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Abstract

This study seeks to answer the following research question: “T'o what extent do Omani
teachers working in Post-Basic Education Schools (students aged 16-17) perceive their
professional learning to be eftective in the light of recent educational reforms?” It aims to
contribute to the debate about the tension between the planning and implementation of
educational reforms, to improve understanding of the factors that affect implementation and
lead to successful change, and to raise implications for the general understanding of the

relationship between educational reforms and enhancement in teachers’ learning.

This was an empirical, essentially qualitative, multi-site case study using mixed data collection
methods that were applied in three sequential phases. The data collection instruments were
piloted in phase one, then refined to improve their validity and the reliability of the findings.
In phase two, questionnaires were used to gather quantitative data from 12 of the 37 schools
in one educational district in Oman. The aim was to understand the bigger picture and identify
the main issues needing further investigation. A total of 159 teachers responded, representing
an 88.3% response rate, while all 12 school leaders completed their questionnaire. The issues
which emerged were investigated in depth and qualitatively in phase three, when 12 teachers,
four head teachers and three inspectors participated in semi-structured interviews in four
schools. Three theoretical ideas underpinned this study and helped in understanding and

interpreting the findings: complexity theory, contingency theory and social constructionism.

The findings revealed a mismatch between what was offered and what teachers’ reported
benefiting the most from. This divergence was caused by an underestimation of the complex
nature of planning for improving teachers’ learning and an oversimplification of

implementers’ roles in the change process.

The study highlights the consideration that needs to be paid to the variation among schools
and teachers and stresses the importance of enabling schools to respond appropriately to their

contexts. This study also illuminates the interconnected external and internal factors that



influence teachers’ beliefs and practice in relation to change at various levels and identifies the
potential negative consequences of lack of motivation, non-adaptive structures and centrally
imposed guidelines and regulations on teachers” willingness to change and on schools’

contingent ability to meet their changing situations.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Introduction

This study investigates the interactive relationship between educational change and
professional learning (PL), highlighting the gap between planning and implementation,
where things are enacted differently in schools from what is planned at the top of the
educational hierarchy. More specifically, it examines teachers' perceptions regarding the
improvement of their professional learning in the context of recent educational reforms

in Oman.

This chapter establishes the rationale and significance of the study (Section 1.2), sets out
the aims, objectives and research questions (Section 1.3) and provides an outline of the

structure of this thesis (Section 1.4).

1.2 Rationale, significance and outcomes

In their response to the demands of globalization, fierce economic competitiveness,
unprecedented advances in information technology and the expansion of global
knowledge, many Arabic countries have introduced reforms in a highly centralised
system, controlled by the MOE. The effectiveness of such reforms relies to a great extent
on the questionable impact they have in improving schools’ performance and

effectiveness as a whole and students’ achievements in particular.

However, there is substantial evidence in the literature that links teachers’ quality with
students’ achievements (e.g. Lunenburg, 2011; Stewart, 2014). Hopkins (2000) argued: ‘It

is unlikely that developments in students’ learning will occur without developments in



teachers’ practices’ (p.10). This claim is supported by Resnick (2010), who believed that
teachers’ professional learning (see Section 3.3) opportunities contributed positively to
students’ learning outcomes. In addition, using planned professional development to
increase teachers’ ability to adapt their teaching to meet students’ needs and improve
their learning experience is a feature found to characterise top-performing education
systems in PISA assessments (OECD, 2012) and is referred to in the McKenzie report as a
‘main driver’ in improving students’ outcomes (Barber & Mourshed, 2007), although

these might not be in line with what teachers think they need.

Thus, the effectiveness of these educational reforms relies heavily on the extent to which
they are accompanied by improvements in teachers’ learning. Nevertheless, while
teachers are asked to enact these reforms, they also are expected to respond
appropriately to the changing requirements and developments in their subject
specialisations and in the context of their schools, including the diverse and changing
needs of their students (Watson & Michael, 2016). However, in most centralized
educational systems, teachers are rarely involved in shaping these reforms, which require
them to adopt and implement changes in how they teach and how their students learn

(Netolicky, 2016).

Although much research has focused on the characteristics of effective PL programmes
and what improves teachers professionally (e.g. Husbands, 2016; W. Jones & Dexter,
2014), the outcomes of many educational reforms have been rather disappointing in
creating changes in teachers’ classroom practice (Cordingley, 2015; Opfer, Pedder, &

Lavicza, 2011; C. Watson & Michael, 2016).

In 2011, the Ministry of Education (MOE) in Oman introduced reforms which regarded

teachers’ professional development as a core element in improving the educational



system and achieving inevitable change (MOE, 2011). However, the issues of teacher

quality and improved teaching practice remain problematic in Oman.

Although the number of professional development (PD) programmes for teachers has
increased and the MOE budget allocated by the MOE to staff training reached its peak in
2012, exceeding seven million Omani rial (RO) for the first time (MOE, 2012/2013); there
is little explanation of the scant improvement in students’ achievement and the stagnation
of teachers’ practices (Al Balushi & Griffiths, 2013). The expectation was that this increase
would promote improvements in teaching and learning and help to redress the
weaknesses observed in the efforts to develop a high quality teaching workforce in the

past (Al Balushi & Griffiths, 2013).

In addition, although Oman’s ranking in the Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS), based on students’ achievement, has improved slightly compared
to the other participating countries (2007: 36/49, 2011: 36/42, 2015: 27/39), it is still
below expectations (AlMaskari, AlMawali, AlHarthi, & AlRasbi, 2016; NCES, 2017), for the

current position please see Appendix 1.

Reacting to these unsatisfactory results, the Education Council, which oversees education
policy in the country, has urged the MOE to take action to identify the factors that lead to
enhanced student outcomes (ONA, 2017). Improving teachers’ quality was one of the
areas stressed. A joint report by the MOE and the World Bank has also revealed many
shortcomings in enhancing teachers’ quality (MOE & World Bank, 2012), while other
recent studies have had similar results (Al-Ani, 2016; Al-Maamari, 2014; Al-Yaroobi,
2013; Alazri, 2013), showing that many reforms have failed to bring about the desired

improvements in classroom teaching and learning.



There was a recognition in the MOE that something was missing, there being ‘no
systematic data on the impact of the courses on classroom practice’ (MOE & Wolrd Bank,
2012, p.130). This, along with the increasingly strongly felt forces for change (Section

2.4.1), have led to the effectiveness of many educational reforms being questioned.

Blame has always been laid on teachers for these disappointing outcomes. However, the
fact that teachers are not involved in decision about policy initiatives in the centrally-led
Omani education system indicates that this conclusion might not be based on evidence. In
2011, Oman witnessed demonstrations by teachers who demanded better working
conditions, higher salaries and a reversal of some elements of recent reforms. This was
seen as an indicator of the failure of the MOE to convince teachers of the significance and
priority of its top-down reforms (Al Balushi & Griffiths, 2013). Such indicators of
unwillingness to accept the top-down change approach adopted by the MOE and of
resistance to such changes are what drives this study. Thus, in order to discover what
might have gone wrong, it will be necessary to pay closer attention to what actually goes
on in Omani schools and to examine whether teachers are able and willing to use what

they learn in the classroom, whether or not they actually do so and why.

My decision to conduct this study was influenced by my experience at three levels in the
Omani education; as a teacher (of English language at elementary and secondary levels),
as an educational researcher (working in the Minister Office in the headquarter of the
MOE for two years and in the Technical Office for Studies and Development for three
years), and as a studies and follow-up educational specialist (in the Human Resources

Development Department in one educational district for three years).

As a new teacher in an elementary school I can still remember the little guidance and

support I had received during my first two working years. Being moved to secondary



school level, I realized that [ needed to adapt my teaching to meet the new situation,
especially in relation to teaching new curriculum and dealing with older leaners. Learning
from colleagues was an alternative to the scarce PD opportunities I had received at that

time.

[ then had the opportunity to move to work in the MOE headquarter, in both the Minister
office and the Technical Office for Studies and Development. This allowed me to have a
closer view and gain better understanding of how policy is made and how decisions are
taken at the top of the hierarchy of the educational system to be implemented in the
widely spread schools around the Sultanate. However, it allowed me, at the same time, to
be aware of a detachment between the ambitious expectations in the MOE and the actual
conditions in schools, especially in relation to improving teaching and learning. I then
moved to work in one of the education office districts, in the Human Resources
Development Department in specific, as a studies and follow-up educational specialist.
Large part of my new responsibility was linked to assessing improvement in teachers’
practice. Being in this position reinforced my feeling of the existence of a gap between
how things are planned at the top of the educational hierarchy and what is enacted in the

schools.

In 2014, I had the opportunity to continue my higher studies. This triggered the idea of
undertaking research on the effectiveness of top-down designed initiatives in enhancing
teachers’ practices and improving their learning. Realizing that official policy documents
might reflect the perspective of policy makers, investigating the problem from the
perception of teachers, head teachers and inspectors, those who are supposed to
implement the reforms, by giving them a voice seemed important in understanding the
felt discrepancy and revealing its causes. Being an insider, although might have led some

participants to be more cautious in expressing their opinions, has enabled the researcher

5



to better understand various perspectives and facilitated more willingness among

participants to be involved in the study.

This research has allowed the participants to express their concerns and opinions on the
effectiveness of recent educational reforms in Oman in improving their professional
learning and changing their teaching practice, with the aim of identifying and exploring
the factors influencing teachers’ engagement, attitudes and learning in formal, informal
and self-directed PL opportunities in the Omani context, while at the same time eliciting
the views of head teachers (as communicators between the MOE and teachers, and as
supervisors of teachers’ practice) and inspectors (as PL providers, trainers and

appraisers).

The results of this study will inform both policymakers and practitioners in Oman of
better ways to improve educational planning and teachers’ practice (implementation).
Thus, it is expected that it will enhance the quality of educational planning and PL
programmes in the MOE in Oman and make them more relevant to classroom practice,
which would be reflected in better performance by teachers’ and enhanced student

outcomes.

1.3 Research aims and questions

This research aims to:

e Help improve planning by the MOE in Oman.
e Contribute to finding better ways of putting planning into practice and making it
more effective.

e Give teachers a voice to express their opinions of the content and delivery of PL.



The objectives of this research are:

To understand what makes teachers’ PL more effective.

To understand clearly the best ways of improving teachers’ PL.

To understand more about whether the existing PL opportunities have led to
improvements in teachers’ practice.

To understand the barriers to improving teachers’ practice in connection with the

design and delivery of PL experiences.

The main research question is:

To what extent do Omani teachers working in post-basic education schools

(students aged 16-17) perceive their professional learning to be effective in the

light of recent educational reforms?

This question raises six sub-questions:

1.

What does PL mean to teachers?
To what extent do teachers perceive themselves as having an active role in

improving their own PL?

What sort of PL opportunities do teachers consider to be the most useful in their

professional development?

To what extent have these opportunities led to enhancements in teachers’

practice?

What factors hinder the improvement of teachers’ PL?

To what extent are teachers supported in improving their learning?



1.4 Structure of the thesis

This chapter has set the scene and painted an overall picture of the study, after which the
following three chapters of this thesis aim to provide a detailed view of its context
(Chapter 2), a review of the relevant literature (Chapter 3) and an account of the
methodology used (Chapter 4). Chapter 5 presents the results of a pilot study and analyses
the quantitative and qualitative data gathered in the two phases of the main study.
Chapter 6 discusses the findings and relates them to the literature and to the theoretical
ideas that underpin the study. Chapter 7 summarises the main findings and provides
answers to the research question and sub-questions. It also presents a revised model of
PL based on the findings, describes the contribution of this study to knowledge, evaluates
the conceptual framework and research design, discusses the study’s limitations, then
concludes by presenting some implications for policymakers and practitioners and by

suggesting some areas for future research.



Chapter 2: Context of the study

2.1 Introduction

This chapter sheds light on some key aspects of international education context (Section
2.2) and the Omani context (Section 2.3). Section 2.4 describes the Omani education
system, highlighting the education policy, philosophy and structure, the main important
education policy reforms and provides a detailed picture of the centrally-planned
professional development in the MOE. Section 2.5 presents a brief summary of what was

discussed in this chapter.

2.2 International education context

As this study is located within an extensive body of literature dealing with education
change and PL, it was important to start by discussing some of the main change forces
(see Sections 2.2.1 to 2.2.5) that influence education globally and lead countries,

including Oman, to reform their educational systems.
2.2.1 Globalization
Ritzer (2010) defined globalization as

...a transplanetary process or set of processes involving increasing liquidity and
the growing multi-directional flows of people, objects, places, and information as
well as the structures they encounter and create that are barriers to, or expedite,
those flows (p. 2).

Ritzer used the metaphor of ‘liquidity’ to denote the inevitability of globalization, while
‘flows’ refers here to the influence and interconnectedness of relations, exchanges of
commodities, services, information and ideas and the movement of people across national

borders (Little & Green, 2009). This, however, is argued to have led to unprecedented
9



global competition, offering a stronger position for rich states and influential cultures

over smaller and developing countries (Zajda, 2005).

Burbules and Torres (2000, p. 14) illustrated the effects of the characteristics of

globalization under three headings:

1. In economic terms: reduction on barriers to the free flow of goods, workers and
investments between nations,

2. In political terms: (loss or erosion of national autonomy and weakening in the
notion of ‘citizen’ as a unified and unifying concept),

3. In cultural terms: clashes between standardization and homogeneity with local
oriented movements that take a more defensive approach.

Educational institutions have had to respond to the ways in which globalization has
changed the world, to be able to meet these political, economic and social demands
(Othman, 2012). Thus, they have had to reflect changes in the global economy, especially
in terms of the knowledge and skills that students need to attain (Little & Green, 2009).
This has required the revision of national educational policies, ideologies and beliefs,
leading to debates over the competing demands of centralization and decentralization,
nationalization and internationalization, standardization and diversification, state
control and privatization, and the role of the state versus individual choice. As a result,
many developing countries have initiated reforms to their education systems with the aim

of achieving better outcomes.

However, globalization has also created new challenges for education systems, including
requirements to reflect market-linked mechanisms, especially with regard to finance,
curricula, assessment and teacher training, which have often been seen to conflict with
the values of education (Moloi, Gravett, & Petersen, 2009). The role of education in such a

globalized world is important because states’ success in achieving sustainable
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development depends to a great extent on their ability to reform their educational

systems effectively so that they meet these changing demands (Little & Green, 2009).

2.2.2 Neoliberalism

Profit and economic competitiveness are key drivers of neoliberalism (Raduntz, 2005), an
ideology promoted mostly by politicians and opposed by many educational academics. It
is an economic model that ‘supports competition, minimizes government interference and
promotes a marketized education system’ (Raduntz, 2005, p.234). Neoliberalist policies
seek to reduce state sponsorship and financing of education while imposing management
models borrowed from the business sector (Letizia, 2013). In this sense, education is
viewed as a commodity, which entails championing the privatization and marketization
of public education, a standardized formal curriculum, performance accountability and
result-driven effectiveness measurement that is defined in market terms (Hill & Kumar,

2009).

However, neoliberalism in its current version, as an ‘advanced form of global capitalism’
(Letizia, 2013, p.165), seems to characterize learning as an individual profitable activity,
whereas educational values go beyond competing for profits. Yet, for education
professionals, being defensive might be seen as inadequate in countering the neoliberal
agenda. Inventive alternatives need to be found to ensure that the quality of education
outcomes is balanced with the responsibility and efficiency of using the available

resources (Levidow, 2006).

2.2.3 New Public Management

New public management (NPM), which was a result of competition between countries in
global markets, aims at modernizing the management of the public sector so that it

operates in a more efficient and effective way that imitates private sector mechanisms
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(Common, 1998). In practice, this is translated into the adoption of five key principles that
generally reinforce market-like mechanisms: focusing on the quality of outcomes and
customers’ needs rather than on inputs (Roberts, 2014); emphasizing accountability and
standards-based performance (Hood, 1995; C. Talbot, 2007); promoting a culture of
achieving more with less (Common, 1998); privatizing public services (Ferlie, Lynn, &
Pollitt, 2007) and increasing emphasis on management skills rather than policymaking,
through decentralization and enabling managers to exercise greater autonomy (Hood,

1995).

