsider perspective" 

(p. 63).  My critical friends consisted of several fellow doctoral students.  One critical 

friend was from the same doctoral program I am in; therefore, he is knowledgeable of the 

expectations of the program, but he is not familiar with my particular research context.  

The other critical friends were from a different doctoral programs.  They provided me 

with an outsider’s perspective on my research context and findings.  These critical friends 

helped me to reaffirm my findings or pushed me in a new direction to re-examine what I 
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saw in the data.  As these critical friends are also conducting action research dissertations, 

they are familiar with the expectations for trustworthiness in action research.  

Additionally, the members of my dissertation committee, especially my co-chairs, have 

viewed drafts of my work and have provided "methodological guidance" and feedback to 

push my thinking (Herr & Anderson, 2015).  I am fortunate that my committee members 

are well-versed in the expectations of action research, something that is not necessarily 

common on dissertation committees (Herr & Anderson, 2015).   

Researcher's journal.  There are also a number of steps I needed to take to 

address any personal bias towards my research.  Merriam (2009) noted, “investigators 

need to explain their biases, dispositions, and assumptions regarding the research to be 

undertaken” (p. 219).  As explained earlier, I am a teacher, and I am currently dissatisfied 

with how professional development is being conducted at an institutional level.  I did not 

hide that when writing up my research.  Similarly, I have had positive, though limited, 

experiences with teacher-driven professional development both in the study group in 

through other grassroots efforts like attending Edcamps (Swanson, 2014).  By being 

upfront with this information, I hope to allow the reader to see where my values and 

expectations might influence the findings (Merriam, 2009).  According to Herr and 

Anderson (2015), “biases and subjectivity are natural and acceptable in action research as 

long as they are critically examined rather than ignored” (p. 60).  In order to critically 

examine my biases and subjectivity as well as the changes in my ways of thinking, I 

practiced reflexivity and keep a research journal in an attempt to “uncover one’s own 

underlying epistemological assumptions, reasons for formulating the study in a particular 
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way, and implicit assumptions, biases, or prejudices about the context or problem” (Guba 

& Lincoln, 1982, p. 248).  As both participant and researcher, my journal was both a 

source of data and a place to make meaning of the study group's work.  Anderson et al. 

(2007) note that the reflexive journal is “also valuable in terms of catalytic validity, 

where researchers can trace their own reorienting and refocusing in light of the evolution 

of research” (p. 153).  This was also a good place to pick apart my own biases and 

subjectivity as a researcher who is also an insider to the world being researched.   

In summation, I am an insider to my research since I am a member of the 

community that I studied.  Therefore, I am uniquely situated to study teacher-directed 

professional development since I have done so myself and continued to do so with a 

group of other teachers at a local level.  However, because I am an insider to my context I 

must be careful to take certain measures to account for subjectivity and biases.  

Triangulation of data, conducting member checks, consulting critical friends, and 

practicing reflexivity through a research journal are all ways to help ensure the 

trustworthiness of my work. 

Limitations and Significance 

 As with any study, there are certain limitations that need to be recognized 

although those do not take away from the significance of the work.  As noted earlier, a 

few of the participants responded to my member check email and told me that they felt 

my analysis was an accurate representation of the group's experiences.  It is possible that 

other group participants who did not respond to my email could have additional insights 

into the experience that I did not take into consideration.  Additionally, I was only able to 
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conduct one follow-up interview with each participant after the 2015-16 school year to 

serve as supplemental data for the meeting recordings and transcripts.  It is possible that a 

second series of interviews informed by later data analysis could have lead to different 

questions and, therefore, different themes. 

   Furthermore, the spiral-like nature of action research means that there is no set 

beginning or end point.  Our work together as a study group started before I formally 

researched the group as part of this study, and continued after the data collection for this 

study ended.  I recorded all of the meetings from the 2015-16 school year, but only one 

meeting from the 2014-15 school year once IRB approval had been received.  Group 

generated documents and my researcher's journal provide information from those earlier 

meetings, though they cannot capture the full experience the way the audio recordings 

can.  Additionally, our work together continued into the 2016-17 school year with two 

new people joining the study group.  Those meetings were outside the scope of my study 

and therefore not recorded.  However, our experiences in those meetings continued to 

inform my analysis of the previous year's data.  

 Finally, while this study is not generalizable, it can contribute to the larger 

knowledge base of how teachers learn and develop professionally.  This is written from 

the perspective of a classroom teacher about the work of professional learning done 

collaboratively with other classroom teachers.  This is a voice that is often missing from 

the professional development discussion as professional development is typically viewed 

as something done to teachers rather than teachers taking on an active role in their own 



COLLABORATIVE TEACHER-DRIVEN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT       57 

 

 
 

 

learning.  It is imperative that this voice gets included in the ongoing discussion of 

professional development.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

  It is a scenario that plays out in schools every day.  Classroom teachers have to 

teach the same concepts or standards to their students as their colleagues who teach the 

same course.  Imagine that two different teachers are tasked with teaching their students 

about archaeology: 

● One teacher assigns students a reading about the process of archaeology and how 

artifacts are used by historians to reconstruct a civilization, especially when 

written records either are not there or cannot be translated.  The article describes 

how historians can answer questions like "what did the physical environment 

where this civilization was located look like" and "what evidence suggests that 

this culture engaged in certain religious practices" by analyzing the artifacts.  

After reading the article, the teacher engages students in a discussion where they 

explain how a historian can tell what a civilization was like based on the evidence 

at hand.  Students must be able to back their claims by citing evidence from the 

article. 

● The other teacher provides students with a number of sample artifacts from a 

potential civilization.  Students are told that no written records have been found 

yet for this culture, that these artifacts are the only clues that exist to tell us about 

this civilization.  In pairs, students are tasked with answering questions about the 

physical environment that this civilization was located in and explaining how they 

can tell if this culture possibly engaged in religious practices.  Students must be 

able to back their claims by citing evidence from the artifacts. 
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 Let us assume that the teachers in the above scenarios teach in the same grade 

level at the same school.  They administer the same post-assessment to their students and 

both sets of students are able to demonstrate their knowledge well.  Was there a "right" 

way to teach this lesson? 

 Depending on your personal philosophy about teaching, you might find yourself 

siding with one teacher or the other.  For instance, someone who puts a lot of stock into 

utilizing texts as a means for gathering information and discussions as a means for 

synthesizing knowledge, you might see yourself a bit more in the first teacher.  If you are 

someone who leans more towards inquiry learning and having students work together to 

construct knowledge, then you might see yourself reflected in the second teacher's lesson.  

But, going back to the original question, was there a "right" way to teach this lesson?   

 So too we must ask this about professional development.  Is there a "right" way to 

do professional development?  When asked to reflect on their experiences with 

professional development, most teachers will probably describe sitting in a large space in 

the school like the cafeteria or the auditorium while listening to a speaker convey some 

information.  It is possible that some teachers may describe experiences where they 

worked in breakout groups discussing topics provided by their principals or supervisors.  

Are either of these experiences the "right" way of doing professional development?  More 

importantly, are these the only ways of doing professional development?  When 

professional development opportunities are structured, are teachers viewed as vessels to 

be filled by outside experts or are these opportunities structured so that teachers can 
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collectively explore and create expertise on topics relevant to their own teaching practice, 

with teachers viewed as professionals capable of directing their own learning?       

 In this chapter, I focus on the question that guided my research: What does 

professional development look when we, as teachers, gather to examine elements of 

classroom practice that are meaningful to us?  Yet in examining this question, other 

questions emerged:  How hard is it for teachers to avoid replicating traditional 

professional development structures when given freedom?  What made this work together 

a professional development opportunity versus an obligation?  Is going to professional 

development different than being a developing professional?  These are not questions that 

can be answered with a simple yes or no.  Nor can I speak beyond the experience that this 

particular teacher study group had.  But in documenting a piece of our journey together, I 

am adding to the field of education from the perspective of a teacher.  For this particular 

group of educators, this particular experience was worthwhile.  This particular experience 

showed us that it was hard to avoid replicating traditional professional development 

structures, though we were eventually able to do so.  What we experienced was more 

than just attending a professional development but turned into, as of this writing, a three 

year journey of professionals developing.  We learned to navigate the tensions between 

obligations and opportunities and learn in the space created between these two opposing 

concepts.    

 This chapter is divided in two major sections, in which I discuss the themes I 

constructed through analysis of the data.  In the first major section I discuss how our 

study group engaged in meaningful professional development that did not necessarily 
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have to replicate traditional structures.  I start with showing how we slowly shifted away 

from the traditional professional development structures of having a sole expert in the 

group leading teachers in a traditional school-based setting.  I discuss how the idea of 

expertise can be individually recognized by each person in the group, how this expertise 

can be collectively generated, and push against the idea that expertise is an “all-or-

nothing” dichotomy.  Then, I examine how professional learning can happen outside 

traditional spaces by exploring how our study group learned together online and outside 

of school at a local restaurant.  I also examine how these informal and non-formal 

learning spaces are congruent to the idea of an affinity space.  I end that section with an 

examination of the role grant funding played in our group as both an opportunity to 

legitimize our work to the outside world and providing us with a common focus, but also 

as an obligation as we struggled to meaningfully spend it and still meet our needs.   

In the second major section I explore how we, as a study group, developed as 

professionals during our work together rather than just merely attending professional 

development together.  I start by looking at the professional changes made by certain 

participants in the group and how those changes redefined the role of the study group in 

our lives.  I then look at how our classroom practice changed due to our work together, 

particularly in the areas of learning how to evaluate educational technology, reevaluating 

what counts as literacy in the classroom, and ending with a discussion of how meaningful 

teacher learning occurred in this affinity space that we created.  I end this section by 

examining the ripple effects of our study group and how what we learned from our work 
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together did not stay contained within the parameters of the group.  We shared what we 

learned with colleagues in our district and the larger community of educators.     

"Taken for Grant-ed ": Meaningful Professional Development Does Not Have to 

Replicate Traditional Structures 

 Just as the two teachers in the example earlier utilized two different ways to 

effectively teach the same concepts about archaeology to their students, so too can 

teachers find different ways of enhancing their own professional learning.  Imagine that 

two different teachers want to find out more about an educational technology program 

that they are each interested in utilizing with their students: 

● One teacher finds out that a local university is having a workshop showing 

teachers how to use that program.  She attends the workshop, listens to a speaker 

demonstrate how to use the program, is then given time to try the program herself 

with guidance from the instructor, and leaves the workshop with a certificate of 

professional development in hand.  This teacher feels that she can successfully 

implement this program with her students in upcoming lessons. 

● The other teacher gathers several of his colleagues together.  They have all 

expressed interest in learning to use this program.  They meet after school at the 

teacher's house and experiment with the program.  They learn to use the different 

features and discuss ways that they can use this program in their lessons.  Two of 

the teachers even plan a lesson together that they will implement next week in 

their classes.  None of the teachers leave this session with a certificate of 

professional development, but all of the teachers left feeling excited to try this 
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program and feel they have a better understanding of how it works. 

In both scenarios, the teachers involved felt prepared to implement a new-to-them piece 

of educational technology into their classes.  The type of technology is irrelevant.  It does 

not even need to be technology.  Picture the same scenarios with a reading strategy or 

some other concept that is new to a particular educator.  Does it matter that this teacher 

learned how to use it in a formal workshop or in a less formal setting with colleagues?  In 

the first scenario, this teacher attended a traditional form of professional development and 

found that session to meet her needs, but that is not always the case.  There are times 

where traditional forms of professional development do not meet the needs of the 

teachers in attendance, and sometimes even leave those teachers feeling like they did not 

learn anything at all.  The teachers attend the session because they are obligated to do so, 

but they do not find it to be a meaningful learning opportunity.  If teachers find 

alternative ways of expanding their professional knowledge outside of district provided 

opportunities or structured courses/ workshops at universities, like the teachers in the 

second scenario, then why do recognized professional development opportunities still 

take on more traditional features?  If the setting does not matter so long as learning took 

place, then why is professional development often only recognized as such if it "looks" a 

certain way?  As teachers, we have an obligation to ourselves to find meaningful 

professional development opportunities in order to learn and grow in our practice.  This 

should be what drives professional development, not just collecting certificates of 

attendance to assure district administrators that we have met an annual requirement of 

district-sanctioned learning.   
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 But even when teachers get together in a less formal setting to create their own 

professional development opportunities, there are still struggles with structure.  When my 

colleagues and I got together to form our study group, we initially struggled with 

recognizing that our self-directed professional development did not have to "look" a 

certain way.  When puzzling through this with some critical friends, one person made the 

comment that our study group work was "taken for grant-ed" because we had received a 

$500 grant meant to help us work together in a teacher-driven study group, but because 

we were taking for granted that professional development needed to look a certain way 

that we inadvertently were replicating traditional structures.  However, as time 

progressed, our interactions within the study group shifted to look less like traditional 

professional development structures.  In this section, I examine how we, as a group, 

eventually started to break the rules of traditionally structured professional development.  

First, I describe how knowledge in the group generated our collective expertise, not 

solely from one lone expert.  However, it did take time for us to reach that point.  Then, I 

explain how the setting of our learning migrated from traditional classroom spaces to less 

traditional settings.  Finally, I discuss how the grant money that we received was a 

driving force in helping us achieve our goals, but did not dictate what our work looked 

like.  This is especially important when considering that professional development does 

not have to cost a lot of money to be meaningful. 
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"I Felt Like I Was Just Showing People How to Do Things . . . I Wanted It to Be 

More of a Dialogue": Meaningful Professional Development Does Not Have to Be 

Led by a Single Expert 

 Typically as a society, we look to the most knowledgeable person, the most 

experienced person, or the person with the highest status to be the expert.  Traditionally, 

the professional development experiences that teachers come to expect involve an expert 

leading the group in some way.  It is often overlooked that teachers contain a wealth of 

knowledge from their experiences that can, and should, be tapped into.  Knowledge can 

be constructed by teachers working together; knowledge does not have to be transmitted 

by a so-called expert to the novices in the room.  

 As teachers, our status is often judged by how long we have been teaching.  The 

longer you have been teaching, the more of a master you are considered to be due to your 

experience.  In our study group we could all be considered masters, or at least not really 

newbies, in the field.  No one in the group has fewer than eight years of teaching 

experience.  Although our study group was about teaching, it was also about learning 

how to both work together as teacher researchers and how to learn about the different 

topics we were exploring.  In that regard, we all had opportunities to take on the role of 

master or newbie, sometimes at the same time.  However, our work together did not start 

off that way.  Whether we were consciously aware of it or not, we started off replicating 

traditional professional development structures by having an expert in the room lead 

essentially a show-and-tell session of educational technology that the group was 

interested in. 
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 Recognizing the individual expertise each person brought to the group.  For a 

variety of reasons, including but not limited to my role as my school's webmaster and 

someone who often leads technology in-service sessions for the new teacher induction 

program, I assumed the role as group technology expert.  I showed the rest of the group a 

piece of educational technology that seemed to meet the goals of what the other 

participants were looking for and demonstrated it for the group.  We would then have a 

discussion and take turns exploring the applications of that piece of technology.  For me, 

this was very frustrating because I was hoping that our group would be less like 

traditional professional development while still providing us with meaningful learning 

opportunities, which came up in the follow-up interview Rachel conducted on me: 

Brenna: I felt like I was just showing people how to do things, and I didn't want it 

to turn into that.  I wanted it to be more of a dialogue, and I feel like it did it 

eventually become that after the first couple of meetings, especially the meeting 

where you started to show us BitStrips.  Do you remember that one? 

Rachel:  Yes, I do. 

Brenna:  After that one it was like, ok, it doesn't just have to be Brenna showing 

things.  It can be other people, and then I feel like we became more, had more of a 

dialogue, and when we moved off campus so to speak and went to the restaurants, 

and it became much more conversational. 

This excerpt succinctly summarizes the evolution of our study group, from one person 

being recognized as an expert, to a second person taking on the role of expert and once 

that became "OK" to do, then it opened the doors for all participants in the study group to 
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share their own knowledge and expertise.  This then allowed us to make other changes to 

our study group that made it look less like traditional professional development 

structures.   

 But how did we get to that point? Although I spent the earlier meetings as the 

expert on technology, Rachel asked if she could show the group how she recently tried 

BitStrips for Schools with her students (see Appendix G for descriptions of the various 

technologies our study group examined that are referenced in this chapter).  I was thrilled 

to turn over the meeting to someone else so I could truly become a learner and full 

participant in the group, rather than the de facto expert and learner.  Many of us had seen 

BitStrips online in social media, though none of us had previously considered its 

application in the classroom.  Rachel shared with us samples of the editorial cartoons 

created by her eighth grade pre-honors students for the book Flowers for Algernon where 

they took on issues like the treatment of the mentally disabled and ethics in science.  

Rachel helped members of the study group set up a BitStrips for Schools account and 

added us as "students" to her class.  She walked us through the process of how to create 

characters and scenes, showed us how to monitor usernames and passwords for student 

accounts, and fielded questions from the other participants in the study group.   

 Several times, Rachel mentioned that she had only started using this program two 

days earlier with her students, but was excited to share with us what she had learned from 

the experience.  She also noted that although a few of the students were a bit "goofy" 

with the program at first by spending time creating silly looking avatar characters, the 

motivation from students was high overall to use this program to complete the artistic 
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portion of their editorial cartoon project.  Later in the meeting, we discussed as a group 

how we could use this program in other classes.  For example, the idea came up that it 

could be used in social studies to create a timeline of events by having students make 

several different BitStrip panels and then cut them out and paste them together to create 

the timeline.   

 Although Rachel, as the person with experience using BitStrips, took on the role 

of expert at this meeting, our suggestions for the application of this program were not 

dismissed.  We had seen how this could be used in an English class, so conversation 

shifted to how it could be used in social studies.  Since the current unit of study was 

about the ancient Greek civilization, that turned out to be the focus of our examples.  

Dean and I discussed the possibility of taking an article we had used in class about 

education in Sparta and how students could use BitStrips to make a timeline of a typical 

Spartan soldier's life.  I then suggested that we could use it to create a visual comparison 

between Athens and Sparta.  Rachel then suggested how we could use the program with a 

reading about the Trojan War and have each student create a panel to form a collective 

story map.  During this conversation, Sophia had been clicking on different background 

options and found one of the pyramids, suggesting that we could find a way to use this in 

the Egypt unit.   

 Even though the rest of us had not tried this program with our students, our 

thoughts on how it could be used were equally as valuable.  Rachel was the only person 

in the room who had experience trying BitStrips for Schools with her students, so she was 

deemed the expert on that topic.  However, she also admitted that she had only learned to 
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use it a few days earlier.  By admitting her lack of experience despite being the expert on 

BitStrips in the room, she set the stage for the rest of the group to comfortably discuss 

ways of using it with our students.  Though we still replicated traditional professional 

development by having an expert in the room leading the meeting, we were starting to 

chip away at the traditional construct of having an expert leading novices to a point of 

educational enlightenment.  We were starting to see that we each had expertise and 

knowledge that was important and should be shared with the rest of the group.   

 It is important to note that we allowed ourselves permission to be vulnerable.  

Usually someone who learned how to do something a few days earlier would not be 

considered an "expert" at that task.  Compared to the rest of the group, Rachel had some 

experience using BitStrips with her students, so she became the de facto expert on the 

topic.  Additionally, Dean, Sophia, and I collectively generated ideas that we could bring 

back to our social studies classes.  These factors allowed us to push back on what it 

meant to be an expert in our group and allowed us to see the role of experience and 

expertise in a new light.       

  Eventually, other participants in the study group started to take on the role of 

expert on certain topics of interest.  Sophia did this when she led group discussions on the 

use of Achieve 3000.  Sophia and Dean had both been on the district committee the 

previous summer to learn to use the program and find articles that could be used in the 

English and social studies classes.  As a group, we also wanted to talk about ways to 

make it "our own," not just use it because we were told we had to.  By reworking how we 

used Achieve 3000 for our own purposes, we were taking back the role of expert.  We 
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might be told that we had to use it, but we could use it in ways that we felt made the most 

sense for our classes.  As someone with knowledge about Achieve 3000, Sophia became 

the master on that topic and shared with us articles that matched topics in our curriculum.  

In addition to being part of the summer committee, she had also been given student 

access to the program earlier than most of the group, so she had a chance to learn how to 

use it in application.  She shared that expertise with us at several meetings and fielded 

many questions from participants on how to use the program.  She also encouraged us to 

add any articles that we found that worked well with our students to the Google Doc that 

she created during the summer committee work with Dean.  Similarly, Jessica's 

experience using the library databases was a great help when we were working on 

learning more about Lexile levels. Not only did her past expertise as an English teacher 

help those of us who were not English teachers learn how to meaningfully use Lexile 

levels, but her experience using the district library databases helped us find a new avenue 

for using Lexile levels with non-fiction articles for research projects.  In both of these 

instances, Sophia and Jessica were experts at something other members in the group were 

not, and they used that role to help the rest of us learn about that particular concept.  

 Expertise can be collectively generated.  Traditional professional development 

structures usually have an expert to guide the group.  As previously discussed, our study 

group meetings inadvertently started off with a group participant taking on the role of 

expert and leading a meeting centered around one specific topic.  But what happens when 

there is no expert on a given topic?  Can meaningful professional learning still take 

place?  In our study group, there were instances where we did not have an expert on a 
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topic that we wanted to examine, and we all had to puzzle through learning about 

something new together.  We did not need to rely on there always being a master of a 

topic or concept because we could use our collective knowledge as a group to question 

things and push our thinking while we tried to learn something new.  For example, none 

of us really knew how Newsela worked when it initially came to our attention.  Although, 

Sophia wrote to her son's teacher to learn more, we also did not wait around for an 

answer.  Ann mentioned that she and Sophia found an article that they wanted to try with 

their students and asked "if we could we'd like to spend a couple of minutes here [at the 

study group meeting] trying to figure out how to set it up."  We continued as a group to 

work through the different features together.  We tried different features to see what they 

did and we discussed the various ways we could bring these non-fiction current event 

articles into our English and social studies classes.  For example, we mentioned how 

being able to adjust the Lexile levels of any given article would allow us to use the same 

content with students who read at widely varying levels, making the texts more accessible 

for our students with special needs and our English language learners.   

 It is also interesting to note that a novice to a particular topic can raise questions 

that the experts of a topic do not necessarily think about.  Cassandra was often the person 

who was good at questioning certain things that got our group talking and pushed our 

thinking.  As someone who did not teach English and did not teach sixth grade, she did 

not use Achieve 3000 and had very limited exposure to it.  As the novice to Achieve 

3000, she pushed our assumptions and made us think about certain things from a different 

perspective.  For instance, while we were discussing how Achieve 3000 is used in the 
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second marking period with sixth grade English classes and in the third marking period 

with sixth grade social studies classes, Cassandra posed the question "Do you think it 

would have been better if social studies picks it up first because it goes better with your 

curriculum?"  This then provoked discussion about the strengths and weaknesses of the 

current order of utilizing Achieve 3000 in the two courses.  We ultimately decided that 

even though content-wise it might make more sense to have social studies go first, we 

liked that the English classes set the ground rules of acceptable work completed in 

Achieve 3000.  As Ann put it:  

I think that now we are doing it second they're already coming into social studies 

with the idea that this is kind of a language arts based thing that they're doing so 

they're already coming with the sense that "well my paragraphs need to be in a 

certain form . . . You know how sometimes they write perfectly good paragraphs 

in language arts, and then they get to social studies and, you know, all rules of 

grammar and mechanics goes out the window.  I think they're kind of importing 

that sense of the language arts needs into social studies, and I think we benefit 

from that.  

Even though we decided to not ask our department supervisors to consider changing the 

order of instruction, it was important for us as a group to consider why we were doing 

things a certain way.  Cassandra, as the novice or outsider to using Achieve 3000, 

challenged our assumptions and got us thinking about if we should change the current 

way of doing things.  By working through puzzling ideas together and by relying on each 
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other to push our thinking, we were stronger together than individually.  We collectively 

could create a type of expertise that we would not have been able to do individually. 

Expertise does not have to be a dichotomy, it can be a spectrum.  The words 

"expert" and "novice" are typically thought to exist as a dichotomy, that once one gains 

significant experience, that person is no longer a novice but has become an expert.  

However, expertise should be viewed as more of a spectrum, that one can exist 

somewhere on the range of expertise and that positionality is not fixed but rather is fluid.  

It is possible to be an expert and a novice at the same time.  For instance, a mathematics 

teacher with over a decade of experience teaching calculus to high school students would 

be considered an expert in his or her course.  Now that same teacher has been asked to 

teach pre-algebra to middle school students.  This teacher could be considered a novice at 

teaching the content of pre-algebra or perhaps a novice at teaching middle school 

students.  Similarly, if this mathematics teacher has now been asked to incorporate essay 

writing in mathematics, he or she might be considered a novice to teaching the writing 

process. 

 Similarly, participants in our study group reflected the concept of a spectrum of 

expertise  We might be experts in our particular fields, but novices when it came to topics 

not directly related to what we taught. By having a mix of both English and social studies 

teachers in the study group, we could be considered as being novices in the fields that are 

not our own.  It was important for us to get perspectives and ideas from those outside our 

own content areas.  Ann stressed this importance in her interview: 
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So I felt like going into it [being a part of the study group] I was a little worried 

about it, that it was going to be too much of a commitment.   Then when I was in 

it I thought this is so great to have time to sit and really hear, not just what other 

teachers in my own discipline have to say but people who are not my discipline.  

That was really enlightening for me to hear how they did things, what things they 

were working on, how they would work with writing with their kids, how they 

worked with reading with their kids, and that was great.  So I think one of the 

beauties of the group was having people outside of just one discipline.  And then, 

you know, I was very excited to go ahead and do it in the second year, and I 

thought in the second year it really just sort of all came together.  

   Ann highlights how as a social studies teacher, she was able to get ideas about teaching 

reading and writing from the English teachers in our group.  Similarly, Rachel mentioned 

"I like the fact that I could work with you as a Social Studies teacher because we were 

doing historical fiction [in her classes]."  Rachel appreciated being able to tap into the 

expertise of the social studies teachers for historical context and suggestions of historical 

fiction novels to use with her students.     

 To an outsider looking in, our study group probably does not reflect what 

professional development traditionally looks like, and that is not a bad thing.  Meaningful 

professional development does not always have to have an expert leading a group of 

novices.  It can be that, but it does not have to be.  Gee's (2004, 2007, 2015) affinity 

space concept provides a framework for ways meaningful learning can take place while 

the role of expert remains fluid.  Masters and newbies are welcome and valued in an 
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affinity space.  Although status in an affinity space can be linked to experience and 

expertise, it is not the only path to status.  Nor are people excluded from the affinity 

space due to lack of experience as "the whole continuum of people from new to 

experienced, from unskilled to highly skilled, from minorly interested to addicted, and 

everything in between, is accommodated in the same space" (Gee, 2004, p. 85).  In other 

words, people with all levels of experience are welcome in the space. In our group, we 

saw that several members initially took on the role of expert or master on a topic: I did 

for general educational technology, Rachel with BitStrips for Schools, Sophia for 

Achieve 3000, and Jessica for how to use Lexile levels.  We also saw instances where 

novices or newbies pushed the thinking of the experts, the way Cassandra did for those of 

us using Achieve 3000 or the way the English teachers tapped into the knowledge of the 

social studies teachers for ideas for historical fiction.  This reinforces the idea that an 

affinity space can, and should be, shared by those with varying levels of expertise.  

Similarly, learning in professional development spaces does not need to replicate 

traditional expert/ novice power structures.  In order to do this, it must be recognized that 

learners in a professional development space bring with them a variety of expertise.  The 

expertise might not be on the specific topic of that particular professional development, 

but what they have is of value, much the way Cassandra’s experience as a teacher 

allowed her to question our ways of implementing Achieve 3000 even though she did not 

have experience with that program.  Additionally, it needs to be recognized that expertise 

exists on a spectrum.  One can be a novice and an expert at the same time.  This spectrum 

of expertise means that professional development opportunities need to redefine roles 
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beyond having an expert talk to a group of learners.  The learners in a professional 

development setting bring with them tacit knowledge and experience that inform not only 

how they learn but also how they can interact in a professional development space.  An 

expert can share what they know with a group, but it is not the only way that teachers can 

learn, so it is not the only way meaningful professional development should look.  If 

meaningful professional development does not have to contain traditional power 

structures, we also need to question if meaningful professional development has to take 

place in traditional settings.   

" . . . It's Like We All Had an Epiphany.": Meaningful Professional Development 

Does Not Have to be Held in Traditional Learning Spaces 

 The role that physical location played in the learning context of this group cannot 

be overstated.  The meetings in the first year and part of the second were held in 

classrooms at one of the middle schools.  Later meetings in the second year were held 

off-site at a local restaurant.  At the end of the first off-site meeting, group members 

brought up the charged atmosphere and heightened energy of this meeting compared to 

the first two of the year held at school: 

Sophia: This was a really good meeting 

Brenna: Yeah . . . We're solving world problems! 

Sophia: We are, it's like we all had an epiphany  

Dean: We should come here more often. 

Sophia: I know 

Brenna: Yeah. We should 
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Sophia: Could have every meeting here. 

Ann: But that's the beauty of a group of people getting, I mean this is why 

collaboration is so important.  You don't . . . kick these things around by yourself 

Dean: It's also good that you don't have to do a write-up of your goal and then a 

conclusion . . . It's like you actually get time to do, to do stuff, to take care of 

things 

 This exchange demonstrates how various participants of the group felt that this 

meeting was extremely productive for our own learning, but it also illustrates perhaps the 

negative connotations of other professional development experiences held at school or in 

formal classroom settings.  We trusted each other to be professionals and did not need to 

have measures in place that we were used to having to ensure that we were utilizing our 

time wisely.  Sophia's comment "it's like we all had an epiphany" really highlights how 

we started to see that meaningful professional development did not need to replicate what 

we had experienced before, neither in the physical location of the learning nor in how the 

learning was structured. The two vignettes at the beginning of this section conjured 

images of two teachers who learn about an educational technology program: one attends 

a workshop held on a university campus and the other holds a meeting with other like 

minded teachers at his house.  In both instances, the teachers involved felt meaningful 

professional learning had occurred, albeit both occurred in very different settings.  

Meaningful professional development does not have to happen in traditional locations, 

such as university campuses or school spaces like classrooms and auditoriums.  It can, 

but it does not have to.  For our group, meaningful professional learning occurred in two 
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locations not typically associated with traditionally structured professional development: 

online in a virtual space that we created and physically at a local restaurant.  Yet, 

participants in the group still felt that meaningful professional learning still took place in 

these non-traditional locations.  

Learning together online as well as in person.  During the first two years of our 

study group, we utilized Google Docs as a place to record our thoughts and research 

outside of our physical meetings.  We also used it as a place to write notes during some 

of our in-person meetings.  At the beginning of our third year, we switched to our 

district's newly unlocked Google Classroom feature for this same purpose: to stay in 

touch between in-person meetings and to prompt our discussions the next time we were 

together physically.  For instance, during the last in-person meeting of our second year, I 

recalled a contribution that Ann made to the Google Doc as a starting point for 

discussion: 

Brenna: I know the possibilities [of resources to purchase] we put out, I think Ann 

you said on the sheet in the last week or two what are we doing.  The book or we 

doing a subscription . . .  

Ann: Right 

Brenna: . . . of the electronic non-fiction.  So I guess it kind of depends on what 

we want to do. And I think we started off with the electronic database kind of 

stuff, and I think then we kind of moved towards the books. 

This exchange makes reference to a post Ann made earlier in the month where she said "I 

am wondering where we are with this.  Are we hoping to spend the grant money on 
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buying some books for our classes?  Or are we looking at spending the money on an 

online subscription to a leveled reading site?"  Two other Google Docs had been created 

to write down notes about our research on books we considered purchasing and how 

those books would fit into each of our curricula.  We then used this list to assign each 

person/ grade level group a selection of books to examine more closely: 

Cassandra: So pick three off of that list?  And see what works? 

Brenna: Or, or in general if there's something not on the list, like if there's nothing 

lower [reading level] on this list, let's see what's out there. 

Cassandra: Ok 

Rachel: Should we write the Lexile levels on the list? 

Brenna: We could, if it's [the Lexile level] available. 

This exchange demonstrates how our online space was fluid and adapted to fit the needs 

of the group.  Anyone in the group could edit the documents or add categories as needed.  

We spent a lot of our time together during the second year discussing how to utilize 

Lexile levels in social studies to help ensure that students were getting the most out of 

material by receiving readings on their level.  This was something most of us had not 

consciously done before, but since it was part of an initiative that the English department 

was doing, and several of our group participants were in the English department, it made 

sense that it became part of our discussion as well.  Therefore, we adapted our online 

discussion space to meet the ever-changing needs of our study group.  Though part of our 

discussion reinforced this topic of Lexile levels that was discussed in school during 
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traditional professional development sessions, we adapted the topic to fit our own needs 

and similarly adapted our online learning space to reflect what would work best for us.   

 We continued to find ways to adapt our online learning environment to meet our 

needs, even if that meant changing the actual online space itself.  At one point, we had to 

adapt our online space to help alleviate confusion caused by creating two Google Docs 

dedicated to researching books we wanted to purchase with the grant funds: 

Ann: Is it [the Google Doc] already broken out, I can't remember, I haven't looked 

at it in a little bit.  Is it broken out by grade level or is it just . . . ? 

Rachel: Yeah it's by grade level and by topic 

Ann: It is? 

Brenna: I think so. 

Ann: We were working with two different Google Docs at once . . . are we all on 

one Google Doc? 

Brenna: Yeah, let's smush it into one 

Rachel: Yeah, let's make one 

Again, we continued to adapt our online documents in such a way to fit the needs of our 

group.  In this case, we took two very similar documents started by two different group 

members, and blended aspects of each into one reference space.  One would assume that 

if traditional professional development were to occur online, then the structure would 

most likely be more fixed and static.  The online space would have a pre-established 

structure that would be followed and honored.  A leader of some sort would have 

organized the space so it would not have gotten confusing and messy in the first place.  
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But for our study group, the "smushing" of the two Google Docs reflects the organic 

nature of the group.  Things got a bit confusing and a bit messy, but it was easily self-

corrected without needing a leader or an expert to come in and clean things up for us.     