In addition, international organizations like the UN and the World Bank play a vital role
in pushing governments to modernize the public sector to meet the best-practice criteria
of these organizations (Dale, 2005) and to fulfil international obligations like Education
for All (EFA). As a result, access to education in general and to knowledge in particular

has improved in many countries.

Nevertheless, Hood (2013) has warned that such a direct policy transfer, especially in
education, might lead to the adoption of inappropriate approaches to administration,
especially in developing countries. This warning is based on the view that NPM has many
limitations. One argument is that what works in the private sector may not necessarily
work in the public sector: ‘the convergence of public and private sector employment
practices has also been questioned’ (Bach & Bordogna, 2011). One example of the
divergence between the expectations of private business and the educational sector is
that education requires long-term investment, where a decade or more may elapse before
the return on that investment can be determined. In addition, educational aims go beyond
ensuring efficiency to the quality of the outcomes and the preparedness of individuals for

the future.
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Whether or not NPM is the best ideology for running the educational sector is a question
that needs further investigation by educators, but what is evident is that taking NPM as a
package from the private sector and applying it with no modification or adaptation to the
public sector may have undesired results. It might be more useful to consider ‘an
adaptation of private organizational models, rather than a direct copying of them’ (Trotta,

Scarozza, Hinna, & Gnan, 2011, p.23).

2.2.4 Development of a knowledge-based economy

Rapid advances in technology and information production have led to a shift from
traditional investments in natural resources and the production of goods to the
development of human capital, the production of information and investment in
knowledge provision (Arundel, 2005), in what is known as the knowledge economy (KE)
(Brinkley, 2006). The KE concept concerns local economies and in particular education,
which has become a capital good (Othman, 2012); as a result, universities and schools
have become new markets for profitable commodities like computers and electronics
(Raduntz, 2005). In addition, the recognition of the KE has created new demands for
educational institutions, particularly to respond to the changing nature of work skills.
According to Shields (2013), the global KE has become a key driver of educational

policymaking at all levels.

2.2.5 Increased pressure due to international competition

It is argued that globalization has created an environment in which comparative

education can flourish:

Globalization has become a central and pervasive element of the comparative
education literature, giving it a new lease of life. (Dale, 2005, p. 117)
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This has been accompanied by the domination of international educational trends and
exams, such as EFA, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study, (TIMSS), the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) and its assessment system ‘Programme for International
Student Assessment’ (PISA). States and educational institutions have sought to adhere to
these international obligations and reflect on the results of international comparative
data. These have played an albeit indirect key role in imposing changes at the state level
(Zajda, 2011). For instance, Morrow and Torres (2000) commented on the vital impact of

international exams and comparisons on education and education policies of countries.

Educational standards are being established by specific international
organizations and are considered landmarks in many educational domains
(Morrow & Torres, 2000p. 42).

This argument was supported by Dale (2005) who highlighted the ‘readiness of Ministries
of Education around the world to respond to the OECD’s scenarios for future schooling’

(Dale, 2005, p. 118).

Hence, international comparative organizations like the OECD have actually affected
educational policy and how it is made worldwide. As a result of their activities,
participating countries have been prompted to review their educational systems,
introducing reforms, reproducing success stories and borrowing best practice from other
countries that are ranked highly in these comparative data, such as Finland and Singapore.
However, such borrowing can sometimes be used to legitimate existing policy decisions

that are driven primarily by political beliefs, serving political interests (Shields, 2013).

Countries look at these comparative indicators as criteria of what is considered a good
education, what Shields (2013) has referred to as an ‘international model’ of policies and

practices (p.62). Shields (2013) argued that this has weakened state control over
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education, but governments still seem to have substantial control of major parts of their

educational systems, especially curriculum and funding (Morrow & Torres, 2000).

2.3 General aspects of the Omani context

To expose the factors that influence Omani policy in general and the country’s educational
policy and choices in particular it is helpful to begin by examining five key aspects of the
context of this study: geography, history, political and cultural identity, economic

development, and education.

2.3.1 Geography

The Sultanate of Oman (Figure 2.1) is an Arab country located in the southeast of the
Arabian Peninsula (MOI, 2006). It is the second largest country in size and population on
the Peninsula after Saudi Arabia (Alazri, 2013), with a population of four million
(dispersed all around the country with higher densities in the capital, Muscat, on the coast
and in the interior) and a land area of 309,000 square kilometres (120,000 square miles).
The country is geographically diverse, with extensive desert in the centre, oases in the
interior, 3165 kilometres of coastline, mountains in the north and green agricultural lands
in the south (MOI, 2012). As a gateway between the Indian Ocean, East Africa and the
Arabian Gulf, Oman occupies a vitally important strategic location (MOE, 2006). In the
west, Oman shares the desert of the Empty Quarter with Saudi Arabia and the UAE; to the
north and southeast, it has coastlines on the Arabian Gulf, the Gulf of Oman and the

Arabian Sea (AlNabhani, 2007).
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Figure 2.1 Oman Map (source: https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=oman+map)

2.3.2 History

Oman is one of the most ancient countries in the Arab world. Its history and civilization
extend back five thousand years, when it was inhabited by fishing communities. The
Omanis were among the first people to embrace Islam in around 630 AD. Oman has
enjoyed full or partial sovereignty for most of its history. However, the Portuguese
occupied some parts of the country in the 18th century. In the 19th century, Oman became
a powerful empire with a very powerful navy, defeated the Portuguese and expanded its
territory across the Arabian Gulf to the East African coast, parts of Persia and Pakistan.
Oman also established political links with other great powers of the time, including

Britain, France and the United States (MOI, 2003).

In recent times, the main historical event that caused a radical shift in the Sultanate was
when his Majesty Sultan Qaboos bin Said took the throne of Oman on 23rd of July 1970.
Since then, the Sultanate of Oman has enjoyed unprecedented prosperity and has

regained its status among the nations of the world (MOI, 2006).

2.3.3 Political and cultural identity

Oman is a Sultanate whose government is nominated by the Sultan, who has absolute
authority. The Sultan himself, who has advisors in various fields, designates the
government members. The cabinet runs the affairs of the country based on the directives

of the Sultan and the Basic Law of the State by creating five-year development plans. There
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are two advisory councils for the government: the State Council, whose members are
designated, and Al-Shura Council, an elected body. These two councils form what is called

the Oman Council.

Administratively, Oman is composed of eleven governorates: Muscat, Dhofar, Musandam,
Alburaimi, Albatinah North and South, Aldhahirah, Aldakhliiah, Alshargiyah North and
South and Alwusta. These are divided into 61 wilayats (cities) and constituencies (MOI,
2012). Although each governorate has a government representative (the Wali) and
branches of government entities (DGs or local administration), centralization is obvious

in the work of government, especially in vital issues like policies and finance.

The Basic Law of the state, which was issued by royal decree No. 101/1996, states that all
members of Omani society are equal in their rights before law, with no distinction or
preference based on their sex, origin, social status, religion or doctrine (Alazri, 2013).
Politically, Oman has remained free of the conflicts affecting neighbouring countries,
driven by a decision not to interfere in any conflict while calling for peace and dialogue as

the best way to solve issues between countries.

It can be said that Omani culture is based on three main pillars: Islam, the Arabic language
and shared heritage. Islam is the official religion of the country and Arabic is the official
language. Omani society is committed to ethical and moral values based on Islamic
principles. Furthermore, the dispersal of a relatively small population over a relatively
large area gives Oman a cultural diversity that is represented by considerable variation
between the north, centre and south of the land in its traditional songs, dances, customs
and food. The influence of neighbouring countries is also obvious, especially in border
towns, where people have similar cultural habits, accents and customs to those of their

foreign neighbours.
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2.3.4 Economic development

While Oman’s economy is highly dependent on oil revenues and most Omanis work in the
government sector, the Sultanate’s policies have consistently given attention to
diversifying revenue through productive sectors such as gas-based industries,
information technology, mining and tourism (MOI, 2003). These diversification efforts are
translated into five-year strategic plans that set the objectives for all government sectors.
Oman also pays close attention to human resource investments and the capability of
school leavers to gain market skills that allow them to compete globally and to contribute

to the country’s prosperity (MOE, 2014a).

2.4 Education in Oman

2.4.1 Educational policy, philosophy and structure

The education system in Oman is centrally determined, controlled and evaluated.
Education policy is based on the directives of the Sultan and the Basic Law of the State
(IBoE, 2010/2011). While it seeks to provide education for all, it also aims to modernize
the country and to meet the challenges of globalization in the 21st century (Al Balushi &

Griffiths, 2013).

The Omani educational philosophy is based on Islamic, national and educational
principles (MOE, 2014a). It also aims at nurturing students’ intellectual, emotional,
spiritual and moral development and at ensuring that they are prepared for the rapid
changes in all scientific domains by acquiring problem-solving and critical thinking skills

(IBoE, 2010/2011).
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Figure 2.2 Education policy, philosophy and structure in Oman

Figure 2.2 shows that educational policies in Oman are legislated and determined by the

Education Council, which is chaired by the Minister of the Diwan of the Royal Court and
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whose 15 other members are individuals representing various government bodies. In
practice, four ministries administer the educational sector at four levels; the Ministry of
Education (MOE) at the school level; the Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) at the
tertiary level; the Ministry of Manpower (MOM) at the vocational level and the Ministry

of Social Development (MOSD) at the special needs education level.

2.4.1.1 Education for all (EFA)

The government’s commitment to EFA was reflected in one of his majesty’s early speeches
in 1970, when he said, ‘We will teach our children even under the shade of trees’ (MOFA,
2013), indicating his determination and commitment to providing education for all. The
actual translation of this commitment at the pre-tertiary education level was the

responsibility of the MOE (see Section 2.4.1.2).

Based on this, the Basic Law of the country declares education to be a fundamental right
of every citizen and anyone who lives legally in Oman, provided free of charge for all
children aged from six to 17 years (grades 1-12) (MOE, 2008), and paid for using oil
revenues, although attendance is not compulsory. In 2001, the World Bank described
Oman'’s success in providing and spreading education as ‘massive’, ‘unprecedented’ and

‘unparalleled by any other country’ (Albarwani & Baily, 2016).

However, with the start of the 21st century, a mixture of increasingly strong external and
internal forces for change led policymakers to reconsider the focus of the education

system and to revise its priorities. These change forces are described below:
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a) Globalization

As is the case with all other developing countries in the Middle East, Oman has been
impacted by globalization, which ‘has brought its own strains, challenges and
opportunities’ (MOE & the World Bank, 2012, p.5). Oman’s relationship with globalization
is relatively new and can be linked to changes in many policies including education:
‘dealing with globalization has started by reforming the educational system’ (Al-Harthi,
2002, p.110). Such influence was evident, according to Al'Abri (2011), in the
implementation of Basic Education, a major reform in 1998, which was a response to the
economic, technological and knowledge-economy challenges of globalization. Global
educational trends such as EFA and the United Nations Millennium Development Goals
were also considered direct effects of globalization (AI’Abri, 2011). This reform aimed at
developing schools’ performance in preparing young learners for the future, including

equipping them with the skills needed to be locally and internationally competitive.

However, more than a decade later, a study by Al-Maamari (2014) revealed some
limitations in realizing this vision, which he related to two main reasons: ‘inadequate
preparation of teachers’ and ‘the use of pedagogies that favour acquisition of discrete
assessable learning outcomes’ (p.114). His argument seems to support the findings of an
earlier study that there was a need for educational reforms to focus on creating and
developing ‘critical cultural literacy’ by challenging the ‘taken for granted world’ (Al-
Harthi, 2002), which implies that change should not be superficial but should affect how
people—specifically implementers—think and act. Such criticisms and limitations seem
to emphasize the need to revise and evaluate the effectiveness of educational reforms in
Oman in facing the challenges of globalization and to assess their impact in developing

teaching and learning in schools.
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b) Increasing regional and global economic competition

Oman’s economy is seen as interconnected with its counterparts in the rest of the world.
Omani education has been affected by a fierce regional and global economic
competitiveness, which resulted into a need to redirect educational policy so that it fits
better the overall changes in the national and international economy. To achieve
competitive advantage, policymakers in Oman recognized the need to modernize the
public sector so that it meets the best-practice criteria of international organizations such
as the World Bank. This was seen as an innovation aiming to enable public sector
organizations to improve the quality of their public services and to sharpen their focus on
meeting the needs of their customers. Thus, there was clear interest in enabling the
private sector to play a bigger role in providing public services: “The labour market in
Oman is in transition from predominantly public sector employment to a more mixed

economy with a vibrant private sector’ (MOE & World Bank, 2012, p.33).

In education, this shift ‘from an input-based to an output-based budgetary approach’
(MOE & World Bank, 2012, p.41), was translated by adopting some of the principles of
New Public Management (NPM), mainly the need to meet the market requirements and
adopting private sector strategies, including outcome accountability, performance
measurement and rewarding system (Hood, 2013), to manage education in Oman.
Consequently, preparing young learners for the demands of the work market is a theme
running through many MOE publications (e.g. MOE, 2014a) and a significant objective of
most recent educational reforms (e.g. MOE & UNESCO, 2012). In addition, developing
human resources was viewed as a key to achieving this competitive advantage. A joint
report between the MOE and the World Bank stated: ‘To keep pace with technological

advancements and to attain international competitiveness, the development and
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upgrading of human resources is a high priority on the country’s development agenda,

and education is central to this national priority’ (MOE & World Bank, 2012, p.32).

However, the differences between the public and private sectors in their values (e.g.
competitiveness and profit vs cooperation and people’s well-being) call into question the
convergence between the two (Bach & Bordogna, 2011) and accordingly the suitability of
translating such strategies into education. In addition, some studies (e.g. Anwar & Chaker,
2003; Khan, 2011) have shown the limitations of adopting NPM principles in the Middle
East, including the UAE and Oman, mainly due to their inconsistency with the
environment, values and culture of these developing countries. A study by Al Wahshi
(2016) found that NPM might not be applicable to the Omani educational context due to
the exercise of centralized control, which allowed little school autonomy and limited

participation in decision making.

c) Internal pressure and international comparisons

There was strong internal pressure on MOE policymakers to respond to many internal
evaluations and worrying reports (e.g. Al-Barwani & Osman, 2011), media coverage and
educational international comparisons like the Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS), where Omani students’ scores were not satisfactory compared to
some neighbouring countries (AlMaskari et al., 2016). The MOE seemed to acknowledge
this, noting that TIMSS had shown ‘that Omani students fall far behind students in most

other participating countries’ (MOE & World Bank, 2012, p.30).

Similar findings emerged from another international report, by the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2012), of the results of the Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA) survey, which compared the skills and

knowledge in science, mathematics, reading, collaborative problem solving and financial
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literacy of 15-year-old students from various education systems worldwide. The report
revealed that students from oil and gas-rich members of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC), including Oman, had attained lower scores in mathematics than those from
relatively resource-poor nations (OECD, 2012). These indicators suggest that education
has high social value in countries with few natural resources, while those wealthy nations
including the GCC countries that do not invest heavily in education are likely to face
economic and social difficulties in the future. It was concluded that these countries need

to invest more in human development in general and in education in particular.