 But did meaningful professional learning occur in this, at times, slightly messy 

and confusing online space?  In his individual interview, Dean reflected on how the 

group's use of the main Google Doc as a place for discussion was meaningful for his own 

learning.  Although Dean was not one of the most vocal participants on the discussion 

page, only posting two times over the course of two school years, he found it helpful as a 

reference point: 

Honestly I think the way that we've used the technology too, like having our study 

group have like almost like a message board or a shared document online that we 

kind of use like a message board, I think that's really helpful because, I must 

admit, that's not something that I would initiate myself . . . So it has kind of 

opened up paths of communication and collaboration as well . . . I don't know if I 

would have taken the initiative to set up a shared Google Doc and treat it like a 

message board.  So that's been really, really helpful.   

Dean's experience is representative of how other participants in the study group felt about 

our non-traditional learning spaces.  Dean highlights how collaboration and 

communication were facilitated in this space when we could not be together, but also 

could be used as a point of reference for when we were physically together in-person.   

Learning together does not have to happen just in a school space.  Just as our 

online learning space was open to adapting and changing to fit the needs of our group, so 
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too was the location of our in-person learning.  As noted earlier, we started by hosting our 

study group meetings in classrooms in one of the school buildings.  However, Sophia 

suggested that we should meet at a restaurant for one of our meetings during our second 

year working together.  As evident in the quote at the beginning of this section, group 

participants noticed a definitive change in tone and structure of the meeting, changes for 

the better.  Further reflection on this became evident in group participants' individual 

interviews.  For instance, Dean noted in his interview that: 

Even when we were meeting in certain buildings it could be kind of a drag 

because you spent the whole day in the building and then you're hungry, you're 

tired, you've been looking at the same walls for a while.  But then we started 

grabbing dinner, and kind of coupling it with that, so it gives it kind of an air of 

informality, and I feel like my best professional development comes with just 

talking to my peers.  It's kind of the same way.  It gives it an informal thing where 

it feels like we are just meeting up, we're really getting a lot of valuable work 

done.  So, overall I think the entire experience has been pretty good.  It's been 

pretty enriching.   

Throughout his interview, Dean stressed how important conversations with colleagues, 

not just those in the study group, are to his personal professional learning.  He noted that 

conversations with his grade level partner influenced changes in his teaching practice: 

. . . even though it's informal, and I didn't get a certificate at the end of that 

conversation, those are almost the things that I kind of get the most from, because 
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then I walk back into my class and say "alright I'll explain this point a little bit 

further."  It's immediate use.  

 So it makes sense that for Dean, a less formal setting is conducive to his professional 

learning experience.  In his mind, professional development does not mean something 

where you "get a certificate at the end" but rather should be something that he can 

meaningfully use as a teacher.  However, Dean is not the only participant in the study 

group to stress the importance of the physical location where we conducted our meetings.  

Ann stated: 

I think for the second year because we moved out of the classroom, it was a good 

move.  It really gave a whole different tenor to what we were doing and working 

on together.  I felt like as a group, we sort of bonded, for lack of a better term, 

better in the second year, than in the first year sitting in somebody's classroom 

with various desks.   

Ann felt moving the location of the meetings helped to not only facilitate discussions but 

also to facilitate relationships between the members of the study group.  Although we all 

knew each other from working together, being outside of school allowed us to bond and 

have the types of conversations that we had not previously had in a school setting.   

 Several participants in their respective interviews all used the term "relaxed" in 

their explanations of what they feel happened when the group moved the meeting 

locations out of the district and to the restaurant.  Rachel explained: 

I think people were more relaxed.  I liked having it off site.  I don't know.  It just 

seemed like a more relaxed atmosphere and it seemed like people were opening 
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up a little bit more.  You didn't feel like you were in the school building.  You're 

still stressed, you're still in the place where you just finished working.  It was a 

more casual atmosphere and I think people are more apt to open up in a casual 

atmosphere.  So, I preferred that actually.   

Like Ann, Rachel noted the shift in the group dynamic where people were opening up 

more about their teaching practice as well as about their personal lives.  Sophia similarly 

expressed that the conversational tone of the meetings felt more natural at the restaurant: 

. . . it was more organic, I felt.  Especially the second year when we moved our 

meetings to the restaurant.  It was just more relaxed, and it's just colleagues talking 

about what we needed and what we felt the kids needed, and I think that that was very 

helpful to use and I really enjoyed being a part of it.  I felt, aside from the Google 

Classroom [in district training], that was probably the best of professional 

development that I have done, that I have been a part of because I really felt like we 

all contributed to the direction and we all contributed to the final product.   

Although Gee (2004, 2007, 2015) notes that a common endeavor is more important than 

personal relationships in an affinity space, for our group being more comfortable with 

each other and bonding meant that we could discuss thoughts and ideas that we might not 

necessarily feel comfortable sharing.  Talking about our students and our practice is 

something very intimate for teachers.  In order to do so without fear of reprisal, we would 

need to feel comfortable and relaxed with each other.  In part, by changing the location of 

our meetings, we fostered an environment where we felt we could discuss our students 

and our practice freely.     
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 Informal and non-formal learning in a professional development affinity 

space.  Can meaningful professional development occur in non-traditional spaces like an 

online learning environment or even in a restaurant?  Eshach (2007) pushes back against 

the idea that learning that happens in school is formal and learning that happens outside 

of school is informal.  Though his work centers on students learning about science inside 

and outside of school, it is certainly applicable to teacher learning inside and outside of 

school as well.  He stresses that learning organized outside of school, such as going to a 

museum, should not be considered informal learning, but rather non-formal learning.  He 

explains that non-formal learning is different than informal learning since non-formal 

learning is planned to a certain degree, but it is flexible and "the motivation for learning 

may be wholly intrinsic to the learner" and the learning is not evaluated the way it would 

be in a formal learning setting (p. 173).  This differs from informal learning which 

happens spontaneously and without any structure or leadership.    

 The work that we did together in our study group could best be characterized as a 

combination of Eshach's (2007) descriptions of non-formal and informal learning.  Our 

meetings were pre-arranged, structured to a point since we had an overarching topic we 

examined each year, and contained extrinsic motivation in terms of the grant money 

received which are some of the characteristics of non-formal learning.  However, our 

study group also fit some of the characteristics of informal learning.  We also were there 

on a voluntary basis, the participants as learners guided the instruction, our learning as 

not formally evaluated, and what we learned was non-sequential as we jumped around to 

various subtopics within our annual overarching topic.  Just because we were more 
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relaxed at our study group meetings held at the restaurant did not mean that learning had 

stopped.  We created opportunities for non-formal and informal learning for ourselves.  

Aspects of both informal and non-formal learning can be witnessed in affinity spaces 

(Gee 2004, 2007, 2015).  The learning that occurs in an affinity space is voluntary, non-

sequential, learner guided, and without formal evaluation–all characteristics of informal 

learning.  The learning is also non-formal because there are structures and rules to 

affinity spaces.  Gee (2015) notes that "such spaces are often organized well for deep 

learning and mastery and for the production of knowledge, products, practices, and ideas, 

not just consumption.  However, they are not all organized the same way" (p. 239).  All 

affinity spaces are not organized the same way. There is an organization to each one and 

a structure that participants follow in order to best facilitate learning and skill mastery.  

This type of learning affords more fluidity in both the structure of the space, either virtual 

or physical, but also allows more flexibility in how knowledge is gained and shared 

among participants within that space.   

 Dean's experience reading the group posts but not necessarily producing his own 

content is not uncommon in an affinity space.  Gee (2004) notes that in an affinity space 

there is no requirement for how often someone has to actively produce content for that 

space.  He even provides the example that less skilled participants may be "'lurking' on 

advanced forums where they may be too unskilled to do anything but listen in on the 

experts" (p.85).  This means that that just because someone is less knowledgeable on a 

topic or lacks visible active participation, they should not be precluded from being a part 

of the affinity space.  Gee (2012) later expands on this idea by stating: 
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People can lurk in the space or come for only a specific task, they can come and 

go, they can contribute a little or a lot, but if they have "stepped" inside the space, 

they are "in" it and their contributions, large or small, can "count."  People can 

choose to be central to the space or not and they can use it as stepping stone to 

another space or as their more permanent "home". (p. 239) 

Dean expressed in his interview that he found the group Google Doc discussion thread to 

be valuable to his professional development experience, even though he was not a 

frequent poster he was still part of the virtual space we created because he was a reader of 

the content produced.  This type of learning would probably not be defined as 

professional development the way it is currently experienced by most teachers.  However, 

Gee's (2004, 2007, 2015) affinity space concept provides a useful lens for helping shape 

the definition of professional learning taking place in non-traditional spaces.  This was 

not informal learning but it was not non-formal learning either.  We had a structure, 

though we were also willing to adapt our structure as needed.  We also recognized that 

some group participants may not be as active posting online, but that did not mean they 

were not "getting" something out of the experience.  

 Similarly, our group was willing to step outside the confines of the school and 

take our professional learning experience to a restaurant, a physical location not usually 

associated with how traditional professional development is structured.   

 When asked about what "professional development" means to them, the study 

group participants were adamant about what they believed professional development 

should look like, and often times what it should not look like.  In his follow-up interview, 
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Dean further expanded on why he felt our study group was a meaningful form of 

professional development for him compared to others that he was required to attend: 

. . . things like our study group where we come up with lessons and I learn a lot of 

new technology from you and learn a lot about some of the other people, like the 

language arts teachers.  I feel like I'm receiving some kind of professional 

development, as opposed to kind of just sitting there and checking off I've heard 

the speech . . . The study group has been beneficial and . . . I think the model that 

we're doing is more effective and really could be the future of professional 

development where instead of just having everyone down in the cafeteria: "We're 

going to watch a Power Point and then you guys can go home."  Really having it 

be where we break up into groups and focus on one topic and really dive into that 

topic . . . I think this study group is a way more effective way of providing 

professional development, and even as I'm saying this I'm trying to think of like 

the logistics of that, and if it's even possible to do it.  But, just as a kind of a 

dream this is the way to go about professional development.  Like I said as 

opposed to "everyone watch a Power Point, and now you guys learned about 

that." 

For Dean, professional development opportunities that allowed him to collaborate with 

colleagues and provided him with ideas that he could take back to his classroom were 

more meaningful than ones where he was required to listen to a speaker and sign-off that 

he attended.  He even referenced the physical space of a school's cafeteria as one that he 

associates with professional development that was not personally meaningful.  Similarly, 
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Sophia expressed that being able to directly apply concepts learned in professional 

development and having a choice in what those discussions would look like was 

important to her: 

I have loved being part of this study group.  I think that when colleagues just get 

together and have a general direction, and we just start talking, and we figured it 

out on our own through talking and nobody told us what to do, and nobody 

pointed us in a direction.  It generated itself, it was more organic I felt . . . I think 

that teacher-driven professional development is the key to good professional 

development.  I think that when you tap into the teacher's needs and interests, 

because they're the ones who are with the kids on a daily basis.  They know what 

their students need.  Not that administrators don't, but they're more removed from 

it.  I think it definitely should be a grassroots effort, and I think that teacher input 

is important into creating valuable professional development. 

     To Sophia, it is the teachers, not the administrators, who should be directing how 

professional development should look because the teachers were the ones who interacted 

daily with students in the classroom.  Teachers were more in tune with the needs of the 

students in terms of learning.  Therefore, Sophia felt that teachers should be the one 

steering professional development.  Rachel echoed this same sentiment: 

I think the key thing with professional development is it should be teacher-driven, and 

I think it is better to have it that way rather than mandated, like I've had in the past, 

that's been my experience.  Because you can choose the direction you want to go in.  I 

mean not every teacher wants to do, let's say, literature circles . . . But you want to do 
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something you're interested in doing, not something that somebody says you have to 

do.  I  think once you start telling teachers you have to do this, is when you start to get 

resistance and you start to get people [who are] not as happy doing what they're 

doing.  I think if they can choose the path, I think the people are going to be more 

successful for sure. 

Like Dean, Rachel was not a fan of many mandated professional development sessions 

attended in the past.  She further illustrates that by giving the teachers choice over their 

professional development activities, then not only are teachers going to get more out of it, 

but there will be less resistance and possibly an improvement in the learning climate for 

teachers.  Being in a classroom, school cafeteria, or auditorium for professional 

development conjure images of being talked at and lectured to.  These settings often do 

not facilitate collaboration or free-flowing conversations.  These spaces are where 

teachers work, not necessarily where they learn.  By shifting the physical space and 

moving our meetings to a restaurant, we were defining our professional development 

together as being different from the mandated sessions that we were required to attend.  

Similarly, by utilizing an online space for asynchronous discussion, we were not only 

creating a professional development experience that was not quite like anything we had 

done before, but we were also honoring the time demands faced by teachers who could 

not always physically meet at the same time as the other participants in the group. 
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"I Don't Know That the Money Was Ever the Impetus Behind It.": Meaningful 

Professional Development Does Not Have to Cost Much, Though Money Can be 

Helpful for Achieving Goals 

 As noted earlier, professional development that is recognized by school districts 

to count towards teachers' required professional development hours typically follow more 

traditional structures: taking place at a university or a district-approved workshop with an 

expert presenting information to a group that is "less knowledgeable" about the topic at 

hand.  At the end, a certificate or other proof of participation is distributed to teachers 

have to validate that they learned something.  In some ways, receiving a grant for our 

study group helped to "legitimize" our work together.  In order to receive the grant 

money we had to meet certain qualifications and after those obligations were met, we 

would be issued certificates of professional development.  However, we received those 

long after our district hours for the year were due in May, so we could not use them as 

official proof of professional development.  Despite this, the $500 grant money did 

provide the momentum for starting the study group.  It helped to define the space, but it 

did not define the work that we did.  Over time, we were paid in other ways, receiving 

intrinsic benefits that would have been possible without the extrinsic benefit of receiving 

a grant for our work.  

Grant provided us with an opportunity to collaborate with each other but an 

obligation to spend it.  One of the biggest intrinsic benefits we received was the 

opportunity to work together.  Participants in the study group felt that the professional 

collaboration was more valuable than the grant money received.  Jessica noted:  
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I don't know that the money was ever the impetus behind it.  Sometimes we kind 

of struggle with what to even do with the money.  So I think that there is value in 

it even if it's just a professional group getting together to talk, especially since it's 

not a mandated professional learning community thing where you have to write 

up what you did or you have to do this because the administration is telling you.  

It's just "hey we want to improve our practice."  Let's get together and talk about 

stuff. 

Jessica's comment about struggling with what to do with the money reflects how 

sometimes our conversations had to focus on what to spend the grant money on.  We 

received $500 each year which does not go very far when shared between seven different 

teachers from three different buildings and in several different content areas.  We would 

sometimes have to pause our discussions about classroom practice in order to research 

and figure how to make the money work best for the most members of the group.  For 

Jessica, the grant did not provide motivation for remaining in the study group.  In fact, 

the grant money sometimes provided a hindrance to the work that we wanted to do since 

we had to shift our conversations away from our practice to what we want to spend the 

money on.  While the money was very helpful the first year as providing legitimacy to 

the group to those outside of the group, it did not necessarily provide an incentive for 

study group participants to stay in the group. 

 Cassandra echoed a similar sentiment about opportunities to collaborate, rather 

than the grant money, being a motivator for her remaining in the group: 
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 . . . it's never been about the money because we personally don't get the money.  

It goes towards the classroom which is great so it's not like I have a personal 

interest agenda for me . . . It's something that's not a waste of time like some of 

those developments I mentioned to you.  It's, I think, something that's needed and 

more people should do and if you get the groups together and the right people that 

are willing to share . . . then it's worth it whether it's a grant group or not. 

Similarly, the other participants in the study group said that they would continue working 

with the study group even if we did not receive the grant in the future as they felt being 

provided with an opportunity to collaborate with colleagues was meaningful to their own 

professional development. 

Applying for a grant provided us with a common focus but one we altered as 

necessary to fit our needs.  However, having the grant money did provide our group 

with a starting point and ultimately a focus for our work each year.  When we applied for 

the grant each year we had to provide a shared common endeavor that our study group 

would focus on.  During the first year our group formed, we focused on ways of 

integrating technology into our curricula.  We shifted our focus to integrating non-fiction 

and historical fiction texts into our curricula for our second year.  In our third year, we 

are focusing on utilizing Google Classroom as an online space to discuss literature, which 

takes elements from the first two years– technology and utilizing texts– and blends them 

together.  Ann noted the significance of having a group common endeavor to strive for 

each year:  
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But we had an end goal.  We worked towards the end goal, not that we didn't have 

fun, not that we didn't catch up with each other's lives, but we had a goal.  To me, 

I think that that was one of the things that made this a valuable experience.   

Had we just met as a group without a particular goal in mind, it is possible that we would 

not have had conversations that were as focused or may not have made steps to try new 

things together as part of our practice.  We were still able to communicate congenially 

and even have fun together, but our work together shaped the overall tone of each 

meeting. 

 Though the grant money provided us with a specific common endeavor that we 

focused on, several other goals permeated through our work together.  Had we not had 

applied for the grant money with a specific overarching goal, we may not have also 

uncovered these "unofficial" goals in our work as well.   

 Our focus on our students' learning was certainly our overarching focus no matter 

what we listed on our grant application as our common endeavor.  Even when we were 

focusing on concepts like integrating technology or examining the use of various texts in 

our courses, the needs of our students was always in the foreground of our discussions.  

The specific term "social justice" is one that would most likely not be familiar to all 

participants of the study group; therefore, it is not necessarily a term we would use to 

describe our work.  But the types of questions we examined and the work that we did 

could be defined as being socially just in nature.  Making our class content accessible was 

a major concern for our group. Nearly every member of the group has classes with 

special education students, English language learners, or students without any formal 
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accommodations who were not performing on grade level.  We started to shift our 

common endeavor from using technology to support reading to focusing on literacy in 

general.  Numerous times throughout the meetings, members expressed concern for 

making work accessible to students with special needs or students with limited English 

proficiency.  Sophia noted during one meeting that "anything that they can get their hands 

on to read is good" which foreshadowed our shift away from finding reading materials 

via a subscription database and concentrating more on finding a variety of books that can 

be accessible to all types of learners. 

 We did not want students reading at a lower Lexile level to end up with books that 

were several grade levels above where they currently were and not get anything but 

frustration out of the experience.  We wanted to make sure that we were finding ways to 

help those particular students who are often marginalized by the traditional academic 

system.  We were most concerned with making sure our English language learners and 

students with special needs were able to access resources that were written at their level 

in order to get the most out of the material, as evident in this exchange from one of our 

meetings: 

Sophia: I think you might want to get some books that are lower level too.  Like 

maybe a copy of ten.  I have a multi-graded class that would benefit from a read 

aloud or something but would need a lower, much lower reading level. 

Brenna: Or our ESL students. 

Dean: Yeah, absolutely. Or the [named a self-contained specialized class for 

students with delays placing them several grade levels below their peers] 
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Sophia: Even in picture books there's value in those things too. 

Later we decided to focus on finding middle school appropriate picture books to utilize in 

our classes as either read-alouds or as shorter readings for learning centers.  We wanted 

to find picture books that were meant for older elementary or middle school students so 

that they would not be considered "babyish."  Books in this particular format would have 

pictures to assist struggling readers, and would also be short enough to be utilized in 

learning centers so several copies could go a long way in a class of twenty or more 

students.  Several members even experimented with reading picture books aloud to their 

whole class as either an introduction to a concept or to illustrate something more abstract 

in a concrete way.  Ann acquired a children's picture book adaptation of the Epic of 

Gilgamesh and used that as a springboard to teach her 6th grade students about 

mythology in ancient Mesopotamia.  I utilized a picture book about a real-life child's 

experience during the Great Depression with my 8th grade students and that led to an 

unexpected discussion in one class about their own family experiences with more recent 

economic conditions in the United States and abroad. 

 On the surface, picture books may not seem like a likely vehicle for helping to 

achieve social justice.  However, by reading these stories to our students, Ann and I were 

providing a common experience for all of our students through the stories.  Depending on 

their personal backgrounds, some of our students had more knowledge of various 

historical topics than others.  Using picture books was a way of introducing the topics to 

all of our students by not alienating any student or group of students that may not have 

prior background knowledge with these concepts.  Additionally, several of the titles that 
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we purchased had social justice themes to them, like one about the civil rights movement 

and school integration and one that examined the roles Frederick Douglass and Susan B. 

Anthony played in the abolition and women's suffrage movements.  These picture books 

provided nonthreatening ways of bringing awareness to students on certain topics that 

they may not know about and provided us as teachers with student-friendly materials that 

allow us to broach these concepts in class.  The grant money we received, though 

sometimes hindered our conversations and took us out of the flow of what we wanted to 

discuss since we had to figure out what to spend the money on, ultimately did provide us 

with the unexpected opportunity of opening our eyes to the idea of using pictures books 

with our classes in this fashion.  Since we only needed to purchase one picture book for 

each school on a given topic compared to needing a class set of novel-length books, we 

could make the limited funds that we had go a bit further.   

 Receiving a $500 grant to do our work together provided us with a common goal 

each year that we work towards.  Those goals of integrating technology or utilizing non-

fiction and historical fiction also had deeper goals associated with them.  Ultimately, our 

overarching goal was making learning accessible to all of our students.  A major 

characteristic of an affinity space is a common endeavor.  In fact, Gee (2004, 2007, 2015) 

notes that the common endeavor of the affinity space is primary, taking precedent over 

other things like the relationships between group members and even individual identities.  

In our study group, our common goals as outlined by the grant, as well as our underlying 

goal of making learning accessible to all students, took precedent over our individual 

features.  It did not matter that we taught different subjects and courses.  For instance, the 
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social studies teachers in the group did not shy away from discussions about literacy 

skills because they were not English teachers.  What mattered to us was our students’ 

learning.  Having a grant gave us the financial means to purchase resources to put our 

ideas in practice.  But ultimately the money did not define our work together. 

Final Thoughts 

 In general, teachers tend to take for granted that professional development has to 

follow certain rules in order to "count."  Those rules typically include traditional 

classroom or school spaces, an expert leading the discussion or just talking to the 

audience, and often some sort of recognition in the form of a certificate of attendance or 

approval from the district.  While these rules that traditionally govern professional 

development can be beneficial to some teachers under certain conditions, it is not the 

only way that teachers can learn.  Therefore, alternative means of what counts as 

professional development should be recognized.  However, it can be difficult for teachers 

to "break the rules" of professional development when striking out on their own to create 

something new, in part because these more traditional structures are familiar.  This was 

the case with our study group, and we did not bend those rules overnight.  We had to 

reconsider the role expertise plans in the group, and ultimately not have one lone expert 

but rather value the expertise that each person brought to the table.  Similarly, we 

adjusted our mindset of where meaningful professional development could occur, and 

that learning outside of school and online could be valuable to us.  We also had to 

recognize how funding could help us achieve what we wanted to get out of professional 



COLLABORATIVE TEACHER-DRIVEN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT       99 

 

 
 

 

development in terms of collaboration and reaching our goals, but that money did not 

need to drive how we conducted our work. 

Developing Professionally as Opposed to Going to Professional Development 

 Earlier I described a few imaginary scenarios involving two teachers introducing 

an archaeology lesson in very different ways and two teachers seeking professional 

development via two very different structures.  These scenarios, though not based on one 

specific real-life example, are meant to provide a glimpse into the world of teaching.  

Teaching is a multifaceted profession, one where the individual must both be able to 

spend hours researching and planning effective lessons and yet be able to make split-

second decisions in the classroom on concepts that they did not plan for.  With so much 

variety in the daily life of a teacher, how can there be just one "correct" way to 

experience professional development?  Like our students, teachers are learners who 

experience the world in unique and individual ways.  So why do traditional professional 

development structures often assume that a teacher's career trajectory can be pigeon-

holed into a few different categories?  Let us look at two commonly accepted paths 

teachers take as means of professional development:   

● One teacher completes professional development hours in their own content area.  

This particular teacher would not be able to change his or her position in the field 

of education, meaning that he or she would remain teaching the same content and 

grade level previously taught.  However he or she now has a deeper understanding 

of the content and how to convey that content knowledge to students.   

● Another teacher completes professional development hours via university 
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coursework in order to eventually change his or her position in the field of 

education.  This could take the form of earning an administrative license and 

leaving the classroom completely or perhaps earning an endorsement in a 

different content area and staying in the classroom but teaching something very 

different than what he or she previously taught.  Either way, the teacher could 

eventually move to a completely different position than the one currently held. 

Either the teacher stays in the classroom for his or her entire career or the teacher leaves 

the classroom to become an administrator.  The type of professional development 

teachers can seek out either provides them with opportunities to improve their teaching or 

coursework that allows them to make the jump from teacher to administrator or to a 

different specialization while remaining in the classroom.  In both cases these teachers 

have completed this professional development voluntarily as something that they wanted 

to do for themselves.  They are developing professionally more so than if they were just 

merely attending professional development.  But are these narrow tracks the only 

possibilities for teachers?  Are there ways for teachers to become leaders in the school 

without leaving the classroom?  In our study group, we not only found ways of changing 

our practice in the classroom, as illustrated in the first scenario, but also found ways of 

developing professionally.  A key difference between what we did in the study group and 

what often happens to teachers attending professional development is that we did this for 

ourselves.  We were not subjected to professional development that we had to attend.  we 

made conscious decisions as professionals who wanted to find ways to develop as 

professionals.  By doing this work, we also started to see our work spill outside of our 
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study group and start to ripple into the larger community  As Figure 4.1 illustrates, our 

learning started at the individual level, but rippled out not just to other members of the 

study group as might be expected, but to others outside of our group.  

 

Figure 4.1. The ripple effect of our work 

 In this section I will examine how participants in the study group saw changes 

ranging from their own personal and professional learning as well as how the study 

group's work spilled out of the group and rippled into the professional lives of colleagues 

and other educators.  I will first look at how my individual learning was affected from 

interactions with the group, as well as how the group's dynamic was altered to meet the 
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needs of another participant who experienced professional change.  This first ripple in 

Figure 4.1 represents this individual level change.  Then, I will discuss how participants 

in the group made changes to their classroom practices due to conversations we had in 

the study group, which is represented by the second ripple in Figure 4.1.  Finally, I will 

examine how our learning in the study group did not stay confined to the group 

participants, and how our work spread to our colleagues both inside and out of district, as 

noted in the third and last ripples in Figure 4.1.  Saying that we "attended professional 

development" does not fully capture what happened with our study group.  Rather, as our 

meetings together continued, we developed as professionals.  

"I'm Still Trying to Carve Out What Exactly My Role Is": Professional Changes as 

We Develop Professionally 

 By participating in a self-directed study group, all participants were making a 

professional change.  We were actively taking control over our own learning as rather 

than accepting that passive means of information transmission were the only way of 

receiving professional development.  By collaborating with each other and selecting 

topics that were of interest to us, we were truly participating in our own professional 

development.  Though changes in practice are one of the primary goals of professional 

development, these changes are not the only result.  Professional development, by its 

definition, should develop the professional.  This can mean making changes beyond 

classroom practice and other areas of a teacher’s professional life.  

 But for certain participants in the group, changes to our professional life affected 

how we participated in the study group.  Namely, Jessica and I experienced these types of 
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changes.  My change stemmed from progressing further in my doctoral program and 

starting to shift my dissertation focus to teacher-driven professional development, 

something that I would not have thought to focus on had I not been a part of this study 

group.  Jessica’s change involved accepting a new position in the district that shifted her 

from being a classroom teacher to one where she had daily contact with students, though 

through working with other teachers’ classes.  Since the rest of the group during the first 

two years consisted solely of classroom teachers, Jessica had to negotiate both what 

group participation meant to her and what that participation would look like. 

Interactions with the study group shaped my academic learning.  When we 

started this study group, I was enrolled in my doctoral program and working on 

completing my coursework.  I originally wanted to focus on the role social media could 

play in professional development, stemming from curiosity in learning that some teachers 

participated in professional development via Twitter.  But much as the collective group 

identity was shaped by both internal and external factors, so too was my identity in the 

group shaped by the outside factor of my role as a researcher.  After our study group’s 

first year together, I was inspired by how this less formal professional development 

experience was shaping our experiences as teachers.  I wanted to know more about it.  So 

my dissertation interest shifted away from the use of social media in professional 

development to teacher-driven professional development.  During the second year of the 

study group, I took an action research elective, where my professor encouraged me to 

look at this study group as a teacher researcher.  This would mean adjusting my identity 

in the group as I would be both a participant in the group and a researcher of the group.  
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Experiencing various aspects of identity as a teacher researcher is not uncommon.  Herr 

and Anderson (2015) note that  

each of us as researchers occupies multiple positions that intersect and may bring 

us into conflicting allegiances or alliances within our research sites.  We may 

occupy positions where we are included as insiders while simultaneously, in some 

dimensions, we identify as outsiders. (p. 55)   

In other words, one can be an insider to a site but still be considered an outsider in some 

way.  Although I always tried to make sure my identity as a teacher came first and that I 

only brought up my role as researcher when necessary, there were certain instances where 

my identity as a researcher was made explicit.  As a practitioner researcher, my own 

identity was constantly being formed and reformed throughout the teacher research 

process.  I always had to remain cognizant that I was a researcher and needed to take 

certain steps to ensure the anonymity and safety of the other group members as they 

shared their unfiltered thoughts on topics in education at both the state and district levels.  

But at the same time, I am also a teacher who was participating in a study group with 

colleagues before it became part of my dissertation study, and my role as a teacher who is 

a member of this group to continue improving my own practice would need to supersede 

my role as researcher. 

 By assuming the new role as researcher, I was not only making changes to my 

own professional life, but I was inadvertently changing the group dynamic at least 

temporarily.  In our earliest recorded meetings, group participants were more aware of 

the presence of the recording device I used, so it took a while for dialogue to become 
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more authentic and conversational.  On several occasions, participants asked if the device 

was still recording or to strike something from the record if something was said that 

could be perceived as critical of the district or if it was about issues with particular 

students.  As the researcher, I had to acknowledge that the recorder was making people 

nervous and to reinforce that confidentiality would be kept if something was said that 

could cause trouble for a participant.  However, more often than not the self-editing or 

censoring of selves and others during the meetings were fairly innocuous and would not 

have been given a second thought if the recorder was not present.  For instance, while 

discussing Newsela, one participant was not sure if she should mention that teachers 

could print the reading quizzes and distribute them for free even though paid accounts 

were needed to electronically push reading quizzes out to student accounts.  Reassurance 

had to be given that the Newsela website said this practice was perfectly fine to do so 

there should not be concerns about this being on the recording. 

 More often than not, when my role of researcher was made explicit by other study 

group participants, it was often in a humorous way.  While Rachel was teaching us how 

to create avatars in BitStrips, Sophia exclaimed "Brenna, you getting all this?" in 

reference to the avatar making process and picking out eyelashes and eyebrows for our 

individual characters, resulting in hysterical laughter from the group covering up the next 

several comments on the recording.   

 While setting up the new Google Doc for our second year of meetings, I had to 

acknowledge that I would be using the Google Doc notes as part of my research so 
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making notations of who was writing in which color was important so I would know who 

was who.  This then led to the following interaction: 

Ann: The long discussion.  [paraphrasing another member's comment] "I'll be 

blue and this is the reason why I'm going to be blue." 

Sophia: Make sure you talk about this in, in your paper too  

Dean: Yeah make sure this is in your Works Cited. 

This exchange shows how participants in the study group were aware that they were part 

of a research process, but at the same time were poking fun at me balancing both my role 

as a participant in the group and as someone studying what happened in the group.  A 

similar instance occurred at a later meeting when I disclosed to the group that I had 

spoken about our work at an out-of-state university's practitioner research conference as 

part of the initial steps of trying to get my thoughts together for eventually writing my 

proposal and dissertation.  I explained to the group that the response from the crowd 

about our work was positive and that I created pseudonyms to ensure anonymity of each 

member, though that they would be allowed to select their pseudonyms for my 

dissertation if they so chose.  That led to a playful discussion of various members 

wanting to select pop culture related pseudonyms like "Terminator", "Jessica Rabbit", 

and "Ferris Bueller".  This can be seen as a way of our group trying to not take the role of 

being researched so seriously.  One of the most striking features of the meeting tapes is 

how much we laughed and joked around.  In a way, this banter can be seen as a way of 

the group self-regulating.  We all knew that our work together was being researched by 

me, but we were also all there as practitioners first since that is why the group developed 
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in the first place.  Our sense of humor about the situation can be seen as making sure the 

group always acknowledged our position as an affinity group first, reinforcing that we 

were not just being studied academically.   

 Not every instance of my role as researcher being made explicit was during a 

humorous scenario.  Sometimes participants made my identity as researcher explicit 

because they wanted to be helpful.  When Sophia called her son to get information on 

how his teacher used Newsela with his classes, and as she was hanging up the phone, she 

said "Ok <son answers> Got it. Ok. Thank you for your help.  Bye.  I should've put him 

on speaker you could've had him in your notes."  To me, this is an example of how 

participants in the study group respected the fact that I had this dual identity as a 

researcher and wanted to help me.  They acknowledged that my role in the group as a 

researcher was important to me as it signified a shift in my own professional 

development.  However, my foray into academia is not the only professional change that 

was made by a member of this group.   

Jessica's professional change both redefines her role in the group and how 

the group could meet her new needs.  As mentioned earlier, between the first and 

second years of our study group, Jessica's professional role shifted out of the classroom.  

Prior to her shift out of the classroom, she noted that she did try to use some of the 

resources we learned about in the study group, such as Newsela and Zaption.  However, 

in the second year of the study group, she was not able to utilize as much since she was 

not in the classroom daily and was still learning what her new role entailed: 
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I would like to use more of it going forward, and like I said, I'm still trying to 

carve out what exactly my role is and how I can be of the most use to the teachers 

there and all of it is new.  Last year I had no idea what to expect . . . so I think in 

the second year [of having this new position] I will have a better opportunity to 

use some of the resources that we were talking about because I have a better idea 

of what's coming at me. 

Jessica's experience was unique in the group since she was no longer a classroom teacher, 

but she still anticipated that what we were learning in our study group would spillover 

into her new work, especially once she had a year of experience in the position.  She 

further noted in her individual interview: 

I'm basically a first year teacher over again.  So trying to figure out how to fit 

what we were doing in the group into my practice [in this position] is harder but, I 

think it would be harder for anyone, because I was new at it. 

  Though active in our group during her first year in this new position and sharing 

her experiences as a teacher when possible, Jessica's concerns about her practice mirrored 

that of a novice teacher.  Fuller's (1969) stages of concern focused on the series of 

concern stages that teachers go through, with novice teachers facing self concerns, then 

task concerns as they gain more experience, and finally impact concerns.  While the rest 

of us were experienced teachers in our current positions, Jessica was a novice in her 

current position.  It makes sense that she would be less focused than everyone else about 

the impact of implementing new innovations into lessons and be more focused on the 

daily tasks of her new role.   
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As Jessica became more comfortable in her new position during the third year of 

the study group, she was able to bring her new experiences and resources to the group.  