Such results triggered a recognition of the need to change the educational system and to
revise the effectiveness of existing reforms to overcome the weaknesses in students’
outcomes. Improving teachers’ practice was considered crucial to achieving this end
(Algafri, 2008); however, recognizing the need for it may be much easier than ensuring it

happens.

d) The need to develop a knowledge-based economy

Advances in knowledge have also inspired the need to reform education in Oman (Al-
Rahbi, 2008), triggered by a recognition of the importance of diversifying the economy to
reduce dependency on oil revenues. Developing human resources and investment in
knowledge provision were of particular significance. This emphasis was translated into
policies designed to promote knowledge acquisition as a source of economic development
(Lightfoot, 2014), aiming to enhance the role of education in supporting the knowledge-
based economy (Zaki & Kamli, 2014) and creating a vision to increase Oman’s
participation in knowledge production that would enable the transformation of the

country into a modern society (MOI, 2012).
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Thus, while the MOE still provides free education for all residents of school age, it
encourages and facilitates the establishment of private and international schools (MOE &
UNESCO, 2012). However, there is little to suggest that such strategies, which were clearly
influenced by the World Bank and other international organizations, have been critically
evaluated (Brandenburg, 2012). One of the key questions is whether these strategies suit
Oman’s societal context and the nature of its education, along with other considerations
in relation to equity and inclusion: ‘education was seen as a fundamental human right

rather than an economic investment’ (Shields, 2013, p.25).

e) Societal and economic development

The many economic changes affecting Oman have been accompanied by changes in its
society, including increasing numbers of young female jobseekers: ‘While girls outnumber
and outperform boys in the education system, female workers are underrepresented in
the labour market’ (MOE & World Bank, 2012, p.33). There has also been a need to
respond to an increase in the population and in the number of school graduates, along
with an emerging gap between their skills and markets requirements (Al-Farsi, 2007; Al-
Naibi, 2002). One of the government’s strategies to face such challenges was its
Omanisation policy (Issan & Gomaa, 2010), which aimed to replace all foreign school
teachers with Omanis, while improving the linkages between education, the quality of
school leavers and their skills on one hand and the labour market on the other (MOE,

2011).

At the school level, the MOE recognized that success in facing these forces for change
effectively relies largely on the attention being paid to developing and improving other

areas:

The MOE seeks to provide distinguished human resources, curricula, buildings and
assessment tools for different students. This could be done by implementing
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technology to reflect Oman’s digital society and by giving the local society and the
private sector a larger role in the promotion of educational services. (MOE, 2016)

Thus, it can be argued that Oman’s success in responding to the increasingly strong
regional and global forces of competitiveness and change relies in large part on its success
in developing its human resources. In the education sector, developing teachers’
performance has been seen as critical in this regard. However, such changes might require
radical changes in how education policy is made and better attention to how it is
implemented, which implies that the MOE should relax its central control and move

towards context-based decision making.

2.4.1.2 Ministry of Education

The MOE is the principal executive authority that oversees pre-school, primary and
secondary education (basic and post-basic education) in both public and private schools.
While the ministry has total responsibility for running and funding public education, its

role in private education is limited to regulation and supervision.

The MOE has its headquarters in Muscat, the capital city, with eleven district education
offices across Oman. It is headed by the minister of education, three undersecretaries and
several advisors (Appendix 2). Each of the 12 directorates general at MOE headquarters
has a head, deputies, department heads and section heads. In the education offices, the
structure is almost the same. A director general with one or two assistants leads each
district. There are also five to six departments, each run by a head, one or two assistants
and section heads. Each education office is responsible for between 17 and 175 schools,
depending on the population density of its district. Schools report to the education offices

and these in turn report to the MOE headquarters.
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2.4.2 Education Policy Reforms

Education at the school level in Oman has undergone very considerable development in
the last 47 years. The number of government schools, for example, has increased from
only three (all for boys) in 1970 to 1068 (male, female and coeducational) in 2015/2016,
with 56,586 teachers and 540,068 students (MOE, 2015/2016). Throughout the
intervening years, many reforms have been introduced. The focus of these can be
summarized into three phases, as shown by Figure 2.3. The focus in phase three was

shifted to ensuring the quality of teaching and learning.

Phase 1 Phase 3
1970-1985 1996-2016
¢ Provision of e Education e Teachers'
education for guality quality
all ¢ Facilities & e Student
¢ |nfrastructure teachers' outcomes

gualifications

Figure 2.3: Three phases of educational focus in Oman

Once the structure of the different levels of education in the Sultanate had been
established, implementation of education planning began in accordance with the policy of
the five-year strategic plans of the country. The education system in Oman has had to
respond to national, regional and global trends and influences. AlNabhani (2007)

illustrated some change factors for education in Oman:

There is a very rapid expansion in all aspects of life in Oman and in education as
well. These expansions form a challenge for education in a number of different
areas. The economic expansion and diversification require more qualified human
resources. This is in addition to the movement from a religious centred to wider

curricula focusing more on science and technology ( p.27-28).
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In recognition of the need to cope with these challenges and to respond to the
shortcomings of the education system identified by a number of internal evaluations (Al-
Lamki, 2009), the MOE adopted several educational reforms. With regard to enhancing

teaching quality, the expectations of policymakers seemed clear:

The aim of reforms is to promote teachers’ involvement in reflective practice and
collaboration (MOE, 2004, p.10).

The strategies employed by teachers aim to develop skills and attitudes that
encourage autonomous and cooperative learning, communication, critical
thinking, problem solving, research and investigative techniques, creativeness,
innovation and the development of aesthetic sense’ (IBoE, 2010/2011, p.10).

Policymakers and educational planners also seemed convinced that reforming the
education sector and enhancing teachers’ quality would require changes to the whole
system: ‘Structural changes are taking place at the same time as the ministry is gradually

implementing educational reforms’ (MOE, 2004, p.10).

The MOE admitted that teachers would need to be supported to realize its expectations:

Teachers have been trained in the new teaching methods and in how to adapt their
classroom management techniques in line with current worldwide developments.
Along with whole class teaching, teachers are now expected to use a variety of
other teaching and learning methods, such as individual, pair work, small group
and out-of-school work (IBoE, 2010/2011, p.22).

The support was mainly linked to helping teachers to improve their performance. The
following subsections explain the most recent educational reforms relevant to enhancing

teaching quality, enacted in 1998, 2007 and 2011.
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2.4.2.1 Large-scale educational reform, 1998

The educational reform of 1998 was the most ambitious and comprehensive in Oman,
involving changes in the structure of the school system, in the curriculum, in student
assessment and in teacher training. For instance, the Basic Education and Post-Basic
Education programmes replaced the older 6-3-3 levels of the general education system.
Basic education lasts for 10 years of study and is divided into two cycles: cycle one,
catering for students aged 6-9 years (grades 1-4) and cycle two, catering for students aged
10-15 years (grades 5-10). Post-basic education, for students aged 16-17, covers four
semesters in two years (grades 11 & 12) (MOE, 2014b). This reform promoted the
adoption of student-centred techniques, which led to class sizes being reduced. Another
key feature was the introduction of coeducation to basic education schools in cycle one,

although teaching and administration at this level were restricted to female staff.

The guiding principle behind this reform was to include relevant knowledge and skills-
based content that would prepare young Omanis for life and work under the new
conditions created by the global economy (MOE, 2014b). Therefore, new subjects such as
IT and life skills were introduced and increased emphasis was given to mathematics,

science, social studies, Arabic and English.

One aim of this reform was to gradually grant schools more authority and autonomy; thus,
the MOE started a process of decentralization by introducing a system of school self-
administration (Algafri, 2008). Under this scheme, schools received financial allocations
to spend on enhancing their teachers’ quality and in-service training (MOE & World Bank,

2012).
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2.4.2.2 Reform of secondary education, 2007

The first (1998) cohort was expected to complete the basic education phase in 2007/
2008. This required making decisions regarding reshaping schooling at the post-basic
(secondary) level, leading to changes in curricula, assessment and teacher training in
particular. The planning for this reform took the form of wider consultations, including
workshops, seminars and national conferences. This led to the creation of an operational
plan for the reform of secondary education: ‘An operational plan has been implemented
in Post-Basic education in 2007 to improve the quality of education provided for Omani
generations’ (Issan & Gomaa, 2010, p.19). The focus was on ensuring that Omani school
graduates had the knowledge and skills to undertake higher education studies and meet
the requirements of the labour market. Augmenting physical resources, enhancing
curricula and improving teachers’ quality were considered fundamental (Issan & Gomaa,
2010). It was also acknowledged that the reform would require changes in how teachers
were trained, which eventually led to the setting up of a specialized centre for teachers’

professional training (MOE, 2014c).

2.4.2.3 The strategic planning approach, 2011

The strategic reform of 2011 was triggered by the need for a wider involvement of
stakeholders in shaping education policy and meeting the increasing complexity of the
education environment (MOE, 2011). According to the MOE, the cornerstones of the
strategic plan were consultation with all components of the educational system and
careful analysis of the external and internal environment. The idea was to create positive
attitudes among practitioners by allowing schools and teachers to contribute more fully
to making decisions on education policy and reforms. It was believed that this would
strengthen the feelings of ownership and commitment to the change process among

teachers. However, although officials from the MOE visited the education offices and met
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with some school heads and teachers, it seems that the scope of consultation was limited

and that it fell short of the aspirations of teachers (MOE & World Bank, 2012).

2.4.3 Centrally-planned professional development

Omani policymakers have realized the importance of developing human capital and
resources for the Omani economy (Common, 2011) and its considerable impact on the
competitiveness of the country (Porcaro, 2014). Thus, teachers’ PD has received
increasing attention, especially in light of the directives from his Majesty the Sultan that
developing human resources ‘should be a major priority in all plans and programmes’
(MOE, 2014c, p.3). Taking account of his Majesty’s orders and of international research
including the McKinsey report. ‘How the world’s most improved school systems keep
getting better’ (Barber & Mourshed, 2007), the MOE in Oman started paying greater
attention and committing more resources to improving teachers’ learning (MOE, 2014a).
This was driven by a conviction that improving the quality of teachers was ‘an essential
component of the reform process’ and that ‘the successful implementation of any reform

initiative depends on a well-trained and well-informed staff (MOE, 2008, p.44).

2.4.3.1 Central PD plans

An annual PD plan is prepared centrally, determining the training needs of all teaching,

administrative and supervision staff under the MOE (MOE, 2014a).

The MOE follows five-year plans, aligned with the government’s five-year national
strategic plans and elaborated by a committee established by ministerial decree, which
sets the MOE’s principles, goals and programmes. The committee is usually headed by one
of the ministry’s three undersecretaries, supported by a technical team whose role is to

detail and design the plan and its programmes (MOE, 2011). The committee contains
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representative members from all departments of the ministry so that all stakeholders’
perspectives are taken into account. The five-year plan which ran from 2011 to the end
of 2015 (the 8th Plan) was based on data gathered from the educational field, the
evaluation of the last plan, analysis of current educational situation, new educational
needs, challenges and priorities and the likely future needs of the educational sector in

Oman, including teachers’ and students’ needs (MOE, 2011).

The 8th Plan had fourteen goals representing various areas of concern (Appendix 3). These
goals were translated into 46 programmes which were implemented at the operational
level and evaluated centrally using achievement indicators called balanced scorecards
(MOE, 2011). Many of these programmes sought to improve teachers’ quality by focusing
on improving their subject knowledge and pedagogical skills, but the use of balanced
scorecards as performance indicators did not provide any real evidence of how much
teachers’ practice had improved and did not consider the implementers' opinions of the
suitability of the Plan or of its effects of teachers’ PL experiences; these are areas that this

study aims to investigate.

2.4.3.2 In-service teacher training

Overall, professional development programmes are provided at three levels (MOE, 2015):

Central level: These take the form of short courses and workshops conducted mainly at
the main Training Centre of the Directorate General of the Human Resources
Development in Muscat. The MOE provides transport, meals and accommodation for
teachers who attend these courses during school time. The broad range of topics includes
classroom management, information technology, language and teaching pedagogies. In
2015, 18 central PD programmes were offered to 1446 male and 2076 female teachers

(MOE, 2015).
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District level: Training at this level is prepared by inspectors, who deliver it in the
training centres of the education offices, with the aim of providing enrichment and
remedial training programmes based on the common professional needs observed.
Inspectors are also responsible for the annual teacher appraisal. The district education

offices delivered 716 PD programmes for teachers in 2015 (MOE, 2015).

Schoollevel: Training in schools is part of the MOE’s ‘school as a training centre’ initiative
to provide more school-based training, with the aim of transforming and enabling schools
as training units for teachers, based on specific mechanisms determined by the MOE:
‘School-based training is a strategic policy decision in a young country like Oman’ (MOE,
2004, p.11). The MOE provides schools with limited budgets for professional
development: ‘Each school receives RO 300 per year; in addition, 610 schools have
received an additional RO 200 to develop and implement a school professional
development plan’ (MOE & World Bank, 2012, p.130). The expectation is that school
leaderships can use this financial support and any other available resources to enhance
teachers’ learning and professional development (MOE, 2014a). The MOE also provides

support for teachers in their professional learning:

The ministry is keen on providing professional support for teachers. It recruits
qualified supervisors [inspectors] to help teachers in performing their duties. It
also makes available the references and guidebooks for all subjects. The ministry
organizes workshops and seminars to develop teachers’ skills and abilities (IBoE,
2010/2011, p.22).

In addition, the MOE provides professional academic programmes in collaboration with
Sultan Qaboos University, the public university in Oman. Some teachers also have the
opportunity to attend conferences or upgrade their qualifications in Oman and abroad,
although the numbers might be much smaller and vary from one year to another,

depending on the budget available. The MOE also provides online discussion forums,
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which are seen as platforms for exchanging ideas and experience between teachers, head

teachers, inspectors, parents and officials.

However, MOE officials admitted that realizing the expectations of educational reforms,

with regard to teaching enhancement, would require making some adaptations:

The ministry realized that without creating a structure that provides continuous
learning opportunities for human resources at various levels in the ministry, local
authorities and schools, educational change is not likely to occur (MOE, 2004,

p.10).

The actual translation of this increased attention and acknowledgement of the need for
adaptations took several strategies that were rendered into centralized and school-based
initiatives: promoting school-based teacher learning opportunities and allowing them
more freedom in meeting the professional needs of their staff and setting up a specialized

centre for teachers’ professional training.

2.4.3.3 Promoting school-based training

Reflecting on international research findings as to the advantages of school-based
professional development, the MOE encouraged school leadership teams to provide
embedded and collaborative opportunities for their teachers that suited their differing
priorities and needs (MOE, 2008). Schools were asked to organize professional
development workshops for all subject areas during the first week of each academic year.
In addition, the ministry required school leaders to create a professional development
plan for the whole year, stating the number and topics of professional development
activities that would be conducted. However, a joint MOE and World Bank report
acknowledged the need for more ongoing improvement in teachers’ quality in schools

(MOE & World Bank, 2012).
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The MOE also acknowledged the possible benefits of allowing more decentralization:
‘there may be considerable advantages to allowing schools to organize some of their in-
service teacher training needs’ (MOE & World Bank, 2012, p.130). Therefore, it envisioned
an initiative to treat each school as a training unit, promoting a school-based, job-
embedded, collaborative and reflective learning environment for teachers. This initiative
also stressed the significant role of head teachers, senior teachers and teachers in staff

development.

Schools are expected to provide opportunities for their staff to work together to
analyse, discuss, reflect on, plan and act to improve the effectiveness of teaching
and learning in their classrooms. All staff in the school are encouraged to carry out
research, develop their ideas, put them into practice in the field, and to report back
on their findings. (MOE, 2008, p.45).

The ministry realized that this vision might require more resources for schools, increased
PD budgets and more autonomy in spending their allotted funds and in deciding their

professional priorities and needs.

2.4.3.4 The Specialised Centre for Professional Training of Teachers

The Specialized Centre was established in recognition of the challenges and expectations
around improving teachers’ quality in Oman. The aim was to provide ‘effective’ training
programmes to develop teachers’ skills and to improve and evaluate their performance

(MOE, 2014c). The central vision clearly summarizes its driving goals:

‘..to include teachers as active partners in the development of education, using
best international practice, leading to the achievement of the highest standards’
(MOE, 2014c, p.7).

As the centre is supposed to serve all the teachers in the Sultanate, it employs 31

administrative staff, three training experts and 46 trainers to deliver three phases of
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training. Phase one is face-to-face training, which focuses on introducing the training
content to the participants and evaluating their acquisition; the second phase is online
interaction, where the participants receive training through the internet and interact with
each other in professional dialogues; and the final phase is workplace learning, where
teachers adapt what they learn to their classrooms and share their experience with

colleagues in their school.

Teachers who receive training at the centre are also provided with various kinds of
support, including a day off each week to complete their learning activities, transport and
accommodation, a training allowance, ongoing communication with trainers and

technical support, a tablet computer and provision of prepaid internet services.

2.5 Summary

This chapter has set the study in its international and Omani context. It has also described
some key aspects relevant to this study, mainly educational policy, reforms and
professional development. The next chapter offers a detailed review of the literature,

focusing on educational change and teachers’ professional learning.
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Chapter 3 Literature Review
3.1 Introduction

In an international context characterised by complexity and change, individuals, groups,
institutions and countries need to adopt new policies that suit their changing contexts and
ensure that their strategies and practices respond appropriately to the requirements of
these new contexts. This is of particular significance to educational institutions and
teachers. However, the challenging task of understanding this complexity and responding
to it by translating policy into practice in education has always had unintended outcomes
(Hopkins, Stringfield, Harris, Stoll, & Mackay, 2014; Youngs & Bell, 2009). Some of these
challenges are related to how to manage and achieve teacher change and the best
approaches that might lead to enhancing teachers’ learning, which is an area of intense

debate (see Section 3.3).

In Oman, as in many other countries throughout the world, improving the performance of
teachers is given high priority. This attention to teachers’ practice is underpinned by a
belief that the quality of teaching is the key to improving students’ outcomes and
developing the educational system as a whole. Hence, enhancing teachers’ professional
practice has been a strategic goal for the MOE and a key element in the planning of the
most recent educational reforms. However, the results of international comparative
studies, such as the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), have
revealed little improvement in the ranking of Omani students among participating
countries (AlMaskari et al., 2016). In addition, the findings of many studies have described
teaching practices as traditional (Al-Barwani & Osman, 2011; Al-Yaroobi, 2013; Alazri,
2013). Other studies have suggested a detachment between what is centrally planned and

what teachers in schools needed (Al-Lamki, 2009; Al-Sarhani, 2010; Al-Uwaisi, 2002).
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This may challenge the effective fulfilment of intended changes in teachers’ practice and
may indicate a discrepancy between planning and implementation. This is what this
chapter will shed more light on by elaborating two key concepts: educational change
(Section 3.2) and teachers’ professional learning (PL) (Section 3.3). These concepts are
combined to understand and analyse teachers’ perceptions of their PL opportunities in
the context of the recent educational reforms, such as the adoption of a strategic planning

approach in 2011, changes at the secondary education level and curriculum reforms.

3.2 Educational change

The inevitability of change is a widely acknowledged reality (Bryson, 2004; Fullan, 2007)
and of particular significance for educational institutions as change has become a common
theme in many educational systems, taking a core position in plans for institutional

reforms and school improvement initiatives (Wedell, 2009).

It is, however, a domain which has witnessed various phases of focus from large-scale
reforms in the 1970s and 1980s (Fullan, 1993) to capacity-building initiatives more
recently, yet change is neither completely understood nor properly estimated (Fullan,
2007) and problems persist with implementation and sustainability of change (Sahlberg,
2011). Fullan (2007) has suggested that the solution when dealing with change lies in

changing practices and beliefs and targeting innovation.
Morrison (1998) defined change as

... a dynamic and continuous process of development and growth that involves a
re-organisation in response to felt needs. It is a process of transformation, a flow
from one state to another, either initiated by internal factors or external forces,
involving individuals, groups of institutions, leading to realignment of existing

values, practices and outcomes. (p.13)
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This definition seems inclusive, as it contains most of the key up-to-date, research-
evidenced features of effective educational change. However, there is still an area of
debate regarding the best ways to manage and achieve change and the suitability of these
for the nature, dynamics and complexity of educational settings (Kennedy, 2014;
Zehetmeier, Andreitz, Erlacher, & Rauch, 2015).

3.2.1 Leading and managing change

Educational change can be categorised as the result of two broad directions of reform
initiatives: ‘top-down’ or ‘bottom-up’. Top-down reforms are centrally led and imposed
change models where policy makers are the planners and teachers are ‘objects of changes’
(Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2010; Pyhalto, Pietarinen, & Soini, 2014). These
change models reflect ‘rational planning and a one-way view (usually top-down) of
communication’ (Robinson, 2001, p.21) and assume that ‘development progressed in an
orderly (linear) fashion’ (Reilly, 2000, p.8), which implies that its order and outcomes can
be predicted and controlled. In bottom-up reforms, which are voluntary change models,
teachers are active participants and contributors in initiating and directing the change

process (Edwards, 2005).

However, it seems that both top-down and bottom-up change initiatives have their
limitations, as indicated by Fullan’s (2007) argument that the first often lack the
implementers’ feeling of ownership and consequently their commitment to the change,
while the second have rarely led to sustainable change because they were often based on

individual judgements rather than empirical evidence.

The main criticism of the two approaches concerns a detachment between theory
(knowledge about the factors that influence change) and practice (the actual outcomes in
classrooms) (Kennedy, 2014; Lunenburg, 2011). Whereas in top-down approaches, what

needed to be changed was clear in planners’ minds, teachers were left unaware of how to
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change and how to translate the ‘complete recipes for action’ (Camburn & Han, 2015,
p.515) in their context. This detachment has led to a discrepancy between planners’ plans
and expectations on one hand and implementers’ (teachers and head teachers)
aspirations and contextual settings on the other (Sugrue, 2004; Wedell, 2009), along with
a very limited teacher contribution to shaping the change process (Hargreaves, 2009).
Theory-based change approaches and adopting ‘best practices’ have been shown to be

essential but no longer sufficient in achieving change in practice (Villegas-Reimers, 2003).

In the same vein, relying on bottom-up change approaches that had no basis in empirical
evidence only turned schools into places for experiments of trial and error, causing more
discrepancy and unsustainability (Priestley, Miller, Barrett, & Wallace, 2011). In these
approaches, knowledge development is restricted by a poor basic understanding of the
theory behind the practice (Goldsmith & Schifter, 1997); reforms cannot be fragmented,
nor can they be effective if implemented in isolated classrooms. In addition, ‘the diffuse
borderline between political and professional responsibility seems to represent a major
problem’ (Mgller, 2009, p.38). This means that inequality in education could be increased
and schools hold the total responsibility for any deficiency. It is apparent that relying on
a biased ‘linear’ strategy that favours the agenda of either the policy makers or the

implementers is not an appropriate way to achieve effective change in teacher practice.

The theory-practice dislocation has also been evident in many Western countries,
including Australia, where ‘evaluations of curriculum initiatives have demonstrated that
there is a gap between the intended and enacted curriculum’ (Keys, 2005, p. 499). It has
also been found to be apparent in many Arab countries (Akkary, 2014), Asian countries
like Indonesia (Tanang & Abu, 2014) and African countries like Egypt (Loveluck, 2012);
educational reforms in many of these countries were centrally-led and driven by political

agendas. Mansour, Heba, Alshamrani, and Aldahmash (2014), for instance, highlighted the
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detachment in the Saudi educational system between policy planners’ expectations in
educational reforms and the outcomes in schools. They attributed this detachment to the
failure to consider the wider socio-cultural context in which reforms occurred. Similar
findings were reported in similar socio-cultural contexts like Kuwait (Winokur, 2013) and
Oman (Al-Lamki, 2009). In Oman, for instance, studies have suggested that education
policies currently in place and institutional and cultural values may have restricted and
discouraged any changes in practice because the suggested ideas, which were often

borrowed from outside, were not suitable to the context (Said, 2005).

Fullan (2007) suggested that one way to heal the theory-practice disjuncture, caused
mainly by adopting a biased top-down or bottom-up approach, would be to adopt a ‘non-
linear’ change strategy, implied by the use in Figure 3.1 of the two-way arrow, combining

the two approaches in the form of ‘capacity building with a focus on results’ (p.11).

Implementation

Outcomes:
Student Learning
Organization
Capacity

Figure 3.1 Fullan’s model of the change process (Fullan, 2007)

Fullan’s suggested model relies on balancing bottom-up with top-down, initiation with

implementation, planners with teachers and theory with practice. It holds that

41



professional programmes aiming to change teacher practice should be designed around
research-evidenced practices, yet in the implementation phase teachers should be able to
adapt what they learn to suit their own context. This view is supported by Camburn & Han
(2015), who argued that the implementation phase should be flexible and offer ‘potential
courses of action’ from which teachers could select what suits them, their settings and
their individual needs. Akkary (2014) also urged that educational reforms in the Arab
region should be attentive and responsive to the context of schools. However, the
centralized ‘controlling’ educational systems in these countries seem to pose a challenge

to achieving this end.

Teachers’ PL sits at the core of this debate (see Section 3.3), since an essential part of
educational change relies on the extent to which teachers are active and engaged in
developing and improving their practices (Pyhalto et al., 2014), yet teachers need to
absorb and understand the latest information, theories and findings of empirical research
in their subject areas. Whether this is the case in Oman is what this study will try to

determine.

However, there is no doubt that bridging the theory-practice gap entails analysing and
understanding what makes some educational reforms successful while others are not.
‘The more factors there are supporting implementation, the more a change in practice will
be accomplished’, according to Fullan (2013, p.112), who identified three broad sets of
factors that affect implementation, linked respectively to characteristics of the change, to

local characteristics and to external factors, as shown by Fig. 3.2.
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A. Characteristics of

Change
1. Need
2. Clarity
3. Complexity
4. Quality/ Practicality

B. Local Characteristics
5. District

6. Community

7. Principal

8. Teacher

IMPLEMENTATION

C. External Factors
9. Government and other
agencies

Figure 3.2 Interactive factors affecting implementation (Fullan, 2013)

As Fig. 3.2 indicates, effective implementation is a result of considering these interrelated
factors and giving them all due significance. However, Fullan argued that identifying these
factors might only account for the small part of what leads to successful change, the
largest and most challenging part being in ‘establishing effective processes that will sort
out and develop the right solution, one that is suited to the context in question’ (Fullan,
2013, p.121). Indeed, focusing on planning might lead to oversimplifying what is needed
in the implementation. Effective implementation goes beyond identifying the factors that
cause change, to influencing these so that they interact, support and facilitate the process

of relearning.

Thus, it can be inferred that the failure of educational change is caused not only by poor
planning or a shortage of resources, but rather by the failure of educational planners to
consider the roles of implementers in change or to pay adequate attention to factors

affecting change implementation in schools.
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With regard to teachers’ professional learning, research has highlighted the factors
behind the effectiveness of some reforms in changing teachers’ practice. These found that
embedding the learning experience in the context of the teachers and linking it directly to
what happens in the classroom has usually led to effective change (Cohen, Peurach,
Glazer, Gates, & Goldin, 2014). Research has also revealed that teachers often change
when they are provided with opportunities and space to interact with others and to reflect
collectively, for example when observing each other lessons, analysing students’ work
together and reflecting on others’ practice (e.g. Robson, 2016; Voogt et al., 2015). Other
studies have shown that teachers change when their learning experience is linked to their
context (Borko, 2004). These factors that lead to effective change seem to be reflected in
the argument of Putnam and Borko (2002) that teachers’ learning experience should be
understood as situated (in the context of the learner) and as social and distributed (with
others). In addition, Fullan (2013) argued that it is essential for change initiatives to
create new meaning in relation to both knowledge and moral responsibility, which

cultivate passion and commitment to the change among the implementers, the teachers.

Despite this, ‘a great majority of policies and innovations over the past 35 years did not
get implemented even when implementation was desired’ (Fullan, 2007, p.84). Priestley
et al. (2011) called for closer attention to understanding the ‘weak rate of return in terms
of actual changes in the social practices that comprise teaching and learning in schools’

(p. 265).

Furthermore, there is inadequate research into what happens when new ideas about
professional learning are put into practice (E. Camburn & Han, 2015; Webster-Wright,
2009). While the characteristics of effective PL experiences might be well known, what
seems to be missing is an understanding of how and why teachers change or do not change

(Opfer & Pedder, 2011). This assertion is supported by Evans (2014), who urged
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researchers to focus on understanding how teachers develop professionally, and by
Fullan (2013), who advocated a focus on understanding the process of change. King
(2016, p.576) was more specific in pointing to the problem when he argued, in reference
to the Irish context, that ‘little evidence exists as to whether and how teachers implement

and sustain new practices’.

More specifically, it is still inadequately understood how teachers react to and engage in
a new learning experience that requires changes in the way they work and in their beliefs
about the ways in which pupils learn effectively, which in turn results in less clarity about
ways to support them in their learning. Resolving the detachment of practice from theory
requires the investigation, analysis and understanding of how teachers respond to, cope
with and understand change and what affects their experience from their perspective and
in their workplace. However, it might be useful first to reveal how and where teachers

and head teachers are positioned in educational reforms.

3.2.2 Head teachers’ role in leading and managing change

School leaders’ involvement in the change process has been extensively scrutinised and
the importance of their interpretation of their central role and influence on teachers’ work
has been emphasised (Bredeson, 2000; Bush, 2011). This role is reflected in four main
areas of impact: their contribution to improving teaching and learning; the development
of a learning culture in schools; leaders’ direct involvement in shaping teachers’
professional development; and evaluating the outcome of professional development on
teachers’ practice and students achievements (Bredeson, 2000). Bredeson linked school
heads’ influence over teachers’ learning to their ability to create learning cultures and

communities and to stimulate teachers to work collaboratively and reflectively.
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School leaders’ influence was also linked to their ability to change teachers’ beliefs
(Scribner & Bradley-Levine, 2010), to respond to socio-cultural factors that affect
teachers’ learning (Margolis & Doring, 2012) and to engage in practices that support
teachers’ learning (Dinham, 2007). However, external and internal imperatives, along
with a need to match expectations with outcomes, have put heavy pressure on school
leaders to meet the challenge of rethinking the effectiveness and suitability of their
leadership models in improving their teachers’ practice and in developing them

professionally.

Nonetheless, although the McKenzie report argued that school heads who have teaching
experience are more likely to understand and respond to teachers’ needs (Barber &
Mourshed, 2007), Barnes et al. (2010, p.242) asserted that ‘few principal development
programs have focused directly on the problem of instructional improvement’. Moreover,
Mgller (2009) argued that the tendency of managerial accountability systems to focus on
adhering to centralized standards has resulted in restricting school leaders’ ‘imaginative
approach’ to teacher development. Thus, heads have been denied the autonomy necessary
to deal with deficiencies in teachers’ performance and to provide them with resources
and conditions that would help to achieve the desired outcomes. Thew (2006) urged the
granting of more autonomy and support for school leaders, which could take the form of

better skills in developing teachers’ professional learning.

However, the effectiveness of head teachers’ role in enhancing their teachers’ learning
might be affected by their own beliefs. For instance, Bottery (2004) argued that school
leaders’ behaviours, conceptions and attitudes contribute significantly to the success or
failure of their schools. School heads could pay attention to the implementation of
educational reforms at the cost of being creative in solving their schools’ challenges

(Quong & Walker, 2010).
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Sharing and distributing leadership responsibilities (Melville, Jones, & Campbell, 2014),
in the form of daily interaction with teachers, delegating some authority, modelling
behaviour and holding meetings (Sadler, 2003), appeared as one of the best solutions to
facing these challenges. Whether this has led to enhanced teacher practice in classrooms
and more commitment to change is as yet a rarely investigated area, although there are

indications of a positive relationship between the two (Hallinger & Lu, 2014).

As this study investigates teachers’ professional growth, it is worth paying particular

attention to head teachers’ role and their influence on teacher change.

Many studies have linked effective school leaders to effective teachers’ learning
(Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008; Sanders, 2016), arguing that school leaders’
contribution to teachers’ professional development (PD) entails more than ensuring that
they enhance their subject knowledge, that it goes beyond mere instructional leadership
and that it is linked to the quality (Sigford, 2005) and support that head teachers offer to

teachers in their learning (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2001).