She was also able to bring us into greater contact with two other staff members whom we 

invited to join us in the third year.  These staff members shared a similar position to 

Jessica in other buildings, and various participants in the group had reached out to them 

for help before.  Had Jessica not been in her new position, I am not sure we would have 

been as comfortable extending the invitation.  Also, the presence of these new group 

participants enabled Jessica to structure part of the group to better fit her changing 

professional needs by included people who performed a similar job in the district.  By 

adding these two other staff members to our study group, we were able to accommodate 

Jessica’s changing needs and not lose her as a valued participant in our group.  Having 

three people in the study group who were not daily classroom teachers allowed 

conversations to start expanding past the impact on our own individual classrooms and 

shifting more towards making small changes that would have a greater-reaching impact.  

Because our group was not rigid with membership from year to year, we could expand 

and dynamically change to accommodate new situations as they arose.    

Gee (2004, 2007, 2015) notes that in an affinity space, the common endeavor 

takes supersedes other factors like personal identity.  However, our identities as teachers 

still played a role in this particular group.  This shaped both our interactions with the 

other participants, as well as how we participated in the group.  Both Jessica and I had 

various personal learning experiences outside of the group that were brought into the 

group.  For me, it was my work as a doctoral student.  For Jessica, it was her new role 
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outside of the classroom.  Though identity is not a defining feature of an affinity space, 

elements of identity can be seen in the form of newbies and masters, a concept discussed 

earlier, as people often center their personal identities around their experiences.  All 

participants in an affinity space bring with them knowledge or experience about the 

common endeavor, placing them as a newbie, a novice on the given topic, or a master, 

someone with more experience. As noted earlier, this can probably be seen as more of a 

spectrum,that one can be in a space between newbie and master.  For Jessica, she was an 

experienced teacher but new in her current position.  Depending on the topic at a 

meeting, she could be a master or a newbie at the same time.  Like Jessica, I am an 

experienced teacher, but I am new to academic research at the doctoral level.  I brought 

with me my mastery as a teacher to meetings, but my inexperience as a researcher.  My 

colleagues in the study group wanted to find ways to help me, like when Sophia wished 

she put her son on speaker phone so I could have the information on the recording.  We 

also wanted to help Jessica by inviting two other staff members into the group who 

shared a position similar to her new job.  As we continued our work together, our 

learning rippled out beyond just our individual selves to touch the practice of the other 

participants in the group.    

" . . . It Is a Technology That I Was Able to [Use] Then, I Found Something That 

Was Similar and I Felt Comfortable With It, When I Wouldn't Have Had I Not 

Been Comfortable Using Zaption": What Changed in Our Classroom Practice 

 The primary goal of professional development is to improve teacher practice in 

order to advance student achievement.  In order to make changes to their practice, 
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teachers need to be treated like the adult learners that they are, capable of making 

decisions about instruction and not just replicating what has been presented to them in a 

"show-and-tell" workshop setting.  Ongoing support and follow-up are necessary for 

teachers to implement meaningful changes in their practice.  Because our study group 

was teacher-driven, we made the decisions about what we wanted to learn about and how 

to go about that learning process.  We also provided each other with a support system, 

creating a space for ourselves where we could ask each other questions and follow-up 

with each other.  This allowed us to make changes to our classroom practice that we may 

not have necessarily made otherwise had we explored these same topics via more 

traditional professional development measures. 

The process of learning how to use educational technology was more 

important than learning how to use a specific program.  One of the major focal points 

of our study group's work was to integrate technology into our teaching.  Although we 

had all attended professional development sessions both inside and outside of the district 

with technology as a focus, we had not necessarily integrated any type of technology that 

was not explicitly shown to us.  For instance, during our work together as a group, we 

learned about Zaption and were curious as to how this program could be used with our 

classes.  The concept of inserting text and questions into video clips appealed to us, but 

since we were creating our own professional development experience and not attending a 

workshop that explicitly provided us with examples of how to use this program, we 

would also have to learn on our own how we could each best make use of Zaption.  Had 

we attended a workshop training us in the features of this program, we may have learned 
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how to use the program but may not have necessarily learned how to evaluate a program 

to see if it fit our needs. 

 Ann described how working with our study group not only helped her learn how 

to use Zaption with her classes, but she also learned how to research educational 

technology programs to meet the needs of her classroom practice.  Over the summer 

between the second and third years of our study group, Ann found out that Zaption was 

bought by another company and would no longer be available in the upcoming school 

year.  She found that having students watch videos and interact with that digital media via 

questions or text that she inserted into the videos was meaningful for her students.  So 

over the summer, Ann explored other options and found EdPuzzle to be a program that 

still provided her with the functions that she liked from Zaption.  She emailed what she 

found to the other members of the study group so we would have that information once 

school started.  In her follow-up interview, Ann noted: 

Even though Zaption itself is no longer available, it is a technology that I was able 

to use.  Then, I found something that was similar and I felt comfortable with it, 

when I wouldn't have, had I not been comfortable with Zaption.  So I did think 

that was valuable.  So in the first year when we came up with Zaption, and really 

beyond Zaption, the idea of finding short clips that you can interact with and 

allow the kids to interact with that was new and different for me, and I absolutely 

put that to use in the classroom.  We did it sometimes as a whole class.  Often 

times I would give it as homework, sometimes it would be as a review for an 

upcoming vocabulary quiz.   
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 For Ann, working with our study group provided her with a not only a new technology 

that she could use with her students, but also gave her the confidence and skills to find 

something similar when she needed to replace Zaption.  She attributed her work in the 

study group by making her comfortable with Zaption and that allowed her to then apply 

what she learned to a different program, which she did not think she would have done on 

her own.  Ann did not just learn how to use a piece of educational technology; she 

learned how she could best use it with her students and how to transfer the skill of 

evaluating technology to another setting when the need arose. 

  Reevaluating what counts as literacy skills.  As a group, we also started to 

reconsider what counted as literacy skills.  Through our conversations together, we 

recognized that the literacy skills our students need today are not just gained through 

traditional reading and writing activities.  We wanted to exposure our students to a 

number of different types of media to improve their literacy.  For example, the PARCC 

test requires our students to have knowledge of how to utilize videos as an information 

source in order to cite evidence from it in a research-simulation writing assignment; 

therefore, we needed to prepare our students to meet that challenge even if we disagreed 

with the concept of the test itself.  But more importantly, information in our world is 

presented in increasingly more audio-visual ways and our students are used to getting 

their information from non-text based media.  Cassandra expressed in her post-interview 

that utilizing a variety of resources helps to reach students where they are via the visual 

medium of short video clips that they are comfortable with, but may not associate with 

learning when exposed to short video clips outside of school: 
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They [the students] don't realize that if you're picking the right video all those 

facts and information is getting stuck in their head easily [when] that question or a 

fact comes up, it pops up on the screen.  They can multitask to an extent because 

they can watch a video and see a pop-up because they do those things on their 

phone.  They would be doing one thing and something else will pop up.  So as 

long as it's the right video and the right amount of information you're throwing at 

them at the same time, they get more out of it than just reading about something.  

For the grade level that I teach especially, and they're still trying to figure out who 

they are themselves and [how] to learn.  It just gives them another avenue to try to 

figure out a certain subject that we're talking about.   

Cassandra believed that since her students were used to experiencing the world through 

short bursts of information with texts and visuals blended together, that by bringing part 

of that experience into her classroom, she could reach students in ways familiar to them.  

Her students did not necessarily know that video clips on sources like YouTube can be 

used for gaining information, not just entertainment. It was important to Cassandra to not 

only use these videos to reach her students, but also to teach them how to watch a video 

and critically view it in such a way that it could be used as an alternative text for gaining 

information. 

   Similarly, Sophia noted that using videos and written texts were both important 

sources of information for her students to learn to work with: 

And [the Zaption videos] gave them visual media as a source just like you would 

use a book or a primary document or something like that.  So that, that I enjoyed.  
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I use that in my classroom and I plan on using the picture books and the stories in 

read aloud which I like to do with my language arts classes, so to bring it into 

social studies as well is something that I think is going to be very helpful because 

all kids, no matter what age they are, like to be to [be read to] and like to look at 

the pictures.  And when you can connect what they're hearing to something visual 

it helps them make connections as well which I am looking forward to doing that 

this year. 

Sophia not only notes the importance of wanting to provide her students with resources 

that would allow them to make connections to what they were learning about in class, but 

also reinforces the use of each of these sources as important texts for improving literacy 

skills by putting videos and reading aloud picture books with middle school students in 

the same category as more traditional informational sources like a textbook.   

 For a number the study group participants, reading aloud stories to students was 

not actually a new classroom practice, but rather the reviving of one that had fallen by the 

wayside.  Before a number of political climate changes that have caused us to alter our 

teaching methods, most of us had used pictures books and other read-alouds with our 

classes.  For example, our 6th grade social studies course used to be an American history 

class.  When the Common Core was implemented in our state, the social studies 

curriculum in our district changed and the 6th grade curriculum was changed to ancient 

world history.  Ann had previously read picture books to her classes when the course was 

an American history course, but the comparative lack of similar resources for ancient 

history had caused her to abandon the practice.  Dean echoed a similar sentiment when he 
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recalled that he used to do historical fiction novel studies in the old 6th grade course but 

no longer did so with the newer ancient history course: 

Everything that we've discussed [in our study group] I've used in class, and it's at 

least made me think . . . I haven't thought about that [using novels and picture 

books] since I stopped doing the US I [US One] thing, Cassandra used to do that.  

And, and I'm like, yeah, this would actually be kind of good and to have an 

ancient world larger piece of writing that we can really dive into.  I think it would 

really be beneficial for the kids and I would never have thought about that if we 

didn't have the group. 

Dean noted that when he and Cassandra were grade level partners with the old 6th grade 

American history course that he used to use novels to illustrate concepts for their 

students.  For example, Cassandra, Dean, and I used to do a read-aloud of the historical 

novel Soldier's Heart by Gary Paulsen with our students when studying the Civil War.  

However, shorter novels and even picture books related to the ancient history course were 

more difficult to find.  For Dean, being able to work with our study group allowed him to 

reconsider bringing back an element of his practice that he had not done in a long time: 

I totally plan on doing [something with the purchased books] even if it's just 

excerpts because again I know for ancient world it's tough to get historical fiction 

books . . . I think it would be good because I have been really trying to get the 

kids to, at least mentally, go back to some of these civilizations and get what life 

for everyday people would be like.  I think because for them it's so alien.  You 

know, they kind of have a good idea of what life in early America would be like 



COLLABORATIVE TEACHER-DRIVEN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT       117 

 

 
 

 

because, it's part of our mythology.  They've seen pictures of George Washington 

so they know how people dressed and they know what the climate was like and 

things like that.  But try and have them envision what it would be like in 

Mesopotamia and what the climate is like.  A lot of them have not been outside 

our immediate region so it's difficult for them to do that.  So when we get pieces 

of writing that can illustrate that in a way that's not [just me] telling them it was a 

desert but there were rivers.  I think that would really be helpful.   

For Dean, having non-textbook resources that he could use with his students meant 

providing them with experiences that they could not necessarily get from the textbook or 

from him merely telling students about these ancient cultures.  He knew that students had 

a better background in American history and could envision things about America's past 

simply because it was part of our larger culture, and they had been exposed to things that 

were part our cultural mythology.  Concepts from American history, whether historically 

accurate facts or perpetuated myths like George Washington chopping down a cherry 

tree, are often included in media like books, movies, and television programs, that 

students will have been exposed to at some point before arriving in middle school.  Dean 

hoped that by utilizing the books we purchased through the grant, he could provide his 

students with stories that could illustrate the concepts he was teaching in a more enticing 

way than the textbook could. 

Meaningful teacher learning happened in the affinity space we created.  

Would we have made these types of shifts to our teaching practices had we been told 

about Zaption at a workshop or been told to implement alternative forms of literature into 



COLLABORATIVE TEACHER-DRIVEN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT       118 

 

 
 

 

our middle school courses?  During the individual post-interviews various study group 

participants expressed that they have implemented concepts we discussed in our meetings 

into their lessons with students.  They attributed these changes to the fact that we were 

exploring these concepts together and created for ourselves a support system.  Dean best 

expressed this sentiment in his interview: 

Being able to work in a small group, I think was really, really effective and not 

just doing it where at the end of the afternoon, "ok, now you know Zaption.  Have 

fun."  But being able to go back and provide feedback and also receive feedback 

from other people with their experience . . . But I really liked how with our study 

group we can really kind of sink our teeth into something.  And again, I know it 

sounds like I'm being critical of the district, and I realize they have a lot of things 

that they need to touch upon, but I think the most enriching story of professional 

development experience has been when we can work in the small group. 

Here Dean illustrates that professional development should be more than just learning 

how to use a particular tool or strategy, but should provide teachers with opportunities to 

collaborate with each other and to concentrate for a sustained period of time on an area of 

interest in order to bring about meaningful changes in practice.  Professional 

development should provide teachers with opportunities for feedback after trying new 

ideas in the classroom.  We provided each other with that in our study group. 

One of our common endeavors to focus on as a group was our work in literacy 

skills in the classroom.  Through our conversations together, our study group started to 

reconsider what we counted as "literacy" work in our practice.  The traditional image of a 
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student practicing literacy skills considers of a student working on his or her reading and 

writing in isolation from other students.  New literacies are seen as a shift in thinking 

about literacy in more of a social learning context.  Lankshear and Knobel (2011) stated 

that “this paradigmatic sense of ‘new’ in relation to literacy is not concerned with new 

literacies as such, but, rather, with a new approach to thinking about literacy as a social 

phenomenon” (p. 27).  Further, they stress that “we think of some literacies being ‘new’ 

without them necessarily involving the use of new digital electronic technologies 

(Lankshear & Knobel, 2011, p. 29).  In a sense, in starting to explore the use of picture 

books and text-embedded video clips with our middle school students, we were 

redefining what literacy meant for ourselves and our third year goal to utilize Google 

Classroom with our students would further push their learning into the social sphere.  We 

recognized that traditional textbooks were not the only way for our students to gain 

academic language and knowledge.  This parallels how we were redefining what 

professional development meant for ourselves.  Much as our students did not have to 

learn just from traditional textbooks, so too did we not need to learn in a traditional 

professional development structure.  Both textbooks and traditional professional 

development are valuable in their own way and can be used to gain knowledge, but they 

are not the only way.  The participants in this study group were finding meaningful 

learning happening in the social space we created for ourselves.  Gee (2004, 2007, 2015) 

noted that in an affinity space content organization is transformed by interactional 

organization, which refers to how interactions between participants in the space can 

change the content that brought them together.  In these ways, the interactions among 
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participants in the group caused changes to the “content” that brought the group together.  

We started off with the focus of integrating technology and looking to include more non-

fiction texts, but we branched out future to other related areas that expanded for us what 

it meant by literacy skills.    

Gee (2004, 2007, 2015) notes that participating in an affinity space is fluid and 

that it is not always clear who is in the space since membership is not clearly defined.  

For our study group, membership was clearly defined since we had seven people that 

regularly met in person and online. However, this did not mean that we kept the 

knowledge gained from working with each other to ourselves.  We shared what we 

learned with others not directly involved in the study group.  More often than not that 

took the form of sharing what we learned with our grade level partners and other 

colleagues in our building.  But as we have continued our work together, we have had 

opportunities to share we have learned in the group with the larger district, and even with 

fellow educators outside of our district. 

"I Have Had a Really Varied Background [and] Professional Experience, so I Like 

Sharing That With Other People, and They Can Take From It What They Will": 

Ripple Effects of Our Study Group As We Share What We Learned With Others 

Herr (1999) reminds us that teacher research causes certain questions to be asked 

and that this inquiry causes "ripples" to spread out beyond the teacher and into other 

areas.  Several studies in the literature review section of this dissertation highlight how 

changes at the school or district level happened as a result of teachers' participating in 

teacher-driven professional development (Chandler-Olcott, 2002; Clarke, 2012; Gilles et 
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al., 2010; Roberts et al., 2010).  Similarly, in our study group, we not only saw changes to 

our own practice as teachers, we saw what was happening in our study group start to 

spillover into other areas as we shared what we learned with those outside of the group.  

Sharing what we learned with colleagues through traditional structures.  As 

mentioned earlier, I presented the premise of our study group's work at a major 

university's practitioner research conference, but that is not the only time the work of our 

study group had been presented at a larger level. One of the conditions of the grant we 

received was that we, along with other grant recipients, had to present at the local 

university's annual conference and share what we had done in our work together.  We 

have presented at this conference each year since we initially applied for the grant, each 

time with more members of our group able to attend.  The first year we presented, we 

stuck to a fairly traditional model of talking to the audience because that is what we 

thought we were expected to do.  The second year, we let go of some of that traditional 

structure and tried to be more discussion oriented.  By the third year, we were 

comfortable enough to give a few opening remarks to let the audience know who we 

were, then positioned ourselves at three different stations where audience members could 

explore what we set up, engage in conversation, and ask questions.  After the second 

year's presentation, I received an email from teachers in another district who had heard 

about our work and wanted to know more both about the work we have done as a group 

and how they could apply for the same grant.  I shared that information with them and 

encouraged them to apply.  This is probably the most global example of our work spilling 

over outside of our group; most instances have been more localized.  We have presented 
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our work to colleagues in our district during larger professional development sessions and 

also to grade level partners in less formal settings. 