This support can take three forms according to Davis et al. (2005): ‘(1) developing a deep
understanding of how to support teachers (2) managing the curriculum in ways that
promote student learning and (3) developing the ability to transform schools into more
effective organizations that foster powerful teaching and learning for all students’ (p.6).
Alternatively, Supovitz, Sirinides, and May (2009) viewed this support as taking the form
of fostering teachers’ collaboration and communication, which they argued would
contribute to better students’ learning. In contrast, Brezicha, Bergmark, and Mitra (2015)
found that providing differentiated support which accounted for teacher’s beliefs, prior
experiences and social networks helped them to understand reforms better and to

participate more fully in their successful implementation.
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Conversely, head teachers do not exercise their role in a vacuum. Hallinger (2003) argued
that the effectiveness of school leaders in developing their teachers is affected by ‘the
external environment and the local context of a school’ (p. 329). Effective school leaders’
work was found to be responsive to these contexts, rather than dictated by them
(Leithwood et al., 2008). The unique socio-cultural context in which schools exist requires
their leaders to have a wide range of leadership skills that enable them to deal with
teachers’ diverse personalities, requirements and attitudes to change. Researchers
advocate various educational leadership types, which often overlap. Three models of
leadership, the transformational, contingent and strategic models, are considered the

most relevant to the context of this study and are now considered in turn.

Transformational leadership

The transformational model views leaders as social architects (Bottery, 2004) who
influence employees and create a culture of commitment by empowering and involving
everyone in the planning and implementation process (Bush, 2011). This is the working

definition that will be used in this thesis:

It is a leadership model where proactive school leaders achieve organisational
change through engaging, inspiring and motivating their teachers to work
collaboratively and for the common interest while focusing on meeting their

personal and professional needs to achieve the best performance.

Transformational leaders ‘develop trust [and] build loyalty, self-confidence and self-
regard’ (Bottery, 2004, p.17). They do so by stimulating, motivating and raising the
awareness of their employees of the collective vision and mutual interests (Bryson, 2004;

Bush & Coleman, 2000).

According to this model, it is vital for school heads to ensure that teachers have the

opportunity to reflect on their practice and to encourage them to work collaboratively.
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However, the realisation of transformational leadership in centralised educational
systems seems very restricted and would depend to a great extent on the personal traits
of the leader, including the extent to which s/he can readily and creatively overcome the

restrictions of centralisation and lack of resources.

In Oman, head teachers receive training that supposedly prepares them to be
transformational leaders. The expectation was that they would contribute to creating
reflective teachers who are both committed to and involved in the change process (MOE,

2011), yet no external study has ever examined the fulfilment of this claim.

Contingent/situational leadership

The contingent or situational leadership model is a situation-oriented one according to
which leaders vary their leadership style and responses based on the situation (Bush,
2011; Fiedler, 1978). This is the working definition adopted for the purposes of this

thesis:

It is a leadership style where school leaders need to match their actions and
behaviour to fit the environmental circumstances (both internal and external) of
the school while keeping a balanced interplay between their relations with

teachers, work structures and preserving their authority and power.

The school context and setting, as this definition envisages, play a vital role in this model
and thus understanding, diagnosis and reflection are key capacities that school leaders
need to acquire and employ (Fiedler, 1978). Schulz (2001) found a link between leaders’
competences, skills and ability to diagnose and react appropriately to various changing
situations and needs on one hand and their effectiveness in changing subordinates’
practice on the other. He argued that the success or failure of an institution depends on

how uncertainty is handled and on the consideration of the external and internal contexts.
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In educational contexts, the fact that schools are located in various geographical locations,
receive diverse levels of support and vary in their demographic characteristics, and that
their performance might be influenced by countless contextual factors, make it unrealistic
to assume that what works in one school will work in all others. It seems that educational
reformers must inevitably consider context seriously when planning for educational
reforms. Consequently, if it is to yield successful change in teachers’ practice, the strategy
that is adopted to enhance teachers’ capacity should consider and reflect the context and
environment of the school and its various members. It is evident that schools must

respond differently and adapt to their particular settings and environment.

While the MOE in Oman has claimed that head teachers are trained to be flexible and to
vary their leadership styles according to the situation in each school, the fact that the
Omani educational system is centralised places tight limitations on realising this type of
leadership and presents challenges for school heads. For example, although school
leaders have some autonomy in managing aspects of finance such as each school’s annual
PD budget, the guidelines which the ministry imposes on how the money is spent
narrowly restrict this autonomy. Moreover, restricting head teachers’ evaluation of their
teachers’ performance to a checklist seems to disregard the potential contextual
variations among schools and the specific professional needs that teachers might have. It
may therefore limit the space available for school heads to authentically diagnose

weaknesses in teachers’ practice and contribute to improving it.

Strategic leadership

Ireland and Hitt (1999) defined strategic leadership as the ‘ability to anticipate, envision,
maintain flexibility, think strategically, and work with others to initiate changes that will
create a viable future for the organisation’ (p.43). This definition highlights the key

features of a strategic leader: to create a common ground in which all teachers share
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common vision and have roles; to diagnose the potential influences on the school
performance in the near and mid-term future and to create an environment where
development in learning and practice are ‘shared, acknowledged and celebrated’ (Bubb &
Earley, 2009, p.35). This implies that school leaders need to have adequate awareness of
the internal and external influences on their school (Mayer & Lloyd, 2011). However,
understanding and analysing teachers’ attitudes and their willingness and commitment
to the change process might be one of the greatest challenges for school leaders (Brezicha

etal, 2015).

From another perspective, the role of strategic leaders is divided by Leithwood et al.
(2004) into three tasks: ‘setting directions; redesigning the organisation; and developing
people’ (p.61). These correspond to three possible solutions that head teachers can use to
increase commitment to change: involving teachers in decision making, especially in
regard to setting plans; ensuring that their practices improve by diversifying their
learning opportunities; and creating conditions for a ‘collective’ learning environment for

all in the school.

A review of the above three leadership models suggests that the similarities between
them are much stronger than the differences. Furthermore, leading a school in an ever-
changing environment might require the integration of all three models, so that the head

teacher’s role is transformative, context-responsive and future-envisioned.

In Oman, the expectation is that head teachers will contribute to the improvement of
teachers’ practice (MOE, 2011). This study will help in examining the extent to which
school heads are aware of their role and influence in enhancing teachers’ quality and
whether they practise any of the characteristics of transformational, contingent or

strategic leadership in their daily work.
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The focus now shifts to examining how and where teachers are positioned in educational

reforms.

3.2.3 Teacher’s role in leading and manging change

Fullan (1993) argued that change occurs only through people who are involved in and
affected by the change, yet teachers seem to be treated as “passengers” in the vehicle of
educational reform, being required to implement various externally planned reforms in
their classrooms while having little or no say in their design or understanding of their
rationale (Moeini, 2008). This has led to confusion and frustration among them (Beswick,

2014; Terhart, 2013).

Teachers may clearly react differently to reforms by adopting them, ignoring them or
adapting them to their context. Research suggests that their reactions to reform reflect
their experience, contextual factors and self-efficacy regarding their role in the change
process as reactors or initiators (e.g.,, Moore, Edwards, Halpin, & George, 2002; Wheatley,
2005). Carnall (2007) contended that teachers go through five stages in the cycle of
change: denial, defence, discarding, adaptation and internalisation. The denial stage is
when teachers are first introduced to the change but deny that they need it. Next, the
defence stage occurs when they try to stick to their old ideas and become frustrated with
the changes. At the discarding stage, teachers begin experimenting with the new ways and
letting go their long-held ideas. The fourth stage is when they adapt to the change and
adapt the change to suit their context. Finally, internalisation happens when the changes

are incorporated and teachers make sense of them.

Many studies have suggested a link between the ownership of change and increased
motivation and commitment to it (e.g. Levitt, 2008; Maughan, Teeman, & Wilson, 2012).

Other studies have found that a positive or negative school culture, including school
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leaders’ and colleagues’ support or lack thereof, will affect teachers’ engagement in the
change process and how they cope with it (Jones, Youngs, & Frank, 2013). The wider
education system infrastructure of support was also viewed as a key element that affects
teacher reactions and engagement in the change process (Peurach & Neumerski, 2015;
Zembylas & Barker, 2007). Accordingly, it is of particular importance for policy makers
and education planners to view and treat teachers as change agents, being able and
motivated to engage in change, which is still an under-examined area (Damsa, Kirschner,

Andriessen, Erkens, & Sins, 2010).

However, many reforms have been criticised as reflecting policy makers’ expectations
while ignoring teachers’ realities, aspirations and purposes (Fullan, 2007). Nevertheless,
research has shown that achieving successful educational change requires a
comprehensive transformation in the principles and processes of education (Gerver,
2010) which empowers teachers by improving their capabilities and skills, changing their
beliefs, widening their knowledge and making them critical thinkers (Fullan, 1993). The
difficulty is that this empowerment cannot be realised when teachers are objects of the
change rather than subjects and real contributors. There is therefore a need for teachers
to be genuinely involved in planning and designing educational reforms and for more
consideration of their views. Although empowering teachers and increasing their
capacities was a declared strategic aim of the MOE in Oman through its various reforms
and change initiatives (MOE, 2011), fulfilling this aim might be more challenging and

complex than it may sound.

It is apparent that seeing planning as the business of policy makers conflicts with the
complex nature of educational institutions and schools and that it downplays the
importance of involving people in matters that relate to and target them directly, such as

determining their professional needs. Furthermore, empowering people necessitates
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obtaining various perspectives, wider consultation, continuous constructive feedback and
coordination between all levels in the educational system, which in turn could help in
creating harmony and meeting diverse needs during the implementation phase and in
deepening the understanding of the many factors that influence performance (Mason,

2011).

Besides, schools need to be seen and treated as ‘learning organisations’ (Fullan, 2007),
not only for students but for teachers as well, which requires teachers’ attitudes, beliefs,

preferences and understanding to be treated as significant in achieving the desired goals.

Realising this perspective in teachers’ learning is considered one of the greatest obstacles
to educational policy reforms and teacher development efforts, because while it is
important to identify what makes educational change effective, implementing it
effectively in practice is much more challenging, especially in a complex and dynamic
environment and in schools with diverse contextual differences. The most difficult

element may be putting what is planned into practice and managing it.

The focus will now be directed to the second key concept in this chapter, as the following

section discusses teachers’ professional learning and highlights its key aspects.

3.3 Teacher’s professional learning

3.3.1 Definition of PL

The author’s working definition of PL is:

Any planned or spontaneous social interaction, formal or informal, where teachers
engage with and change their knowledge, skills and practices (individually and

collectively) and where they challenge and alter their attitudes, beliefs and
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dispositions positively in an attempt to meet the particular needs of their students

while acquiring and adopting sound educational theories and best practices.

This study pays particular attention to the term ‘professional learning’ for three reasons:
its precise focus on learning rather than development, the connection it offers between
acquiring new knowledge and using it in the classroom, and the active role it envisions
for teachers in shaping their own learning (professional responsibility). The concept of
PL is underpinned by a belief that teacher learning is a complex process that needs not to
be imposed, but rather allowed to happen naturally as a result of teachers feeling the need
to engage and change. From this perspective, PL designs should offer a dynamic,
interactive and ongoing learning experience which integrates learned knowledge with its
use in context and which leads teachers to increase their capacity, challenge their beliefs
about their teaching and change their teaching practice in their classrooms accordingly.
PL offers a new perspective from which to understand teachers’ learning; however, it is
still an under-researched area (Beswick, 2014; C. Watson & Michael, 2016; Webster-

Wright, 2009).

3.3.2 Informal and formal approaches to PL
Teacher professional learning can be classified as informal or formal based on its forms,

purposes or contexts in which it occurs (McKinney et al.,, 2005).

3.3.2.1 Informal PL

Many implicit learning experiences take place in informal ways that are not directed from
policy-derived practice, often referred to as informal learning. These include self-directed
learning activities, like reading subject-related publications, browsing the internet,
experimenting with new teaching techniques and reflecting on one’s own practice and
others’ work, as well as collective learning modes like mentoring, sharing and discussing

school-related issues through collegial dialogues and networking, reflecting on practice
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with others or researching to find solutions to daily teaching challenges. In the literature,
however, informal professional learning has acquired a wide range of meanings in a
variety of settings and diverse contexts, e.g. lifelong learning, workplace learning and
learning by doing, experimenting or interacting. In this study, informal learning is
contrasted with formal learning and is defined thus:

Non-systematic, self-directed learning, sometimes planned and often spontaneous,
which derives from personal and interpersonal activities external to a structured
learning context, initiated and controlled primarily by the individual teacher in
order to improve his/her own teaching skills and subject knowledge and to cope

with the demands of teaching practice.

Based on this definition, informal PL takes different forms and is influenced by various
factors.

A. Forms of informal PL
Informal learning is often described as workplace learning or learning by experience. Its
forms are often classified by the intentionality and awareness of the learning process. For
instance, Eraut (2000, p.133) categorised them by the various forms of knowledge
acquired, as follows:

1) Knowledge acquired by implicit learning of which the knower is unaware;

2) Knowledge constructed from the aggregation of episodes in long-term memory;
3) Knowledge inferred by observers to be capable of representation as implicit
theories of action, personal constructs, schemas, etc;

4) Knowledge which enables rapid, intuitive understanding or response;

5) Knowledge entailed in transferring knowledge from one situation to another;
and

6) Knowledge embedded in taken-for-granted activities, perceptions and norms.

The alternative classification of Meirink, Meijer, and Verloop (2007) recognises four main

categories of informal learning activities: experimenting, reflecting, learning from others
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without interaction (e.g. by reading or observing others) and learning from others with
interaction. Taken together, these two classifications can be combined under three main

informal learning categories:

Self-directed learning: a deliberate learning experience where the teacher intends to
learn and is aware that s/he is learning, such as when reading books. In research, a link
was found between engaging in self-directed learning and enhanced teacher performance

in classrooms (Grenier, 2010; Robertson & Murrihy, 2005).

Experiential learning: planned or unplanned learning experience which results from
reflecting on practice; originally linked to the work of David Kolb (as discussed in more

detail in Section 3.3.4.3).

Social interaction: spontaneous tacit learning experience that results from daily
interactions with others, including colleagues and students, but where the teacher is not
aware that s/he has learned something. This kind of informal learning is often associated
with daily social activities that contribute to changing teachers’ practice. For instance,
Hoekstra, Brekelmans, Beijaard, and Korthagen (2009) found that the direct and indirect
feedback teachers received from others and the existence of feedback and a collaborative
atmosphere in the school were crucial to improving teachers’ learning. This role of social
interaction in improving teachers’ PL is evident and led to enhanced teacher learning
through their engagement in social networks and social media (Goodyear, Casey, & Kirk,

2014; Robson, 2016).

B. Factors that influence teacher engagement in informal PL

Evidence of what influences teachers’ engagement in informal learning seem to be
contradictory. Thus, Livingstone (1999) found out that older professionals were more

likely to engage in informal learning activities, whereas Kremer’s (2005) study showed
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just the opposite. Nevertheless, Berg and Chyung’s (2008, p.237) findings suggest that
there are ten main factors that influence teachers’ engagement in informal learning:

i.  Interestin current field
ii.  Computer access
iii. ~ Personality
iv.  Professional capability
v.  Relationship with colleagues
vi.  Job satisfaction
vii.  The job itself
viii. Work environment
ix.  Physical proximity

X.  Monetary rewards

Although all these factors might be important, the first six ones show that teachers’ own
interest, experience and attitudes are significant in driving them towards more
engagement In PL activities. By contrast, Eraut (2004) provided much more detailed
pictures of various interrelated factors that influence teacher engagement in informal PL

and linked them to either learning or contextual influences, as shown in Fig 3.3.

Learning Factors )
Expectations of

?
Challenge and value each person’s

of the work rolef,

erformance
Feedback and znd progress
support Allocation and

structuring of the
work

Encounters and
relationships with
people at work

Figure 3.3 Factors affecting learning in the workplace (Eraut, 2004)
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The significance of informal learning opportunities in enhancing teachers’ practice is
widely acknowledged. For instance, Burns (2008, p.21) argued that ‘competencies
learned informally are perceived to be used more often’. Similarly, Jones and Dexter
(2014) found that informal interactions between teachers helped them to integrate
technology in their teaching. Melber and Cox-Petersen (2005) found that teachers who
had informal learning experiences such as museum visits increased their subject content
knowledge and changed their instructional methods. However, Hoekstra and Korthagen
(2011) warned that supporting teachers and providing the infrastructure and climate that

facilitate their informal PL is crucial for genuine learning to take place.

Nevertheless, many educational reformers seem to underestimate the significance of the
role of informal learning in enhancing teachers’ practice; accordingly they often do not
facilitate such opportunities for teachers within and outside their schools. For instance,
McNally, Boreham, Cope, Gray, and Stronach (2004, p.4) argued that ‘there is now a weight
of research evidence and practitioner opinion supporting a strong informal, social
dimension in the experience of becoming a teacher, which is neglected in policy’. This is
supported by Eraut (2004, p.271), who argued that ‘public discourse about training not
only neglects informal learning but denies complexity by over-simplifying the processes
and outcomes of learning and the factors that give rise to it". To the best of the author’s
knowledge, this claim also applies to the Omani context, in which teacher PL takes the
form of formal learning opportunities often provided by the MOE, the training centre in
the Educational Office or the school. What is more, having examined previous studies that
addressed teacher PL in Oman, the author found that all such previous research had
focused on formal PL and that none of the studies had examined the influence of informal

PL in enhancing teachers’ practice.
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3.3.2.2 Formal PL

Formal professional learning is defined in this study as follows:

Instructor-led planned learning, typically provided by education or training
institutions, which derives from activities within a structured learning setting in
terms of learning objectives, duration, content, method and assessment and
usually leads to certification (e.g. enrolling on a programme of study, attending

lectures, preparing coursework, engaging in seminar/tutorial discussions).

Lieberman (2001) suggested that formal PL activities could take two forms. The first type
follows a structured approach and usually takes place outside school at scheduled times,
like courses, workshops and conferences. Such PD, as Lieberman argued, is useful in
increasing teachers’ capacity for practice, offering them multiple perspectives and raising
their awareness of the best practices and research findings. However, Garet et al. (2001)
described this ‘traditional’ and ‘most common’ form of PD as having been criticized ‘as
being ineffective in providing teachers with sufficient time, activities, and content
necessary for increasing teacher’s knowledge and fostering meaningful changes in their

classroom practice’ (p, 920).

Lieberman (2001) referred to the second form of PD as school-based, while Garet et al.
described it as comprising ‘reform’ types, such as peer coaching, mentoring, action
research, planning teams, study groups and collaborative activities. These often take place
in the classroom or in another room in the school during the school day and are argued to
offer job-embedded learning experiences that help teachers to reflect on their practice
and adapt to their own context. Garet et al. (2001) stated that these types were ‘more
likely than traditional forms to make connections with classroom teaching, and they may
be easier to sustain over time ... more responsive to how teachers learn and may have

more influence on changing teaching practice’ (p, 921).
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In contrast, Kelly (2006) referred to in-school, inter-school and national training
programmes and postgraduate study, while Sparks and Loucks-Horsley (1989) listed five
PD models that contribute to increasing teacher engagement in the learning process and
enhancing their teaching practice: individually-guided staff learning, observation/
assessment, involvement in the learning-improvement process, training and inquiry.
Guskey (2000) suggested seven professional development modes, each having its own
advantages and shortcomings: training, observation, improvement processes, study
groups, action research, individually-directed activities and mentoring. Alternatively,
Kennedy (2005) proposed nine categories of CPD based on the form of knowledge they
aim to develop: ‘training; award-bearing [university study]; deficit (what teachers lack);
cascade; standards-based; coaching/mentoring, community of practice; action research;
and transformative’ (p, 236-237). Finally, Sachs (2007) presented three models: retooling
(teachers apply what they learn in their classroom as received), remodelling (teachers
remodel what they learn) and revitalising (teachers learn by engaging and sharing
knowledge with other teachers and by linking their learning to their students’ needs). The
first two of these view teachers as uncritical consumers of knowledge, whereas the third

sees them as reflective practitioners (see Section 3.3.4.3).

However, several studies have shown that the outcomes of reform initiatives which
adopted various formal PD models and which focused only on the cognitive ability of
teachers were rather disappointing, as they have rarely impacted teachers’ practice and
hardly ever had any influence on students’ outcomes (Kelly, 2006; Timperley, 2011).
Many of these, especially those which preferred formal and traditional training forms,
were often characterised as meaningless and unsuccessful, being pre-packaged,
traditional, top-down approaches to mandated change that understood teacher change as

a linear, sequential process and failed to consider the school context (Darling-Hammond
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& McLaughlin, 2011; Loughran, 2010). How PD affects teacher development and whether
changes in teaching practice lead to changed beliefs and attitudes (Guskey, 2002) or vice
versa (Desimone, 2009) are areas of research that need further investigation (Evans,
2002). Kelly (2006, p.506) argued that the main pitfall was that these linear approaches

were ‘inadequate for understanding the complexity of teacher learning’.

Such criticism can be detailed in six different ways. Firstly, Melville and Yaxley (2009)
highlighted the ‘passive knowledge’ (theoretically sound but unfeasible) that PD offers
and its disconnectedness from classroom practice. In other words, it offers technical, tacit
knowledge rather than know-how and practical knowledge (Eraut, 1994). Therefore,
traditional forms of PD are often accused of importing external ideas, practices and
experiences and trying to apply them to educational contexts (Melville & Yaxley, 2009)

while failing to link them directly to their use in classrooms.

The second criticism is of a mismatch between PD events, such as traditional training
sessions, and the teacher’s wider context and real needs; teachers attend PD events to
listen rather than to express their real anxieties and needs, and more importantly the
needs of students. This is what Timperley (2011, p.7) described as ‘divorced from

immediate demands’.

Thirdly, teachers are rarely involved or have a voice in determining the type or shape of
their PD (Fenwick, 2003; Grace & Gravestock, 2009). Timperley (2011) refers to this as a
‘sitand get’ approach which involves no real engagement of teachers and no consideration

of their voice.

Next, Shulman (1987) criticised the focus on basic skills, knowledge and pedagogical

competence while ignoring the more complex relationship that entails working in a school
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and the uniqueness of the teaching profession. Teachers’ attitudes, beliefs and daily

interactions are often overlooked, which hinders any effective learning or change process.

The fifth criticism of traditional PD practices is that they do not offer a mechanism for
continuous learning and reflection based on context (Barber & Mourshed, 2007). They
simplify teacher knowledge and often link it to individuals while failing to consider what
goes on in actual practice or the kind of knowledge that teachers acquire when interacting

with others (Kelly, 2006).

Finally, Opfer, Pedder and Lavicza (2011) challenged the idea of understanding teacher
learning as a linear process, arguing that it is ‘influenced by structural, cultural and
political aspects of a teacher’s experiential context [and] driven by personal beliefs,
interest, motivations and social/historical contexts and processes rather than solely
through rational and logical accumulation of knowledge and skills via participation in a

learning activity’ (p. 446).

These limitations of formal PD are summed up by Sparks (2002), who claimed that most
of the PD experienced by teachers was: ‘unfocused, insufficient, and irrelevant to the day-
to-day problems faced by front line educators’ (p.7). The gap between theory and practice
seems clear. Gunter (2005) argued that presenting teachers with the ‘best practice’ and
the latest, updated kinds of information and theories will be meaningless when they try
to apply these in their own classrooms while lacking a real understanding of these
practices, a belief in them, a positive attitude towards them or an appreciation of how to

adapt them to their students’ needs. Learning seems to be the missing element.

3.3.3 The shift from PD to PL
Hargreaves identified four historical phases in the changing nature of professional
development, arguing that they apply to many educational systems around the world but
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not necessarily in the same order: the pre-professional age, the age of the autonomous
professional, the age of the collegial professional and the post-professional or postmodern
age (Hargreaves, 2000). It seems that in many developed and developing countries the
first age is over, while many educational systems seem to be at the second or third age. It
could also be argued that the many limitations of the currently adopted PD models have
prompted the emergence, as least in the developed world, of the fourth age, where ‘“The
fate of teacher professionalism ... struggled over and pulled in different directions in

different places at different times’ (Hargreaves, 2000, p.167).

This is evident from the many calls to revise PD events and assess them based on
‘principles of learning ... and effectiveness in changing teaching practice’ (Bransford et al,
2000, p.265). Such revision necessitates that learning in PD is not seen as limited to adding
more information and skills but should involve a change in how teachers think, in how
they learn, in what they believe to be true and in their willingness to learn. It requires an
understanding of the dynamic process involved in teacher learning and the contingent,
two-way relationship between learning, beliefs and changes in practice (Opfer et al,,
2011). Consideration for teachers’ preferences should also form an essential part of this
revision, which requires teachers to be engaged by being given a voice in designing their

PD (Fenwick, 2003; Grace & Gravestock, 2009).

For educational systems to respond appropriately to the changing nature of PD, five key
features seem important in any capacity-building programme for teachers that they
adopt. First, particular attention needs to be paid to the context of the learning process -
the classroom - and the need to explicitly link training content to teachers’ practice
(Turner, 2006). Although many studies have focused on understanding teachers’
perspectives and concerns, there were criticisms that many of these have ignored the

broader social, cultural and political contexts in which PD experiences occur (Day, 1999).
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The second feature is that learning is a social phenomenon which consequently needs to
take place, individually and collectively, in natural settings rather than via artificial,
experimental experiences (Barber & Mourshed, 2007). Practical pedagogical skills were
argued to be essential in changing practices and a source of creativity and reflection

contributing significantly to teachers’ learning (Eraut, 1994; Sparks, 2002).

Third, the significance of targeting teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and disposition is
something PD providers should seriously consider (Beswick, 2014), as beliefs were found
to affect practice (Talbot & Campbell, 2014). Changes in practice are more successful and
sustainable when teachers have a feeling for the need to change than when it is imposed

on them.

The fourth point is that improving teachers’ practice involves more than enhancing their
curriculum and pedagogical knowledge. Other types of knowledge should also be at the
core of these programmes (e.g. using new educational technology and changes in
students’ thinking) (Ball et al, 2008). For instance, Doran (2014) found that middle school
teachers identified four important areas in their PD that helped them to meet their diverse
students’ needs: ‘classroom management; curriculum and content; building relationships
with students by understanding their backgrounds, prior experiences, and previous
schooling; and linguistic accessibility of instruction’ (p. 67). Finally, having a broader
understanding of teachers’ reflection and giving more consideration to it would help in
changing their negative attitudes towards PD and in persuading them of the need to
change (Eraut, 1994; McLoughlin, Lee, & Chan, 2006). It would also allow them to benefit

from potential learning opportunities in their schools.

There is a clear need to redefine the understanding of PD and to shift it into a more

effective conceptualisation of what and how teachers learn in PD activities. The new
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understanding should be based on ‘more positive and principled postmodern ways that
are flexible, wide-ranging and inclusive in nature’ (Hargreaves, 2000, p.153). This shift
can be accomplished, according to Timperley (2011, p.5), by replacing PD with PL, which
focuses more on engaging with knowledge, altering attitudes and producing new
meanings. This argument seems to be supported by several other studies, mainly calling
for the adoption of a wider perspective in conceptualising teachers’ PL; one that focuses
both on what teachers need to learn and on the extent to which their teaching practice
actually changes(Admiraal et al.,, 2016; Lebak, 2015; Stewart, 2014; Timperley, 2011).
Specifically, these studies gave more significance to the suitability and type of knowledge
and skills that teachers’ receive in PL events and to changes in their thinking, attitudes,
beliefs and dispositions, rather than focusing on how much information they absorb. This
suggested new perspective is also based on being attentive to the contextual differences
and complexity of improving teachers’ learning during the initiation and implementation

phases of teachers’ enhancement plans (Stewart, 2014).

Consequently, this shift should focus equally on three areas: the acquisition of knowledge
(of various types); understanding it and having a positive attitude towards change; and
the ability and willingness to apply it in context. PL designs should also be responsive to
the institutional, social and individual dynamics and the contextual factors that might
affect teachers’ engagement and learning in PL events like organizational structures,
school climate and teachers’ attitudes (Kekang, 2014). In brief, the focus should be on both
the process and context of teachers’ professional learning, which is still a relatively under-

examined topic in educational research (Bransford et al., 2000; L. Evans, 2014).

3.3.4 Purposes that underpin PL
Developing teachers professionally is regarded as a core element in school improvement

strategies and a cornerstone in improving teachers’ practice (Day, 1999; Melville &
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Yaxley, 2009). It involves both enhancing teachers’ knowledge and skills to enable them
to face new teaching requirements and targeting their beliefs, values and attitudes to
facilitate the change process. It is also linked to creating reflective practitioners and
promoting more collaborative learning between teachers. These four core aspects
underpin the proposed shift in conceptualizing, designing and implementing teachers’

professional learning, which will now be discussed consecutively.

3.3.4.1 Improving teachers’ professional knowledge, understanding and skills

The goal of designing PL experiences should go beyond developing teachers’ capacity
(updating content, pedagogical knowledge and skills, and knowing about curriculum
changes), which is a key factor in improving students’ outcomes (Barber & Mourshed,
2007), to ensuring that they use this capacity to inform changes in the way they work in
their schools. Put differently, teachers’ quality enhancement programmes should not be
designed only to ensure that teachers attend as many PL events as possible and learn
something new, but rather to help them to learn how to learn and change their practice

so that they suit their students’ changing needs.

Accordingly, teachers’ learning must go beyond acquiring knowledge to engaging in
knowledge construction. Kelly (2006) argued that teachers’ professional knowledge base
is constructed through two main processes: their own practice-based experience and
reflection of problem solving and their knowledge of research-based evidence. According
to McGlynn-Stewart and Bezaire (2014), it also includes ‘relationship building, rethinking
practice, sharing knowledge/specialization, and re-establishing roles’ (p,15). This
perspective on learning suggests that it is equally important for teachers to acquire

certain kinds of knowledge and develop new ways of thinking.
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Research has shown that teachers’ capacity building programmes are more effective
when done collectively and linked to what goes on in classrooms. For instance,
Kelchtermans (2004) maintained that meaningful interaction with the work context is a
prerequisite to achieving changes in teachers’ beliefs and teaching. In the same vein,
Duncombe and Armour (2004) found that engaging in collaborative problem solving,
enquiries and dialogues helped teachers to increase their knowledge. It has also been
argued that such engagement has led teachers to question their assumptions about their
teaching and develop new perspectives (Wells, 2000). However, some teacher quality
enhancement programmes have been accused of offering a ‘passive’ learning experience
(see Section 3.4.4), in which teachers’ roles and motivations were overlooked or

simplified.

PL is an alternative, learner-centred approach (Bransford et al., 2000; Timperley, 2011).
The term ‘learner-centred’, which applies to both teachers and students, entails a focus
not only on updating various kinds of knowledge, but also on providing active and
collaborative learning experiences (Stewart, 2014) while considering that teachers learn
differently and for different purposes (Guskey, 2002). However, individually situated and
socially constructed knowledge has not often received adequate attention, according to
Eraut (2009), who argued that previous research ‘focuses selectively on common rather
than differentiated features of people’s knowledge’ (p.56). In contrast, PL offers a process
of ‘sense-making’ and ‘knowledge use’ in practice (Barnes et al., 2010), where learning is
linked to an understanding of the learners’ settings and associated with the ability and

willingness to use it in the classroom (Bransford et al., 2000; Hodgson & Spours, 2006).

Consequently, teachers’ role and motivation in developing their practice is a crucial
element (Melville & Yaxley, 2009; Rudduck, 1988). Itis argued that they have a substantial

stake and responsibility in developing their teaching and meeting their students’ needs
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(Shulman, 1987). However, part of their commitment towards their students and their
profession’s values might lead them to resist the change (Zimmerman, 2006), especially
if they cannot see a positive side to it. This further emphasises the attention that needs to
be given to teachers’ understanding of the rationale for educational reforms. In the
author’s opinion, this is an important point and something that seems to have been
overlooked in some educational reforms. It is necessary now to scrutinise teachers’
involvement in shaping their PL to determine whether it has contributed to the theory-

practice mismatch.