         Since the premise of our group was to conduct our own professional development 

without direct oversight from district administrators, we were both surprised and pleased 

that our work received acknowledgement from those in positions of power.  There have 

been several instances where our whole group or individual participants in our group 

have been asked to present at a variety of district workshops or meetings.  At the end of 

our first year together, we applied for and were accepted to create a workshop for our 

district's end of the year in-service day.  The focus of the day was to have teachers 

learning from each other by signing up for workshop sessions led by other teachers.  

Although the in-service day was set up by the district administration, the sessions 

themselves were created and led by teachers.  This set-up meshed nicely with what we 

were doing as a group and felt like a good extension to our work.  We created a workshop 

where we briefly shared our experiences working together as a study group and shared 

what we learned about Zaption.  We then taught our colleagues how to use Zaption by 

affording them the time to practice using it and make video question sets that they could 

use in their own classes while we provided technical support, answered questions, and sat 

one-on-one with those who required more assistance.  The workshop was well-attended 

and we had to lead two sessions due to its popularity.  We told by several attendees that 

they felt it was a worthwhile experience for them, and they enjoyed learning with us.   

         Although we applied to present at this particular in-service, there were other 

instances later on where district administrators have asked members of our study group to 
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present aspects of our work to our colleagues or in other settings.  Sophia and Ann were 

asked by their principal to turnkey what they learned about Zaption to their building's 

staff.  Sophia mentioned that they received from one of the department supervisors a 

glowing letter thanking them for their presentation.  Sophia, Ann, and I also presented at 

a board of education technology committee meeting, upon the request of our building 

principals, about our study group's work and how we used Zaption in the classroom.  

Additionally, several of us conducted a technology integration workshop as part of the 

new teacher induction series.  Where possible, we tried to make the session that we led 

meaningful for the participants by keeping in mind factors that worked for our study 

group.  We tried to incorporate conversation and individual exploration time where we 

worked with those in attendance one-on-one or in smaller groups to meet their needs.  

Since these sessions were set-up as single session workshops, we could not develop the 

type of dialogue that we could in our more sustained study group, but we were mindful of 

not spending workshop sessions talking at the teachers in attendance. 

         When interviewed, Sophia noted that these instances of being asked to share our 

work outside of the group were meaningful to her: 

Ann and I have turn keyed Zaption [at our school] and I'm sure [our principal] 

will ask us about turn keying what we did with the picture books and the novels . . 

. Colleagues were appreciative we did something at new teacher academy, we did 

some in-house, so I enjoyed doing that as well.  Kind of thinking ahead to when I 

retire, I think I'd like to mentor young teachers or maybe work at [a local 

university] . . . But I have found that I like doing that.  I like being a mentor.  I 
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have had a really varied background [and] professional experience, so I like 

sharing that with other people and they can take from it what they will. 

Being a part of our study group afforded Sophia the opportunity to share her experiences 

both as a teacher and as a participant in our study group with colleagues outside of the 

group.  This was meaningful to Sophia because she not only enjoyed the experience, but 

she also has started to think about how she could continue to share these experiences after 

she retires, providing another way our work as a group could spillover into areas outside 

our group.  

Sharing what we learned with colleagues in less formal settings.  More often 

than not, examples of the spillover effect of our work comes from sharing what we 

learned from each other in the study group with other colleagues in less formal settings.  

These include instances where we planned with our grade level partners.  Rachel 

described how she shared with a grade level partner the titles of the books we discussed 

in the study group that she then tried with her classes: 

I was working with another teacher who also teaches the [pre-honors] classes, and 

she just took my lead.  I said "hey let's try these books."  We can use these next 

year.  These were successful.  These were not.  The kids liked this book.  This one 

was maybe too high of a level.  This was too low.  She was very willing and able 

to jump right in with me.  So that worked out really well.       

With her pre-honors level English class, Rachel tried literature circles with a number of 

historical fiction books that we either talked in the study group or purchased with the 

grant money.  She did not keep the information gained from that experience to herself.  
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Rather, she shared what she learned with a grade level partner outside the group.  This 

other teacher taught the same pre-honors level course that Rachel taught and was very 

receptive to learning from Rachel's experience. 

         Similarly, Dean shared his experience being observed during a lesson where he 

used a Zaption video he created on the climate and geography of the Mediterranean Sea 

area as part of the ancient Greece unit.  The lesson was successful and well-received by 

the observing administrator so Dean noted that "I tossed it to [named his grade level 

partner not in the group] and he used the same video the next day.  Just by proxy these 

things are kind of going through a person and used in other classrooms too."  Like 

Rachel, Dean had success implementing something he learned in our study group in his 

class and wanted to then share what he learned with someone outside of the group.  He 

did not keep what he learned to himself.  Dean also highlights that by sharing with other 

teachers, these teachers will then use what we have learned with their students as well, 

illustrating how our study group's work has a spillover effect beyond our original intent 

of examining our own practice and learning a few new things to use in our own 

classrooms. 

         Gee's (2004, 2007, 2015) affinity space concept takes into consideration the value 

of dispersed knowledge coming into the space but does not really address in great detail 

the impact of knowledge leaving the space.  Gee does acknowledge that interactions 

among participants in the space changes the content that brought them together, but again 

does not address what happens when that changed content leaves the space.  In the 

experience of participants of our study group, the first group of people that experienced 
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the knowledge that left our study group's space were our own students.  The discussions 

taking place in the study group space did not just stay there.  We each took concepts that 

we learned within the study group and applied those things to our teaching.  We would 

implement concepts discussed in the group with our own students, whether that was 

trying a read aloud with a picture book or assigning a newly created Zaption video for 

homework.  Once we tried these things with our students, we would often then share 

what we learned with our colleagues, usually our same-content grade level partners. 

There were even a few instances where we had the opportunity to share our work with 

fellow educators on a larger scale, either within our own district or even other teachers 

outside of our district.  As noted earlier, in her follow-up interview Sophia described how 

when she retires she would like to share what she has learned with new teachers.  In 

doing so, she would then be taking on the role of a master in a new space that she would 

have created for herself (Gee 2004, 2007, 2015).  However, the line between master and 

newbie is a blurry one.  Paulo Freire (2001) wrote that he was constantly conscious of his 

own "unfinishedness" and that teaching should be about the construction of knowledge, 

not just the transference of knowledge.  He knew that both as an educator and as a 

human, he was constantly learning and evolving.  If that is the case, then Sophia, and 

other participants in this study group, are continuously masters and newbies as teachers 

and learners.  As we continue to learn, we keep finding that there is more that we still 

need to learn.  
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Final Thoughts 

  When our study group first formed, we saw this as an opportunity to participate in 

a unique professional development opportunity.  We would be in the driver's seat 

determining what it was that we wanted to learn about and what would be the most 

meaningful to our own classroom practice.  But ultimately we did not just attend 

professional development together.  Instead, we found ourselves changing and 

developing as professionals.  For Jessica and me, our personal and professional changes 

were both affected by the group and influenced the dynamics of the group itself.  

Discussions that happened during study group meetings lead to changes in our practice, 

not just in terms of incorporating a new type of educational technology into lessons but 

also teaching us skills like evaluating technology programs or looking at literacy a 

different way.  These types of changes are more likely to stick with us than being shown 

how to do something.  Finally, we did not just keep what we learned in the study group to 

ourselves.  There were times where we were asked to share what we learned with other 

educators in more traditional settings, but more often than not, we shared what we 

learned with our colleagues less formally. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 The central question that guided this study was: What does professional 

development look when we, as teachers, gather to examine element of classroom practice 

that are meaningful to us?  Much of the work that teachers do happens behind closed 

doors.  Most people are familiar with what teaching looks like from their own 

experiences being students in a classroom, yet are unaware of the work that occurs 

behind the scenes to ensure students are learning.  Teachers are professionals who are 

constantly learning and cultivating their practice.  Although most professional 

development opportunities take the form of district-sanctioned workshops or university 

courses, these traditional paths are not the only way.  Eshach (2007) stressed the 

importance informal and non-formal learning environments play in students’ science 

learning.  Likewise, teacher learning can, and does, occur in the informal and non-formal 

spaces.   

 This dissertation afforded me the opportunity to document teachers’ professional 

learning in a self-designed study group.  Numerous parallels can be drawn between the 

work that occurred in this study group and the characteristics of Gee’s (2004, 2007, 2015) 

affinity space concept.  This final chapter will be divided into two major sections.  First, I 

will discuss the findings of this study and how this work both reinforces Gee's affinity 

space concept but also notes the gaps that the affinity space concept does not address 

when applied to in-person professional development.  Then, I will present the 

implications of this research and provide recommendations based on the findings of the 

study related to professional development as well as for further research. 
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Discussion of Findings 

 This section will explore in more detail some of the points brought up in the 

previous chapter’s presentation of this study's findings.  The two major lessons that this 

study teaches about professional development are the fluid nature of expertise and space 

and how professional development needs to meet teachers' actual needs.  Gee's (2004, 

2007, 2015) affinity space concept informs this discussion, though I will also talk about 

areas this conceptual framework does not explicitly address when applied to professional 

development.      

 First, I will examine how expertise and space are fluid concepts when related to 

professional development.  I will start by discussing the journey my study group took 

away from the traditional "sage on the stage" transmission model.  Then I will push back 

against the idea that expertise is a static concept and how the expert and the learner can 

be one and the same.  I will end that section by looking at how teacher learning can take 

place outside of spaces traditionally associated with professional development. 

 In the second section, I will examine how professional development should meet 

teachers actual, rather than their perceived, needs.  I will discuss the importance of 

meeting teachers where they currently are so that meaningful learning can happen.  Then, 

I will reflect on how teachers have multiple learning goals that change over time.  

Professional development needs to address those ever-changing goals.  I will also 

examine several of the enduring tensions that arise when teachers participate in self-

directed professional development through practitioner action research. 
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 In the final section of this discussion, I will take a closer look at the affinity space 

concept and how professional development can be reimaged as affinity spaces.  I will 

start by looking at the importance of valuing different forms of expertise in professional 

development affinity spaces.  Then, I will discuss how one of the defining hallmarks of 

an affinity space, having a common endeavor, is important but also needs to be flexible 

when considering professional development.  Next, I will evaluate the role space plays in 

affinity spaces.  The affinity space concept is most often applied to digital spaces, though 

professional development frequently occurs in physical settings though that does not 

mean that face-to-face professional development cannot share characteristics of an 

affinity space.  I will end by reflecting on how the spillover effect can be a consequence 

of affinity space participation, an area that Gee (2004, 2007, 2015) did not explicitly 

discuss but something that was evident in my study.   

Fluidity of Expertise and Space 

 In most traditional professional development settings, teachers are relatively 

passive participants in their own learning.  Workshops are led by experts who transmit 

their knowledge to the teachers.  While learning can, and does, take place in this type of 

setting, it is not the only way that professional development needs to look.  My 

overarching goal in this study was to see what professional development looks like when 

teachers are the ones directing their own learning in a self-designed study group.  Would 

our own professional development study group take on a similar look to traditional 

professional development structures?  Would our work together purposely look 

completely different than what we were used to?     
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 Journey away from the sage on the stage.  When our study group first started, 

our earlier meetings took place in my classroom with me demonstrating different forms 

of educational technology that the group wanted to learn more about.  Our common 

endeavor that first year was integrating educational technology into our teaching.  Due to 

my background as my school's webmaster and my role in several technology-related 

committees, I became the de facto technology expert.  Although we would have 

conversations about technology and all participants in the study group would share their 

ideas, I was the one initiating conversations and conducting demonstrations.  Others 

would share their ideas or discuss their experiences trying different programs with their 

students, but I was still the "sage on the stage" which I had hoped to avoid, but I did not 

know how to break out of that role.  It was not until Rachel had a positive experience 

using BitStrips for Schools with her students that someone else took on the role of expert 

for the entire meeting, and I could truly take on the role of learner.  Over time, other 

participants in the study group took on the role of expert on certain topics of interest, as 

Jessica had with subscription databases and Lexile levels.  We also valued the expertise 

brought into the group from outsiders, as when Sophia reached out to her son's teacher 

about Newsela.  

  As someone who was in a doctoral program learning about problems related to 

traditional power structures and hierarchies within society, it was uncomfortable to find 

myself in the position that semi-replicated the same power structures that I wanted to 

avoid.  Teachers are not always trusted with their own learning in ways that are 

recognized by administrators.  Records of professional development need to be kept and 
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the sources of that professional development must be sanctioned by the district.  The 

sources that are sanctioned are those that follow some sort of typical model with an 

expert leading a group.  When our study group formed, I had hoped that we would 

initially break away from that traditional model.  Instead, we inadvertently began to 

replicate that model because it was something familiar.  We did have more discussions 

and had complete control over the agenda in ways we had not had before, but we were 

still sitting in a classroom being led by the perceived expert on a topic.  Even when 

Rachel took over one meeting, we still replicating the sage on the stage model, though 

this did open the door for other participants to feel comfortable demonstrating their 

knowledge about topics.  Over time, we did start to make the shift away from 

professional development led by one single expert towards a more collectively 

constructed experience.  But this was not something that occurred right away. 

 Expert and learner can be one and the same.  The concepts of learner and 

expert do not have to exist in a vacuum.  One can be both learner and expert at the same 

time.  As experienced teachers, we were all experts in our craft.  Our aim as a study 

group was to learn how to become better teachers.  This meant we would also have to 

learn how to be practitioner researchers.  In other words, we had to learn how to examine 

our own teaching and to learn about the new topics that we were exploring together.  To 

use Gee's (2004, 2007, 2015) terminology, we had to take on the roles of master and 

newbie at the same time.  Expertise in our group existed on a spectrum.  We could all be 

experts and novices at the same time.  Our tacit knowledge as teachers informed the way 

that we talked about and learned of topics which we were not familiar.  For example, 
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Cassandra's experience as a teacher allowed her to question the way the way other 

participants were implementing Achieve 3000 although she did not have experience with 

that particular program.       

 Most importantly, we learned to become uncomfortable when there was no 

expert.  Expertise could belong to the collective memory of the group, rather than 

existing solely in each individual.  When we wanted to learn how to use Newsela, we did 

not wait for Sophia's son's teacher to get back to us with information.  We explored the 

program, we asked each other questions, and we took control of our own learning.  As a 

group, we could collectively generate knowledge together.  This pushes back against the 

notion of what it means to be an expert.  We created expertise together that we probably 

would not have as individuals.  We could bounce ideas off of each other and question our 

own assumptions.    

 Learning outside of traditional spaces.  Once we had "broken" one rule of 

professional development, that is challenging what expertise should look like, we were 

free to break other rules.  We were used to professional development occurring in a 

school setting: a classroom, an auditorium, the cafeteria.  Teacher learning did not have 

to happen solely within the walls of a school.  We decided that since our meetings often 

lasted until dinner time, why not have a meeting at a local restaurant.  As noted in the 

previous chapter, we left that meeting feeling like we had better conversations than at our 

other meetings and broached topics that we had not considered before.  We were sitting at 

a table together instead of in desks at the school so conversation was better facilitated.  

We were more relaxed since our learning was not occurring at the same site where we 
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worked.  We were also well-fed, so we were not ending conversations early just to go 

back to our homes to arrange dinner for ourselves and our families.   

 We also experienced what it was like to continue our learning together online.  

Our group Google Doc connected us with each other, even when we were not able to 

meet physically.  It also served the purpose of providing us with a place to record ideas 

that we wanted to bring up to the group at our in-person meetings.  We were also free to 

adapt our Google Doc to fit our needs at that particular moment.  During our third year 

together, we established a Google Classroom instead of using the document we had been 

posted in for the previous two years.  We gave ourselves permission to be comfortable 

with the constantly changing nature of our online learning space.  Online communication 

is not necessarily uncommon in professional development as many universities or school 

workshops begin to establish an online presence.  However, we did not have to wonder 

what an administrator would think of our posted questions or messy, sometimes 

overlapping discussions.  We did not have to worry about earning a grade or participating 

enough to receive credit.  Some participants like Ann or Sophia would post more 

frequently whereas others like Dean could have limited participation in our online spaces 

but still find value in the knowledge that we had collectively constructed in that space. 

 The answer to my original research question of "What does professional 

development look when we, as teachers, gather to examine element of classroom practice 

that are meaningful to us?" is not a simple one.  At least in our case, when teachers create 

their own professional development experience, it initially reflected the traditional power 

structure and settings that we were used to experiencing.  We were not able to break 
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away from this overnight.  We had to slowly chip away from a transmission model to one 

that was more fluid.  We disrupted the notion of professional development led by a single 

expert to one where expertise was collectively generated and shared.  We recognized that 

learning did not have to take place in the four walls of a classroom.  We started with a 

Google Doc to record our thoughts and ideas when we could not be together, but we also 

took our meetings off of school property.  We made these changes because we needed the 

group to adapt to our changing collective needs.   

Professional Development Should Meet Teachers’ Actual, and Not Perceived, Needs 

 Traditional professional development structures often do not take into 

consideration teachers' actual needs.  District-mandated professional development might 

address needs that impact the school as a whole, but not teachers at an individual level.  

For example, workshops might be conducted on implementing a new writing program 

based on the need to increase students' writing scores on a standardized assessment, but 

that these workshops might not necessarily be tiered in a way that address the teachers' 

individual needs.  The English teachers who have extensive education related to teaching 

students how to write are going to have very different needs than the mathematics 

teachers who might not have had instruction in how to teach students how to write.  

Additionally, professional development should also address the changing needs of 

teachers as their professional roles shift over time.  The needs of a first-year teacher are 

not necessarily going to be the same needs as someone who has been teaching for at least 

a decade.  However, it should also be acknowledged that there are enduring tensions that 
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need to be recognized when teachers are involved with self-directed professional 

development efforts.   

Meeting teachers where they currently are.  A refrain often heard by 

prospective teachers in their preservice education classes is that a teacher needs to meet 

the students where they are.  Yet this is not something that is necessarily taken into 

consideration in the settings where in-service teachers learn.  Adult learn well when they 

are active participants in their own learning, and professional development in the form of 

a practitioner action research group is compatible with this concept (Hase & Kenyon, 

2001).  But too often professional development is structured as one-shot workshops 

conveyed in a transmission model with very little follow-up to see if and how the 

teachers have implemented the concepts learned.  In their follow-up interviews, all 

participants in this study group cited examples of professional development sessions they 

had attended in the past that they felt they did not benefit from.  For the most part, these 

sessions were about topics that had very little to do with their actual classroom practice.  

The types of professional development they felt they benefited from, such as training in 

using various applications in the Google suite of products, had more relevance to what 

they were doing or wanted to do in their classrooms.  Because our study group sessions 

were purely focused on topics that were directly related to what we did or wanted to do in 

our classrooms, study group participants found our work together meaningful and 

continued to come together even after our initial grant period had ended.   

Our group also adapted over time to meet the changing professional needs of our 

participants.  Jessica's role as an educator changed between our first and second years 
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together.  She went from having a daily schedule of classes of her own students to a 

schedule where she had contact with students every day but they were in other teachers' 

classes.  Instead of Jessica leaving the group, we found ways of making the study group 

relevant to her new position.  We valued the experience she brought to the group as a 

teacher and in her new role outside of the classroom.  In the third year, we invited new 

members who held roles in the district similar to Jessica's.  My needs changed as I 

progressed through my doctoral studies. My interactions with the study group informed 

my areas of interest for my dissertation research.  I had been interested in teacher-driven 

professional development at an individual level in how teachers used social media to 

further their own learning, but my experiences being in this study group caused me to 

shift my focus to a more collective experience.  The participants were aware that my 

academic learning was important to me and sometimes our interactions at meetings made 

it clear that the group was being studied, like when participants would tease me about 

making sure silly anecdotes made their way into my dissertation or when they wanted to 

make sure information from the meeting that they thought was important made it onto the 

recording.  These instances showed me that the study group respected my dual identities 

as teacher participant in the group and researcher learning to think like an academic.      

  Teachers have multiple learning goals that change over time.  Our study 

group originally had the goal of learning more about various types of educational 

technology that we could use in our classroom.  Although that still remained one of our 

goals throughout our years together, we did not remain solely focused on that.  Our 

second year together focused on finding ways to bringing in more historical fiction and 
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non-fiction texts to assist our students in improving their literacy skills, but in that 

process we, as teachers, shifted our mindset as to what counted as literacy.  In our third 

year, we wanted to examine the role Google Classroom could play in helping us achieve 

some our goals of improving our students' literacy skills.  These may have been our 

stated goals when asked about the purpose of our study group, but we also had other 

overarching common endeavors that persisted throughout our work together.  Many of 

our conversations focused on making our courses accessible for all of our students.  

Nearly everyone in the group had classes with special education students, English 

language learners, or students who were not performing on grade level for a variety of 

reasons.  We wanted to make sure we found ways to reach those students who were often 

marginalized.  This not only meant shifting our own assumptions about what literacy is 

but also providing our students with common learning experiences that reading middle 

school appropriate picture books could provide.  These stories could provide all students 

with common background knowledge and make more abstract concepts a bit more 

concrete.  We could also introduce topics with social justice themes such as economic 

inequality through a story about the Great Depression and use that as a platform to talk 

about modern day economic struggles.   

Our study group was not afraid to be a bit messy in terms of our goals.  We could 

have mandated that we had one goal and stuck with that goal until we felt we 

"completed" or "achieved" it, but that is not the nature of learning nor of action research.  

Learning is messy, so is action research.  We had to become comfortable in the 
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uncertainty, but in doing so, we had conversations and teacher learning experiences that 

we probably would not have had otherwise.  

Striking the balance with enduring tensions.  Even when teachers have an 

opportunity to be the driving force behind their own professional development, there are 

several enduring tensions that need to be negotiated.  In our study group, we recognized 

that we had various district or state mandates that we had to deal with, even though those 

concepts were not part of our study group topics.  For example, PARCC testing was 

brought up in many of our conversations. Although we did not agree with the test, we 

knew we had to administer it to our students.  We acknowledged how some of our topics 

of research, such as helping our students use videos as a text source or working on our 

students' literacy skills, could help their performance on this assessment, but we did not 

allow the PARCC to become the driving force of our work.  Similarly, our district's 

Achieve 3000 initiative was something that we had to participate in, but we discussed the 

best ways we could use that program with our students.  We tried to make that program 

fit our own goals of helping our students become better readers without allowing the 

program's implementation become the focus of our work.  All participants in this 

particular study group were veteran teachers.  None of us were new teachers, so we did 

not have to worry about our conversations not making us sound like "team-players."  We 

could take risks and experiment with trying something different in our classes because we 

were doing so collectively.            

As teachers, we cannot make tensions such outside mandates disappear, but it was 

helpful for us that we had administrators in the English and social studies departments 



COLLABORATIVE TEACHER-DRIVEN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT       140 

 

 
 

 

who provided a climate that fostered this type of work.  Both administrators were 

supportive of our efforts to create a teacher-driven study group.  They were both open to 

providing us with resources when we asked for them, and both attended the summer 

conferences where we presented our work to show their support.  Our particular 

administrators recognized that as teachers, we had expertise and knowledge about our 

students and about our practice that was valuable.  They did not try to impose that they 

were the experts because of their status as our supervisors.  They were encouraging and 

provided us with platforms to share our work with others in our respective departments.  

They did not ask for reports of our meetings and allowed us the space to talk freely 

among ourselves.  

Having administrators who supported our efforts was helpful in balancing the 

tensions created by possibly opposing forces like outside mandates and the work that we 

as teachers wanted to engage in.  However, we as teachers also have to negotiate the 

innate tension of discomfort that comes with this type of work.  This study group engaged 

in work that did not always have a clear-cut resolution.  We sometimes started meetings 

talking about one topic, but ended up discussing something completely different by the 

end.  For me personally, I had to learn to become comfortable with being uncomfortable.  

Action research does not have clean, clear-cut answers.  I had to come to terms with the 

messiness of this work and learn to accept not having a definitive answer right away.   

This type of uncertainty is different than what is usually accepted as the norm in 

both traditional research and traditional professional development.  Traditional academic 

research typically involves creating a hypothesis, conducting a study and collecting data, 
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then drawing a conclusion related to the original hypothesis.  Action research, 

particularly practitioner action research, does not follow this linear path.  Practitioner 

researchers do formulate questions to examine and collect data, but this does not 

necessarily lead to a conclusion.  More often than not, practitioner action research leads 

to more questions and a continued cycle of research (Anderson et al., 2007).  In our study 

group, we asked how we could implement technology into our classes, but this led to 

questions about integrating literacy.  As we continue to work together, we continue to 

come up with new topics to examine.   

Similarly, professional development will look different for teachers participating 

in practitioner action research. Traditional professional development efforts typically 

involves an outside expert telling you what you should know by the end of the session.  

Traditional professional development ends with a resolution and has a concrete objective 

that will be achieved.  Teacher-driven efforts through means like action research do not 

get wrapped up so neatly.  Any teachers looking to engage in something similar will need 

to be prepared to be at peace with the idea that this work is not linear and that there will 

be diversions from the original topics or ideas that brought the group together.  We found 

that sometimes no one in the group had experience or knowledge about the concept we 

wanted to examine, but we learned to be comfortable creating collective expertise in 

those situations.  Again, this group engaged in this work collectively, which provided us 

with safety in numbers when trying new things with our practice.  Perhaps that made us 

more comfortable with taking risks and accepting that we would leave some of our 

meetings without a clear resolution or solution.   
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Reimagining Professional Development As Affinity Spaces 

 In examining the interactions of this study group, various parallels can be drawn 

between our work together and what happens in affinity spaces (Gee, 2004, 2007, 2015).  

As noted earlier, affinity spaces are not a type of professional development nor was this 

concept designed for examining professional development.  However, the affinity space 

concept does explain a way of learning that can be useful when looking at teacher 

learning and professional development.  Professional development should be first and 

foremost concerned with teacher learning.  If meaningful teacher learning does not take 

place during professional development, then it is unlikely that teachers will make changes 

in their practice to impact student learning (Borko, 2004; Putnam & Borko, 2000).  In 

that regard, the experience of this particular teacher study group parallels what happens in 

an affinity space but also raises new questions.     

 Valuing different forms of expertise.  Gee (2004, 2007, 2015) notes that masters 

and newbies are both participants in affinity spaces.  Affinity spaces are places where 

masters of a topic can share what they know and newbies to a topic are valued 

participants as well.  As noted earlier, participants in this study group brought with them 

their expertise on various topics and shared what they knew with the group. However, the 

role that collective expertise played in our group is also important.  There were topics that 

we did not individually know much about, but collectively we were able to generate 

knowledge and learn about these topics together.  We were able to be both masters and 

newbies at the same time.  We brought our expertise as teachers into each discussion, 

even if we were newbies at the particular topic at hand.  I did not find any evidence of 
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Gee's affinity space concept explicitly addressing how participants in an affinity space 

can be both newbies and experts at the same time.  Gee does note that identity is 

subordinate in an affinity space compared to one's dedication to the common endeavor.  

So perhaps in that regard, Gee alludes to one's role as an expert or newbie as being a 

component of identity and thus less important than one's interest in the topic.    

 A common endeavor is important but needs to be flexible.  Having a common 

goal or endeavor is not new to the idea of teacher-driven professional development 

efforts (Arnold, 2002; Bintz & Dillard, 2007; Cawthon, Dawson, Judd-Glossy, & Ihorn, 

2012; Chandler-Olcott, 2002; Clarke, 2012; Dever & Lash, 2013; Gilles, Wilson, & Elias, 

2010; Murata, 2002; Parsons, Metzger, Askew, & Carswell, 2011; Roberts, Crawford, & 

Hickmann, 2010; Rock & Wilson, 2005; Ryan, 2016).  Similarly, a common endeavor 

that unifies all participants is a defining feature of an affinity space (Gee, 2004, 2007, 

2015).  Although Gee notes that content within the affinity space changes over time 

through the interactions between participants, he does not explicitly discuss how the 

common endeavor could be altered as a result of these interactions.  In this study, it was 

noted that the overt common endeavor of the group changed each school year when the 

group reapplied for the local university's grant.  The goal changed based on interactions 

of the study group the previous year as new questions arose and new topics came to light 

that participants wanted to examine.  More broad based objectives, such as reaching 

students of differing ability levels, continued to be goals no matter what the umbrella 

topic of the study group was that year; though, goals like that which center on student 

learning should be the focus of professional development regardless.  For this study 
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group, participants did have common endeavors that brought us together, but we were 

open to the idea of those goals changing over time.  This aligns well with the idea of 

spiral-like nature of practitioner action research, where there is no start or end point and 

questions evolve as a natural consequence of that work.  

 Consider the role space plays.  Gee (2004) includes in his definition of an 

affinity space that it can be a place that is physical, virtual, or a combination of the two.  

He does not limit affinity spaces to the virtual sphere, although this concept is frequently 

applied to digital spaces (Brass & Mecoli, 2011; Duncan, 2012; Duncan & Hayes, 2012 

Durga, 2012; King, 2012).  Conversations in digital spaces are not conducted face-to-face 

and often involve pseudonyms, which affords a degree of anonymity that allows 

participants the ability to speak a bit more freely than they might otherwise.  It is also 

possible to participate in an online affinity space without consideration to location as the 

internet allows for broad based global communication.  Comparatively, interactions that 

occur in physical affinity spaces do not afford participants a level of anonymity and are 

relatively limited to other like-minded people in the nearby geographical region. 

 This study featured a group that conducted their learning primarily physically 

though there was a secondary virtual space where group learning continued to take place.  

There was no degree of anonymity in our interactions, either physical or virtual, as we 

already had working relationships with each other.  Even those participants who did not 

know each other well at the start had at least a degree of familiarity with the others in the 

group since we worked in the same district.  Therefore, we needed to establish a level of 

trust with each other before we could discuss something as intimate and personal as our 
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classroom practices as teachers.  Gee (2004, 2007, 2015) repeatedly highlights that 

personal relationships are secondary to the common endeavor of the group; however, 

when applying the affinity space concept to the professional development of teachers, 

relationships with others in the group must be taken into consideration to some degree.  

Supportive conditions for teacher learning are vital when teachers engage in collective 

learning (Hord, 1997). 

 Additionally, the location of physical space should be taken into consideration 

when planning teacher-driven professional development.  The participants in this study 

overwhelmingly felt that the move off-campus to a local restaurant was a contributing 

factor in the changed tenor of our meetings during the latter half of our second year 

together, so much so that we only met at the school when we required the use of 

particular resources that were located in the building.  Teachers spend their working lives 

in school, so holding professional development sessions outside of traditional spaces like 

classrooms and school cafeterias could afford teachers with unique opportunities to let 

their guards down and speak more freely than they might otherwise.      

 Spillover as a consequence of affinity space participation.  Herr (1999) 

described the spillover effect that comes about from asking questions within the context 

of a school and the ripples that are created as a result of asking those questions.  Although 

not explicitly labeled as a spillover effect, previous studies on teacher-driven profession 

development illustrate ways that schools are transformed due to interactions within those 

professional development groups (Bintz & Dillard, 2007; Chandler-Olcott, 2002; Clarke, 

2012; Gilles et al., 2010; Murata, 2002; Roberts et al., 2010; Ryan, 2016).  The two areas 
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spillover effect was illustrated in those studies were in changes of classroom practice and 

through changes in school culture.   

 It was apparent in this study that the interactions of this teacher-driven 

professional development group resulted in a spillover effect that reached beyond 

changes in participants' individual classroom practices.  Although changes in practice are 

ultimately a large goal of professional development, it should be noted that teacher-

driven professional development such as this can have longer-reaching effects than just in 

the individual participant.  Participants in this study group had the ripple effect of 

influencing each other's classroom practice, reaching colleagues outside of study group 

by sharing what they learned, and even on a limited basis extending that knowledge to 

other educators outside of our district.  For example, when asked by district 

administrators to lead professional development sessions about Zaption, participants in 

this study group tried to replicate the experience of experimenting with the program for 

those in attendance rather than talking at them the entire time.  Similarly, when we 

presented at the local university's summer conferences our presentations evolved from the 

first year's fairly presenter-centered talk to the third year's audience-centered "science 

fair" type set-up.  As we became more comfortable with the uncertainty of what learning 

could look like when we were left to our own devices, we also became more confident 

teaching other adults in that same manner. 

 Finally, others get involved when professional development is compelling.  

During our study group's third year, two new faculty members joined the group.  We 

reached out to them to join as Jessica's role in the district had changed and these two 
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individuals held the same role in different buildings.  However, both individuals were 

aware of our study group's work from either the professional development sessions 

various participants led at the invitation of district administrators or from casual 

conversations with participants.  Both individuals were excited at the prospect of learning 

together with us and readily became active participants along with the rest of us.  In an 

ideal world, professional development should be something that teachers are excited to be 

a part of, not something that they attend only out of obligation, or worse dread attending.    

Recommendations and Implications 

Recommendations and Implications for Professional Development 

 Teacher education is typically associated with pre-service teachers and their 

needs.  However, it should always be remembered that professional development is 

teacher education for in-service teachers.  This type of teacher education is just as 

important as the teacher education of pre-service teachers.   

 Teachers need time to learn with and from each other (Drago-Severson, 2009).  

This means allowing teachers to lead professional development, not just be passive 

participants in their own learning.  Participation in a self-directed group with like-minded 

educators provides teachers with an opportunity to talk about their own practice, work 

with colleagues, and ask the type of questions that will directly relate to their own work.  

These are holistic, authentic experiences grounded in inquiry and can be made specific to 

the context in which the teachers are currently working (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, 

2009; Darling-Hammond & McLauglin, 2011; Webster-Wright, 2009).   
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 Practitioner inquiry through research designs like action research and teacher 

research should be considered as viable means of professional development on a much 

broader scale.  A teacher-driven study group, such as this one, was able to work 

collaboratively on topics that were of local interest and generated their own knowledge 

by focusing on topics that mattered to them (Anderson et al., 2007; Bredeson, 2003; 

Zepeda, 1999, 2012).  In the case of our study group, we were told of the opportunity to 

receive grant funding by the social studies department supervisor.  Both the English and 

social studies supervisors saw the value in our work, even asking various group 

participants to share what we were learning with others outside of the group.  But we 

were ultimately trusted as professionals to conduct our research as we saw fit without 

direct administrative oversight. Administrators play an important role in providing 

opportunities for professional development and creating a school culture where inquiry 

and collaboration are valued (Drago-Severson, 2009; Ryan, 2016; Zepeda, 1999, 2012).  