Teachers’ involvement in determining their professional learning needs is widely
stressed (Beswick, 2014). Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (2011) highlighted the
mismatch that might occur in cases where teachers’ voices are neglected when initiating
and implementing educational reforms. Such neglect might lead PL providers to ignore or
misinterpret the goal of educational changes and teachers to resist change, cling to their
existing beliefs and have negative attitudes towards new learning initiatives (Towndrow,

Tan, Yung, & Cohen, 2010).

A body of the literature (e.g. Al-Awidi & Aldhafeeri, 2017; Voogt et al., 2015) shows that
involving teachers in shaping their PL programmes - their goals, delivery mechanism and
contents - has helped to strengthen their commitment to the change process and led them
to react positively to new learning experiences, thereby helping to change their
instruction (Grace & Gravestock, 2009; Loughran, 2010). Teachers who were involved
and engaged in the formation of the change process and treated as partners in the
implementation felt that they owned the change and were part of it (Melville & Yaxley,
2009; Rudduck, 1988). McGlynn-Stewart and Bezaire (2014, p.21) found that ‘creating
positive, trusting working relationships’ strengthened teachers’ engagement. This climate

of collaboration and involvement and the positive feeling of change ownership have
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facilitated the creation of active professional agents in schools (Pyhalto, Pietarinen, &
Soini, 2011) in which teachers were active participants in their own learning. Voogt et al.
(2015) found that teachers shared transformative agency when they worked collectively
and were engaged in defining and finding solutions for the daily issues that faced them (p,
275). This invites the inference that the more actively engaged and involved teachers are

in their PL, the better are the chances of change in their teaching practice.

3.3.4.2 Changing teachers’ beliefs and attitudes

Teachers’ beliefs and perceptions are rarely at the core of educational reforms (Talbot &
Campbell, 2014), despite substantial evidence that the effectiveness of their instruction is
influenced by their beliefs (Gill & Hoffman, 2009; Palak & Walls, 2009; Speer, 2008).
Effective PL experiences have been shown to promote changes in teachers’ beliefs about
their teaching (Loucks-Horsley, Stiles, Mundry, Love, & Hewson, 2009; Westbrook et al.,
2013).Borg (2011) argued that beliefs are indicators of teachers’ professional growth and

described them as ‘a key element in teacher learning’ (p.371).

In Finland, Pyhalto et al. (2014) for instance, found that teachers’ professional agency, or
the way they perceived themselves as active subjects or objects in their PL, was a key
element in shaping their reactions and commitment to educational reforms. Their study
also revealed that being a professional agent could be affected by contextual conditions
and school climate, such as the existence of peer collaboration, as well as by personal

factors including teachers’ motivation and self-efficacy.

However, the role of teachers in the implementation of top-down reforms is often viewed
simplistically (Talbot & Campbell, 2014, p.418); this simplistic belief that formal training
will automatically help teachers to apply and enact the ‘mandated’ reform in their

classrooms fails to consider ‘the impact of teachers’ beliefs’ (p. 419). Yet implementing a
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reform where teachers are required to change their practice while ignoring their beliefs
and attitudes seems illogical, because ‘beliefs are more influential than knowledge in
determining how people, and more specifically teachers, act and behave’ (Talbot &
Campbell, 2014, p.421). Mokhele and Jita (2010) found that teachers were dissatisfied
with their quality improvement initiatives because these did not pay much attention to

what motivated them to engage in such activities.

Some authors have argued that this ignorance has rendered attempted reforms
unsuccessful (e.g. Loucks-Horsley et al., 2009) and led many teachers to resist change. In
contrast, a study by Lotter et al. (2013), which focused on how teachers’ beliefs influenced
their use of inquiry in a designed PD programme, found that those who attended the
programme with the positive belief that they would learn something new and were
committed and willing to experiment with new strategies showed better implementation
of inquiry practices. Hence, it is vitally important for educational reforms to ensure that
teachers have positive views regarding change (Kin, Abdull Kareem, Nordin, & Wai Bing,
2015). The provision of ongoing professional support, time and resources was also found

to affect teachers’ attitudes positively (Keys, 2005).

Nonetheless, understanding teachers’ beliefs can be very difficult. Keys (2005), for
instance, found that teachers’ expressed opinions might differ from their entrenched
convictions or the ones that actually guided their practice. He argued that acknowledging
these differences in beliefs and understanding teachers’ expressed views would help in
evaluating the change that had occurred and critically reflecting on the progress being
made. Such understanding, according to Keys, might also help to provide effective
mentoring and support for teachers in the change process and could help them to match

their beliefs to the expectations and critically reflect on their teaching.
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However, the literature seems to focus on changes either in teachers’ convictions or in
their practices but gives insufficient consideration to understanding the interactions
between them or the internal and external factors that affect these (Capps, Crawford, &
Constas, 2012). Whether changes in practice lead to changes in convictions or rather that
beliefs inform changes in practice is still an area of debate (Guskey, 2002). What is
apparent is that unveiling and understanding these beliefs and attitudes may well prove
central to evaluating the effectiveness of any educational reform. As this is the aim of the
present study, getting teachers to reflect on and evaluate their PL experiences is
considered significant in revealing their perspectives and how they position themselves

in the change process.

3.3.4.3 Linking teachers’ learning to being reflective practitioners

PL has been described as involving the internal non-stop development of teachers’
practice in their classrooms (Eraut, 1994). If this is so, then their learning is underpinned
by their own practical experience in their classrooms. Melville and Yaxley (2009)
emphasized the effectiveness of this practice-based learning in developing teachers
professionally, while Loughran (2010) attributed its effectiveness to teachers’ personal
continuous reflection on and exploration of their professional practice. A variety of
literature has also demonstrated improvement in teachers’ learning and critical thinking
as result of their engagement in reflective practice (Korthagen, 2010; Luttenberg &
Bergen, 2008). Reflection was found to be more effective when linked to classroom
practice. For instance, a study by Camburn and Han (2015), which involved 887 teachers
who taught reading/language arts or English in 52 schools in an urban district in the US,
found that they

... were more likely to reflect on their practice and change their literacy instruction

when their learning experiences focused directly on classroom teaching [and that
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teachers] who engaged in reflective practice more regularly were more likely to

report changing their literacy teaching. (p.511)

In the same vein, Camburn (2010) found that ‘embedded learning opportunities for
teachers are more supportive of reflective practice than traditional professional

development’ (p. 463).

Based on this, it can be argued that teachers’ daily reflection in their schools and
classrooms provides potential learning opportunities. This reflection was found to
depend strongly on the type of reactions teachers had towards their experience and their
feeling of the need for change (Boud & Miller, 1996), which would consequently affect
their actual learning from their experience positively as motives or negatively as barriers
(Boud et al., 1985). However, the extent to which teachers reflect on their practice, the
ways in which they do so and the kind of reflection they apply to these daily experiences
may determine the actual changes in their practice. Teachers’ reflection in solving their
daily dilemmas might be intuitive; however, it could lack clear understanding of its
rationale (Shulman, 1987). Thus, the reflection process by teachers needs further

examination.

The reflection process
Teachers draw upon their own and their colleagues’ experience to resolve problems that
face them in their teaching and to improve their practice. This is what is often referred to

as reflection, which Hegarty (2011) defined as follows:

A process associated with professional learning, which includes effective reflection
and the development of metacognition, and leads to decisions for action, learning,

achievement of goals and changes to immediate and future practice. (p.20)
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This definition implies that the reflection process involves bringing ideas from the
subconscious to the conscious mind in order to understand how and why actions happen
as they do and to improve them (Eraut, 1994). Hence, it is a cognitive learning process
that aims at increasing the self-awareness of the teacher and the ability to observe, re-
examine, critique and adjust his/her own thinking, thus achieving an enhanced practice
(McLoughlin et al., 2006). Consequently, reflection involves three basic phases: going
through the real experience and remembering its details; linking it to the feeling that
accompanied it; and re-evaluating the whole experience based on the teacher’s intent and

the desired outcome (Boud et al., 1985).

From another angle, Schon’s work on reflective practice provides much deeper
understanding of the mechanism of reflection, stressing the role of inquiry in problem
solving (Schon, 1987, 1992). Itis often seen as an individual effort that leads to developing
teachers’ knowledge and teaching (Doecke & Parr, 2011). Schon distinguished three kinds
of reflective practice (based on Dewey’s theory of inquiry, which Schon considered similar

to reflection): knowing-in-action, reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action.

Knowing-in-action is the kind of tacit knowledge based on daily routines and inquiry
employed in solving everyday problems. However, teachers and experts often find it

difficult to explain this kind of knowledge when they have to convey it to someone else.

Reflection-in-action is a kind of reactive, on-the-spot learning, where unconscious
reflection occurs continuously during the performance but with no need to stop the action
to think about something that might not appear right or might not be going very well
(Eraut, 2000). It is a hidden internal conversation that takes place in the teacher’s mind

in the midst of the teaching.
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Finally, reflection-on-action involves a break between the performance and the reflection
process. It is a conscious cognitive performance evaluation that might be applied to one’s
own actions or to others’ (Schon, 1987; Vygotsky, 1978). Ng (2012) found that collective
reflection-on-action helped teachers to gain understanding of alternative perspectives
and led to practice renewal. Reed et al. (2010) argued that reflection that leads to change
in practice goes beyond the individual and involves social interactions. Therefore, it can
be inferred that reflection-on-action is a form of knowledge construction that involves

and evolves through daily social interaction.

3.3.4.4 Collaborative teacher learning
This section covers four aspects: social construction of knowledge; collective learning,

professional learning communities and online professional learning communities

e Social construction of knowledge

Learning is argued to be socially constructed and subjected to the surrounding
environment (Eraut, 2007). It is influenced by the content presented, how it is presented,
the kind of interaction that accompanies it and the context in which it occurs (Eraut,
2009). This role of social interaction in developing cognitive thinking of learners was
emphasized by Vygotsky (1978). He argued that the actual knowledge of the learner
differs from potential knowledge and that its development is more likely to occur where
the person or system is more ‘knowledgeable’, which emphasises the need for collective
learning. He devised two theories to represent two levels of development: ‘More
Knowledgeable Other’ (MKO) and the “Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD). MKO relates
the learning process to someone who has more knowledge, whereas ZPD argues that
acquiring knowledge precedes developing it. In practice, ZPD advocates starting with
scaffolding, where the learner is supervised by an instructor and gradually enabled to

perform more independently. Although Vygotsky’s theories targeted children, they can be
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applied to adult learners including teachers, where interactions with more experienced
professionals such as expert teachers, school heads or inspectors might improve their

knowledge.

Understanding the impact of social interaction on learners’ cognitive development
requires, according to Vygotsky, an understanding of their beliefs and assumptions which
originate from cultural influences. It can be argued that the significance this theory
allocates to understanding each learner’s potential, preferences and context is what

makes it consonant to the purposes of the present study.

Nevertheless, the working environment, the demands of the job and the school’s
characteristics have been recognised as strongly influencing how teachers learn
collectively (Leinhardt, 1988). The workplace might either restrict or expand learning
(Fuller & Unwin, 2004). In arestricted-learning environment, the conditions and practices
used in the workplace hinder developmental learning but promote reproductive learning,
whereas in an expansive-learning environment, both kinds of learning are fostered. More
specifically, an expansive-learning environment provides the conditions for collaborative
working that focuses on teachers’ learning and links it to daily practices. There are also
out-of-school opportunities that facilitate the sharing of experience with teachers from
other schools and various learning opportunities that suit teachers’ nature (Hodkinson &

Hodkinson, 2005). The opposite is true in a restricted-learning environment.

Providing the conditions and interventions that support teachers’ learning in the school
was argued to significantly enhance teachers’ practice (Admiraal et al,, 2016; Eraut,
2011). The role of school leaders in this regard has been emphasised (Hodkinson &
Hodkinson, 2005); however, the availability of funding, time and materials that facilitate

knowledge sharing among teachers and the alteration of any guidelines that might restrict
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learning were seen as prerequisites (Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2005; Lohman & Woolf,
2001). For instance, Admiraal et al. (2016) found that the external funding that schools
received in the form of a PD budget was crucial in promoting teachers’ learning, but they
warned that such funds might also be a barrier to enhancing teachers’ practices if funders
tried to control or interfere in what schools should focus on or how money should be

spent.

Crediting such explicit value to being responsive to the context and conditions of the
school is what will foster real change in teachers’ practice. Thus, it is vital that the design
of PL opportunities reflects the workplace situation and responds to its diverse
requirements (Day & Gu, 2007). Parker, Patton, and O'Sullivan (2016) argued that in
order to bridge the theory-practice gap, it is important that this design provides the
conditions and opportunities for teachers to share knowledge, reflect on their own and
others’ expertise and engage in critical dialogue (communicative interactions) and

collective learning activities.

It can be inferred from the above argument that the effectiveness of PL experiences relies
on attention being paid to three fundamental components: teachers’ experience and how
itis shared and developed; teachers’ self-efficacy and their attitudes and beliefs about the
need for learning; and the existence of a collaborative learning environment. The next

subsection will focus on the third component: collective learning.

e C(ollective learning

PL represents a call for more collaborative learning (Stewart, 2014). It is a ‘move beyond
the dominant modes’ (Melville & Yaxley, 2009, p.359) of learning delivery towards

methods that are more ‘active, consistent, based in the teaching environment, and
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supported by peers’ (Stewart, 2014, p.28). Hence, teachers are learning from each other
while at the same time reflecting on their own practice and adapting what they learn to
suit their context (Eraut, 1994). Such collaborative learning is strengthened in a school

climate that encourages social interaction (Porcaro, 2014).

Collaboration between teachers in enhancing their teaching and facing daily teaching
challenges was shown to be a crucial element in improving both teachers’ practice and
students’ performance. For instance, in a case study in Australia, primary science teachers
showed improvement in their teaching practice as a result of implementing a model
tailored to provide collaboration and reflection among teachers in three areas: content,
pedagogy and students’ learning (Loughland & Nguyen, 2016). Meijer et al. (2016) also
found that in-depth group discussion with peers enhanced the transformative learning of
teachers. Similarly, Thibodeau (2008) demonstrated positive benefits in subject
knowledge and teachers’ self-efficacy as a result of participating in a small learning
community, while noting that ‘collaboration with colleagues is not often part of the

professional development experience for many teachers at the high school level’ (p.56).

Two main factors were found to be behind the little attention given to collaborative
learning between teachers: structures and cultural barriers on one hand and on the other,
policymakers’ belief that teachers can only enhance their teaching and their students’
achievements when they are in their classrooms, which has led to less investment in time

and resources towards this end (Little, 2003).

Attention now turns to teachers’ engagement in professional learning communities
(PLCs), which are extensively highlighted in the literature as providing an effective form

of collaborative learning among teachers.

78



e Professional learning communities

It has been widely contended that PLCs have a positive impact on teachers’ practice and
on enabling them to develop and adapt to the requirements of changing situations in

education (Stoll, 2004). Stoll defined PLCs as

.. a group of people sharing and critically interrogating their practice in an
ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented, growth-promoting

way, and operating as a collective enterprise. (p.34)

This definition stresses the social aspect of PLCs, whereby learning evolves particularly
when it occurs collectively, and underpins the argument that ‘system-level improvement
can only be achieved by changing the way people connect, communicate and collaborate’
(Harris & Jones, 2010, p.180). These collective social learning opportunities create a space
for continuous dialogue that alters teachers’ mental models, beliefs and assumptions and
convinces them of their ability and the possibility of change (Sparks, 2002). In this sense,
PLCs can be viewed as adding to the social capital of the school. Their successful

establishment, according to Stoll, requires provision of the following:

(i) a variety of formal and informal learning opportunities;

(ii) support and resources including supportive leadership, experts and
technology; and

(iii) sympathetic structures that encourage co-ordination, collective planning,

time and space.
Collective learning was also advocated as valuable to PLCs (Darling-Hammond &
McLaughlin, 2011; Harris, 2010; Harris & Jones, 2010) and recognised to be useful in
changing teachers’ practice and driving broader improvement in the school as a whole:

‘Professional learning communities offer one way of generating changed professional

practice that can positively contribute to system-wide improvement’ (Harris & Jones,
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2010, p.172). This conclusion was drawn from an evaluation of a PLC model implemented
in some schools as part of a pilot phase of educational reform in Wales, which showed
improved teaching and learning outcomes. (Harris & Jones, 2010) described their model
as: ‘internally generated and externally supported [with a] focus on pedagogical

improvement [and an] action inquiry approach’ (p.176).