It is recommended that administrators create an environment that encourages professional 

collaboration among faculty members without micromanaging the entire process.  This 

can come in the form of providing meeting time for the inquiry process or steering 

teachers towards grants that would enable them to facilitate a study group as we did.  But 

ultimately the teachers should be the driving force behind the topics that they feel they 

need to learn more about in order to grow as more effective teachers. 

Recommendations and Implications for Teacher Education Research 

 This particular study focused on a group of teachers who worked in the same 

school district, though not all at the same school.  All were secondary level teachers with 
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experiences in either English or social studies.  As a result, each teacher in the study 

group was somehow connected to at least one other participant prior to the group's 

formation.  Although not every participant in the group knew each other well before we 

started to examine our practice together, there were still some personal and professional 

relationships present.  It is recommended that further study be conducted on teacher-

directed study groups where the participants do not already have a pre-existing 

professional relationship.  In the case of our group, we were able to be comfortable 

talking to each other fairly early in the process, but that still did not stop us from initially 

replicating traditional power structures.  Would a group of teachers without that pre-

existing relationship take longer to break away from traditional notions of expertise if at 

all?   

 Additionally, English and social studies are linked subjects in the sense that there 

is a lot of overlap between the types of reading and writing assignments conducted in 

them.  In our district, there is even a little bit of overlap between the content of the 

courses which made us very willing to work with each other as anything that we did 

would have an impact on our own classes, even if not directly.  Would that necessarily 

happen with teachers who did not teach connected subjects.  For instance, social studies 

and mathematics are not often linked together with overlapping curricula or expectations.  

If our study group was comprised of social studies and mathematics teachers, would we 

have had the same types of conversations and revelations about literacy with our 

students?  What would our conversations have looked like?  Similarly, we as we were all 

secondary level teachers, what would our conversations have looked like if our group 
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consisted of teachers ranging from elementary to high school?  It is recommended that 

further study be conducted on teacher-driven study groups where the participants do not 

teach related subjects or even at the same grade levels.    

 A final recommendation is that further study be conducted on teacher-driven 

study groups utilizing the lens of Gee's (2004, 2007, 2015) affinity space concept.  

Teacher-driven professional development dovetails nicely with the idea of affinity 

spaces, though they are not a perfect fit.  As noted in this study, there are several areas 

related to professional development that affinity spaces do not necessarily address.  

Again, affinity spaces provide a way of examining how people learn and was not 

designed as a way of professional development, but this concept does shed some light 

onto what teacher learning can look like when teachers are trusted to direct their own 

learning. 

Final Reflection 

 This research provides an example of what happens when a group of teachers 

come together to take control over their own professional learning.  It was important to 

me to document the experiences of teachers working together as professionals without 

being told what to do by an administrator or an outside expert.  When describing the 

power and possibilities of narrative inquiry in educational research, Connelly and 

Clandinin (1990) noted that "practitioners have experienced themselves as without voice 

in the research process and may find it difficult to feel empowered to tell their stories" (p. 

4).  As both a practicing teacher and a doctoral student, I find myself in a unique position 

where I can provide voice to practitioners in the research process.  At the start of this 
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dissertation I mentioned the pin I received from my master's thesis advisor that says "ask 

a teacher how to make schools better."  The participants in this study group did just that.  

We asked ourselves what we could do to make our classroom instruction better.  By 

studying topics that were of interest to us, we had conversations that we would not have 

necessarily had otherwise, and those conversations affected our interactions with those 

outside of the study group.  From a social justice perspective, teacher-driven professional 

development opportunities, like what occurred in our study group, push back on the 

notation that experienced teachers need to learn from so-called experts from the outside.  

Rather, teachers can be knowledge producers and use that knowledge to enact change 

both in their classrooms and on a larger social level (Anderson et al., 2007). 
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Appendix A 

Topics of Focus for the Study Group 

School 

Year 

Research Question Submitted 

on Grant Application 

Notes 

  

2014-

2015 

What are the best practices for 

technology infusion across the 

curriculum?   

● The majority of this year's 

meetings occurred before the 

group was formally studied, 

with only the last meeting being 

audio recorded. 

● Purchased Zaption accounts for 

each participant with the grant 

money. 

2015-16 In what ways can we make our 

curricula accessible to all 

learners, particularly in the area 

of non-fiction texts? 

● This year was the primary focus 

of this study.  Meetings were 

recorded and transcribed. 

● As the year progressed, we 

added utilizing historical 

fictions texts as well to our 

focus. 

● Purchased numerous historical 

fiction and non-fiction novels 

and picture books with the grant 

money. 

2016-17 How can we use Google 

Classroom as a platform for 

facilitating online discussions 

of literature and nonfiction 

texts between our students? 

● This year's meetings started 

after initial data analysis was 

completed.  The meetings are 

still ongoing.  

● Two other teachers joined our 

group, though they are not 

included in this study since they 

joined outside the IRB 

parameters of when new 

participants could be added to 

the study. 
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Appendix B 

Grant Approval Notification 

2014-15 Approval 

Hello Ms. Bohny, 

  

Congratulations! Your _________ Teacher Study Group Grant for the 2014-2015 

academic year has been approved for $500.00! 

  

Thank you for taking your time and effort in leading an __________ Teacher Study 

Group (TSG) grant this year.  Now that your Teacher Study Group has been approved 

and the grant is to be awarded, we wanted to send along the following required forms to 

help you in organizing your work and your reports. All TSG group members are asked to 

download and read all of the information and forms.  Completed forms must be submitted 

with your final report.  The Teacher Study Group Coordinator should be responsible for 

making sure that completed forms are submitted by June 1, 2015.  

  

Here are the forms you each need to download and read: 

1. Teacher Study Group Grant Report Guidelines 
2. Form A – Attendance Roster (Please make copies and use a separate attendance roster 

for each meeting. Original copies of the attendance rosters must be submitted to the 

_________by the end of the year and attached to your final report) 

3.  Form B – Expense Report (In excel, please record all grant expenditures during the 

course of the year and be sure to attach original receipts to this page.  Please note: If 

purchase is made by debit or credit card, in addition to the original receipt, you must 

submit your credit or debit card statement (with account and confidential information 

redacted) including your name and address and mark the purchase on the statement) 

4. Form C – Hours and Participant information chart-Please submit total of all hours per 

participant 

5. Form D – Final report work page - PLEASE NOTE: This is a work page only  ALL 

REPORTS MUST BE DONE IN NARRATIVE FORM AND WILL BE DUE BY 

JUNE 1, 2015 . 

  

As a reminder, the funds granted may be used for: 

 Books 

 Materials 

 Refreshments (not to exceed $100) 

 Guest speakers 

      

      The funds granted may not be used for: 

 Release time 

 Substitute coverage 
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 Travel reimbursement 

 Anything not directly related to your area of study 

 

Kindly review the attached and if you have any questions please do not hesitate to let us 

know.   Once again, our congratulations! 

 2015-16 Approval 

 

Dear Ms. Brenna Bohny, 

 

Congratulations! Your ________ Teacher Research Group Grant for the 2015-

2016 academic year has been approved for $500.00! 

  

Thank you for taking your time and effort in leading an 

________Teacher Research Group (TRG) grant this year.  Now that your 

Teacher Research Group has been approved and the grant is to be awarded, we wanted to 

send along the following required forms to help you in organizing your work and your 

reports. All TRG members are asked to download and read all of the information and 

forms.  Completed forms must be submitted with your final report.  The 

Teacher Research Group Coordinator should be responsible for making sure that 

completed forms are submitted by June 1, 2016.  

  

Here are the forms you each need to download and read: 

1. Teacher Research Group Grant Report Guidelines 
(Forms A-D are on individual tabs in the attached Excel workbook 'FORMS A-D TRG 

2015-2016') 

2.Form A – Attendance Roster (Please make copies and use a separate attendance roster 

for each meeting. Original copies of the attendance rosters must be submitted to the 

____________by the end of the year and attached to your final report) 

3.  Form B – Expense Report (In excel, please record all grant expenditures during the 

course of the year and be sure to attach original receipts to this page. Please note: If 

purchase is made by debit or credit card, in addition to the original receipt, you must 

submit your credit or debit card statement (with account and confidential information 

redacted) including your name and address and mark the purchase on the statement) 

4. Form C – Hours and Participant information chart-Please submit total of all hours per 

participant 

5. Form D – Final report work page - PLEASE NOTE: This is a work page only  ALL 

REPORTS MUST BE DONE IN NARRATIVE FORM AND WILL BE DUE BY 

JUNE 1, 2016. 

 

As a reminder, the funds granted may be used for: 

 Books 

 Materials 

 Refreshments (not to exceed $100) 
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 Guest speakers 

      

      The funds granted may not be used for: 

 Release time 

 Substitute coverage 

 Travel reimbursement 

 Anything not directly related to your area of study 

Kindly review the attached and if you have any questions please do not hesitate to let us 

know.  

Once again, our congratulations! 
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Appendix C 

Sample Interview Questions 

1. What do you consider to be professional development? 

2. Before participating in this study group, what have your experiences with 

professional development been like? 

3. Before joining this study group, what was your usual source of professional 

development, inside the district, outside, a little of both? 

4. Can you tell me about a specific experience that you feel might have been a waste 

of time for you? 

5. Describe your experience with this study group? 

6. Why did you choose to continue with this study group after the initial 2014-15 

grant period ended? 

7. Describe one experience with this study group that you have been able to directly 

use in your teaching practice. 

8. Is there anything else you want to mention about professional development or 

your experience with this study group? 

  



COLLABORATIVE TEACHER-DRIVEN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT       170 

 

 
 

 

Appendix D 

Sample Codes 

code definition example of coded data 

trying the same thing in 

different ways 

references instance of one 

group member trying the 

same thing as a different 

group member by using a 

different approach 

“Sophia located a video 

on the importance of 

music for the Ancient 

Greeks.  We worked with 

this video by attempting 

to add different types of 

questions.  Our thought is 

that we will include this in 

the Greece Learning 

Stations exercise as a 

separate optional station.  

The vocabulary is at a 

higher level than our 

students might be used to 

but as the station will be 

optional and students have 

the ability to view the 

short (3-4 minute) video 

as often as they like we 

feel that they can be 

successful” (Ann, Feb. 24, 

2015 group Google Doc).   

 

changes in practice references instance of group 

member trying something 

that is a change to their 

usual practice in the 

classroom 

“Let me start off by 

saying the Flubaroo add-

on was a life saver.  I can 

remember  

what a massive 

undertaking grading this 

assignment was last year 

and being able to 
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automatically and 

electronically grade 

nearly half the assignment 

made this manageable.  I 

also think the students 

responded to the half 

digital / half paper 

format.” (Dean, April 2, 

2015 group Google Doc). 

learning from other 

teachers 

references instance where a 

group member learned from 

another teacher either inside 

the group or outside of the 

group 

“As I’ve been uploading 

artifacts to my log, I have 

been reflecting on usefull 

[sic] this group’s work 

has been to my 

professional experience. 

Investigating new 

technological resources, 

piloting these with 

students and working on 

them with colleagues has 

been rewarding. As 

someone who has been in 

education for over 20 

years, I have enjoyed 

these new aspects of 

education. Zaption is 

definitely something I am 

finding useful and 

worthwhile. I am 

continuing to investigate 

and utilize more Google 

Apps in my everyday 

teaching as well” (Sophia, 

April 15 group Google 

Doc)  

shifting leadership roles references instance where “It felt like we really 
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member of the group takes 

on a leadership role within 

the group 

started to discuss our 

practice and what we 

were comfortable or not 

comfortable doing and 

getting ideas from each 

other.  I felt like this is the 

first meeting where I got 

to be a co-learner with 

everyone else because I 

was not the one leading 

the discussion.  I still 

participated and shared 

my thoughts, but I wasn’t 

the one generating all the 

ideas and that’s good.  

Perhaps it took everyone 

playing with Zaption on 

their own since we then 

all had the same 

background knowledge to 

have the discussion?  

Perhaps it was because 

Sophia and Ann had 

wrote out in the group 

Google Doc before 

coming to the meeting 

what their experiences 

were like so they already 

had something in mind to 

discuss?” (researcher's 

journal, Feb. 26, 2015) 
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Appendix E 

Sample Memo 

 After reading from March 7, 2016 meeting transcript: 

Present: Jessica, Sophia, Dean, and Brenna 

Absent: Rachel, Ann, Cassandra 

Summary: 

 Jessica shared information from a young adult literature book she received that 

has sections on historical fiction books (summaries and other info) 

 Idea of doing Literature Circles in social studies as a way of bringing in historical 

fiction 

o Jessica shared how it was done in English classes by borrowing books 

from the high school’s nuclear fallout shelter book room 

o Discussion on maybe spending the grant money on 7 copies of various 

titles to try literature circles 

o Jessica shared how they did a 7 Themes for Understanding  World History 

IR project for historical fiction last year 

 Discussed how to implement a SS IR-like project without the end product being 

an essay 

o Text evidence as supporting a claim important PARCC skill to reinforce 

what’s being taught in the English classes 

 Discussed struggles of doing the RST in SS being many of the English classes had 

a chance to do it first 

o Our task was unit-specific and had to be done in MP 3 

 Brenna brought up to the group her presentation on our work together at the 

[named a specific conference at an out-of-state university] 

o Discussion on pseudonyms used 

o Brenna mentioned how in the presentation she talked about why she 

thought the professional development we are doing together without 

administrative oversight is important and asked the other members of the 

group what their thoughts were, if it’s meaningful to them  

 Group responses start on Line 418-around 470:  too long to copy & 

paste here 

Reflective Memo: 

Patterns or Themes emerging from the data (might be important later so making note 

now):  
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 Joking with group members occurs frequently throughout and also in the other 

tapes as well 

o Lots of laughter around the use of pseudonyms (around Line 354) for 

instance, Dean wanted to be called Terminator in my dissertation 

 (Lines 386-404) Brenna: . . . besides the fun names.  Great, now 

when I type up this transcript I'm going to have to say you know, 

Terminator said 

 Dean: That was my idea 

 Sophia: What's with this name and Terminator 

 [cut out longer portion continuing this line of thought] 

 laughter from group 

 Brenna: Why are all the names in your paper pop culture 

references, umm? 

 Jessica: <laughs> 

 Dean: <indistinguishable> a similar time period 

 Sophia: Want to be Ferris Bueller? Bueller? 

 Jessica: <laughs> 

 Sophia: You can just refer to me as Bueller in your paper.  Voodoo 

economics. <laughs> 

o Tease Dean about bringing part of his dinner home in a non-transcribed 

portion (~23:54 minutes) 

 Sharing personal life info 

o Jessica discussing her new role and the differences with that and being a 

classroom teacher 

 Outside resources being brought into the group 

o YA Lit overview book Jessica has 

 Puzzling through things together 

o Discussing various ways we could implement a historical fiction/ non-

fiction assignment in SS without the end product being an essay 

 Role of researcher made explicit (either by self or by others) 

o Brenna brought up the conference where she presented our work together 

as a teacher researcher (started Line 324) 

o Lines 506-511: Group says my work sounds cool and asks some questions 

about the presentation 

 Relying on each other’s expertise 

o Brenna shares how Rachel went through her conference presentation to 

make sure it made sense and represented the group’s experience (Lines 

527-528) 
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Appendix F 

IRB Approval 
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Appendix G 

Descriptions of Technologies Examined by the Group 

Name Brief Description 

Achieve 3000 

http://www.achieve3000.com/ 

Program purchased by our district 

around the same time our study group 

started meeting.  Readings and 

questions are created at a variety of 

Lexile levels.  Teachers select the 

reading and Achieve 3000 sends the 

appropriate reading level of the article 

to students.  Sixth grade English and 

social studies teachers were required 

to use it in their classes regularly by 

assigning various readings and 

activities to their students.  Seventh 

and eighth grade English teachers 

were required to use it to acquire 

student Lexile levels and track 

changes at certain benchmarks during 

the year. 

BitStrips for Schools 

http://www.bitstripsforschools.com/  

Website that allowed users to create 

cartoon avatars and put those 

characters into various settings and 

insert dialogue.  The "BitStrips for 

Schools" version allowed teachers to 

create class codes and invite students 

to a class.  Although the regular 

BitStrips site is still active, the 

BitStrips for Schools version no 

longer exists at time of this writing.  

EdPuzzle 

https://edpuzzle.com/ 

Website that allows users to insert 

questions and text into videos.  

Several members of our study group 

started using this as an alternative to 

Zaption when Zaption was no longer 

available. 

Google for Education 

https://edu.google.com/products/productivity-

Google offers school districts a variety 

of their products, including but not 
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tools/ limited to Google Drive, Google 

Classroom, Gmail, and Google Slides, 

under the school's own domain.  

Kahoot 

https://getkahoot.com/ 

Website that allows teachers to create 

multiple choice games.  The questions 

are projected on a screen in front of 

the room, students respond on laptops, 

phones, or other devices 

Newsela 

https://newsela.com/ 

Website that teachers can register to 

use to provide their students with 

current event news articles.  The 

articles can be read at a variety of 

Lexile levels and reading quizzes are 

also provided.  Teachers can print the 

articles and questions or electronically 

push them out to student accounts. 

Zaption 

https://zaption.com 

Website that allowed users to insert 

questions, text, and pictures into 

videos.  The videos could be user-

made or found elsewhere on the 

internet, such as on YouTube.  Our 

study group purchased an account for 

each participant after the first year and 

planned to make long-term use of it.  

However, it was purchased by another 

company at the end of the second year 

of our study group and no longer 

exists at the time of this writing. 
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