In an evaluation of the impact of Virtual Professional Learning and Development, an
initiative implemented by the Swiss Ministry of Education in 2009, Owen (2014) found a
positive relation between PLCs and enhanced PL of teachers. He argued that PLCs provide
‘situated learning’, which is often missing from formal PD practice that takes place outside
the school. Al-Khayari and Al-Humaidi (2014) reported positive changes in English
teachers’ classroom practice and increasing levels of enthusiasm and commitment to
enhancing students’ achievements as a result of their involvement in teacher

development groups in Oman.

The real benefit of creating such learning communities might be in encouraging and giving
space for teachers to participate, discuss and benefit from each other and reflect on each
other’s practice. This would provide a convenient way of responding to teachers’ real
needs and of enabling them to reflect on their own classroom contexts and students’

needs.

Stoll (2004, p.34) argued that there are five main features that characterise effective PLCs:

shared values and vision that focus on improving learning and teaching
e collective responsibility for the learning of all pupils

o reflective professional inquiry to deepen practice

e collaboration and teamwork

e group and collective learning, as well as individual learning
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Thessin (2015) suggested that the provision of additional school-based professional
activities, the existence of a collaborative school culture, school leaders’ readiness to
engage and their actual engagement in professional activities at school are all crucial to

the effectiveness of PLCs.

These four conditions, along with Stoll’s five features, show that learning is both a
collective activity and a social responsibility, which should not be imposed on teachers
but sought by them (Burn, Mutton, & Hagger, 2010). Analysing these features leads to the
identification of three main prerequisites for the success of collective learning
communities: learning experiences, human and social resources, and supportive leadership.

These are now discussed consecutively.

Learning experiences: PLCs contribute to changing teachers’ practice by addressing
issues of direct connection to improving their learning experiences and by developing
collective ongoing learning which provides teachers with new perspectives, valuable
feedback, skills and experiences that suit their particular settings and needs (Stoll, 2004).
Barnes et al. (2010) contended that providing various learning experiences by creating
learning communities helps in realising changes in both teachers’ practice and their
thinking. This should actually be an essential part of any educational change effort and a
key feature of PL programmes. However, Harris and Jones (2010, p.175) argued that PLCs
need to clearly focus on ‘student learning, reflective dialogue and action enquiry’. This
seems to link changes in teachers’ practice to their ability to see things from a new
perspective by observing, engaging and reflecting on others’ actions, which is facilitated

by participation in PLCs.

In the same vein, Wenger (1998) referred to the communities of practice theory, which

was originally developed by Lave and Wenger, and situated experience theories, which
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focus on daily interaction between people through activities or conversations and on how
people learn from each other and construct new meanings, attitudes, knowledge or
assumptions. Developing such situated learning, as argued by Wenger, enables teachers
to use strategies that address specific students’ learning needs in their context.
Communities of practice theory views people’s learning as entailing active social
involvement and helping people to feel that they belong to a certain group, such as a
school subject department. This active social involvement influences and shapes teachers’
beliefs, identities and interpretation of their practices. These theories consist two out of
four key components of the social theory of learning (see Fig. 3.4), which Wenger (1998)
describes as emphasising the role of engagement and interaction in the evolution of
learning (For the purposes of this research Theories of Identity and Theories of Social

Structure are not discussed since they are not related to the focus of this study).
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Figure 3.4 Social theory of learning (Wenger, 1998)

According to Fig. 3.4, the kind of learning that PLCs can provide goes beyond enriching
teachers’ knowledge and enhancing their pedagogical skills to the creation of a positive
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image of professionalism; accordingly, professional improvement is a natural and ongoing

process linked to daily interactions.

Human and social resources: The availability of human and social resources is the
second prerequisite for the success of PLCs. This is based on the argument that teachers’
opportunities to deal with an experienced inspector teacher are very important yet rare
in reality (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). PLCs increase such possibilities in an
atmosphere that is convenient, more flexible and less formal for teachers and makes them
more open to learning and to exposing their real anxieties. The immediate and precise
feedback teachers receive in these communities is regarded as much more beneficial than
the traditional forms of PD, where there is hardly any feedback on the quality of the

implementation in the classroom of the newly learned materials.

What is more, engagement with other people in PLCs also helps to alleviate the feeling of
isolation that some teachers might have while working in their own classrooms with no
real indicators of the quality of their performance compared to others (Owen, 2014). This
offers ‘a very powerful way of engaging teachers in reflecting upon and refining their
practice’ (Harris & Jones, 2010, p.174). Thus, developing teachers’ practice is viewed as a

common interest that contributes significantly to improving the whole school.

Supportive leadership: A supportive leadership is a cornerstone of any PLC. School
leadership needs to facilitate and be directly involved in these communities. It should
work to develop a collaborative school culture in which teachers and staff members in
general are encouraged to learn from each other and skilled at doing so (Bransford et al,,
2000). The kinds of leadership involvement can vary from attending PL activities,
organising and providing structural conditions like time and suitable places for suggested

activities to offering both the financial and logistic support needed (see Section 3.2.2).
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Such support might indicate how seriously committed school heads are to school

improvement and developing teachers’ practice.

What is more, PLCs can be seen as opportunities to involve everyone and give them a
voice in a collective learning environment and in deciding how they learn (Harris & Jones,
2010), which could create positive reactions towards new experiences. In this sense, PLCs
are underpinned by the ideas that ‘the sum is greater than the parts’ (Harris & Jones,

2010) and that shared experience maximises learning capacity.

The lack of any of these three elements (learning experiences, human and social resources
or supportive leadership) will be deleterious to the outcome of the PLC and to the
improvement of the school. Similarly, a lack of appropriate organisational structures,
teachers’ resistance or unwillingness, excessive workload and other distressing demands
will turn the PLC into ‘just an extra activity’ (Harris & Jones, 2010, p.179), instead of an
essential part of the school day. More importantly, unless teachers feel the necessity and
benefits of these collective learning opportunities and unless these explicitly focus on core
daily issues related to teaching and learning, PLCs will be seen as another form of imposed
PD (Burn et al, 2010). Therefore, the quality of the collective learning opportunities
matters more than their quantity (Day & Gu, 2007), as does the conviction of teachers

regarding their goals and their potential value in improving their practice.

e Online professional learning communities

The internetis increasingly being used to enhance teachers’ professional learning without
limitations of time and place (Bransford et al, 2000; P. Evans, 2015). Indeed
‘opportunities for creating learning environments’ (Bransford et al., 2000, p.206) might

be one of the strongest advantages for schools of the current technological and social
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media revolution, especially when there is support and willingness (Mei-Hui &
Kleinsasser, 2014). The potential of the internet to improve teacher learning and the
flexibility it offers in terms of time and conditions is limitless. The kinds of social,
participative and ongoing interaction that can be made available through the internet
makes creating online professional learning communities (OPLCs) an unprecedented
source of PL opportunities, appropriate for all teachers regardless of their level or
location. Alhabahba and Mahfoodh (2016) observed that teachers’ motivation to
collaborate and change their teaching practice increased as a result of their participation

in an online collective activity.

Participation in OPLCs such as online forums or Twitter, Facebook and WhatsApp groups
may enhance teachers’ learning and allows them to share experience and interact with
other remotely located educational experts. For instance, Shohel and Banks (2012) found
that the availability of school-based technology-enhanced support systems provided a
supportive learning environment and valuable feedback, while exposing teachers to a
wide range of experiences. Another advantage of OPLCs might be that by avoiding formal
face-to-face interactions they help to minimise teachers’ demotivation to disclose their

areas of weakness (Mei-Hui & Kleinsasser, 2014).

A key recommendation of Bransford et al. (2000) to improve the learning of both students
and school staff members is the development of interactive communications subject sites.
The idea here is that internet forums can be developed as interactive learning courses
where teachers can register and learn at a time and pace that suits them and sit for a test
at the end to affirm their commitment, receiving a certificate as a form of recognition. A
virtual mentor (an expert) should be available for any inquiry and participants can remain

anonymous.

85



However, access to technologies, excessive workloads, building trust and a culture where
various perspectives are respected represent real challenges to realising OPLCs (Mei-Hui
& Kleinsasser, 2014). What is more, although it is generally acknowledged that online
communities involve a lot of interaction, they do not necessarily lead to new knowledge
or changed practices. This is because the kind of communication and discussion in these

communities might be very basic and shallow (Brindley, Blaschke, & Walti, 2009).

These limitations can be alleviated, according to (Lock, 2006), by having a clear strategy
that focuses on developing new images of online learning, by creating a dynamic learning
environment where teachers are enthusiastic, committed and dedicated, and by ensuring
the purposeful selection of digital technology in schools. Adopting such a strategy will
allow teachers to appreciate their individual roles and responsibilities in developing their
own learning and at the same time will help them to benefit from their engagement with

other teachers and experts in transforming their teaching practice (Hou, 2015).

3.4 Critique of strategies used to promote professional
learning

3.4.1 Overview

Educational reforms generally produce areas of possible tension between planning
(initiation) and implementation (Lunenburg, 2011; Wedell, 2009). Such tension can be
substantially attributed to the underestimation of the complexity and contextual
differences within educational systems. The way by which many change programmes are
currently conducted has contributed to a widening gap between planning and
implementation, and thus between policy makers and planners on one side and schools
and teachers on the other (Hargreaves, 2009). This is evident in both developed and

developing countries. Yet, centrally led educational systems and the little autonomy
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schools have in developing countries is another challenge that might contribute to the

initiation-implementation gap.

In light of this and with various reforms sweeping educational institutions in their
attempts to face inevitable change often driven by the demands of global competition, an
ongoing debate has centred on the best ways in which to realise change that suits the
nature and complexity of educational settings (Barber & Mourshed, 2007; Mebrahtu,

Grossley, & Johnson, 2000).

While enhancing teachers’ quality seems to be a cornerstone of most reforms, there is
rather scarce evidence of the effectiveness of many PD models, as instruments of change,
in achieving the desired impact on teachers’ practice (Cole, 2004; Fullan, 2007; Joyce &
Showers, 2002). This suggests a disjuncture between policy espousal (what is intended)
and policy enactment (the outcomes), often referred to as ‘policy fracture’(Davies &

Hughes, 2009).

Two main factors seem to have contributed to this ‘discrepancy between intention and
outcome’ as Hoyle and Wallace (2005, p.7) described it: not considering the deeper
implications and realities of teachers and their workplace (Fullan, 2007) and the adoption
of rigidly linear systems and plans for an unpredictable future (Kekang, 2014), which has
oversimplified the task of improving the quality of teaching (Guskey, 2002) and
overlooked the need for communication and consultation with schools (Fenwick, 2003;

Grace & Gravestock, 2009).

The point is that improvement in teachers’ practice cannot be realised when schools are
given little room for autonomy and when negligible attention is paid to teachers’ changing
professional needs and to the impact of their PL experiences. Indeed, the discrepancy was
caused by major tension between policy makers, who were imposing their ‘panacea’
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(reform agenda) on schools, and teachers, who were supposedly reflective practitioners,

changing their practice to suit their context and students’ needs.

More specifically, criticisms of the limited impact of PD can be attributed to the following
five key factors: the passive learning experience teachers have during PD events; their
mismatch with teachers’ context and needs; teachers’ lack of voice in designing these
events and their delivery modes; a failure to consider teachers’ attitudes, beliefs and
dispositions (personalities); and the lack of a mechanism for continuous and collective

learning and reflection based on context (see Section 3.4).

The weaknesses of various change models that have been adopted have redirected
attention to evaluating three specific areas: the quality of PD activities, the kind of
experience (knowledge, skills, beliefs, values, dispositions) they offer to teachers and the
extent to which they meet the changing needs of teachers. There have also been calls to
move ‘towards a more personalised approach to staff development and learning’ (Bubb &

Earley, 2009).

This has triggered a need to broaden the understanding of what and how teachers learn
in PD activities to include, in addition to the acquisition of various kinds of knowledge and
skills, the involvement of changes in how they think, interact and reflect, in what they
believe to be true and in their willingness to learn (Bransford et al, 2000). Other essential
measures that need to be considered are addressing their preferences and engaging them
more by giving them a voice in designing their PD and by bringing the learning experience
closer to what happens in classrooms (Fenwick, 2003; Grace & Gravestock, 2009). The
consequence of this shift is a redirection of the focus into three key areas: the acquisition
of knowledge (of various types); understanding it and having a positive attitude towards

change; and the ability and willingness to apply it in context.
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These developments have reinforced the need to consider reconceptualising PD to include
a broader understanding of both the content and process involved. Theoretically, it has
led to a shift in terminology from ‘professional development’ to ‘professional learning’
(Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Stewart, 2014; Timperley, 2011), where teachers’ quality
improvement is promoted as a dynamic and interactive ongoing process that integrates
knowledge acquisition with context and where learning is crystallised into changes in

three domains: the capacity, beliefs and practice of teachers.

The following subsections (Sections: 3.4.2, 3.4.3, 3.4.4, 3.4.5 and 3.4.6) summarise
contrasting ideas highlighted in the literature review which have led to the decline of PD
and the rise of PL, which reflect the complexity of the issue and which are seen as useful

in investigating the theory-practice gap.

3.4.2 Is focusing on ‘how’ rather than ‘what’ teachers learn more effective in

producing changes in their practice?

Analysis of the existing literature has shown that teacher improvement activities are of
two main types: those which rely on ‘one-off’ events, focusing on what teachers should
know and aiming at increasing their knowledge (Hendrick et al., 2010), and those which
provide a diversified set of opportunities, focusing on how teachers need to change and
aiming at altering their thinking, reflection and beliefs (Gunter, 2005). However, it seems
that much of the literature has focused on the ‘what’ rather than the ‘how’ (Knapp, 2003).
Mayer and Lloyd (2011, p.4) argued that the main difference is whether the focus is on
changes in ‘one’s capacity for practice’ or ‘the actual practice’. The ‘one-off events’ type
focuses on making sure teachers update their content knowledge and acquire new
pedagogical skills, whereas the diversified type pays more attention to the outcomes of

the learning process.
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Although it has been shown that development in teachers’ practices drive improvement
in their students’ learning (Hopkins, 2000), it might nevertheless be misleading to assume
that students’ learning would improve as a result of teachers simply increasing their
capacity (knowledge and skills), if their beliefs and attitudes towards their own learning
do not change. This seems to represent a limitation to the ‘what-focus’ or ‘increased
capacity’ approach. In contrast, the ‘how’ approach, aimed at altering actual practice,
seems more likely to achieve change in teachers’ practice because of its wider

responsiveness to the factors that might influence their learning (see Section 3.3.4).

Another limitation to the ‘what-focus’ perspective is that it focuses on increasing
individual teachers’ knowledge and skills but often fails to correspond to various learners’
needs and settings (Kekang, 2014; Walby, 2007), making it likely to influence individual
teachers’ performance, rather than creating a culture of change in the school in the longer

term (whole-school reform).

This may be seen as revealing a link between the way PL is conceptualised and the extent
of change it is likely to produce in teachers’ practice. What, how and why teachers learn
should be the guiding principles to understanding PL, yet it seems that the ‘what’ receives

greater attention than the other two components.

3.4.3 The Degree of Complexity involved in Teachers’ Learning

Teachers’ learning was also found to be perceived differently in regard to the level of
complexity it involves. This ranged from considering that attending simple events (like
one-off sessions) is adequate to achieve a change in teacher practice to seeing such change
as a much more complex process associated with various contextual factors and involving

other teachers and schools (Harris & Jones, 2010; Lunenburg, 2011).

90



This distinction entails adopting different PL designs. The ‘simple event’ perspective is a
delivery-focused approach that gives great significance to the number of PL events
teachers attend and requires specified time and resources(Earl, Watson, & Katz, 2003),
whereas seeing it as a complex process requires the adoption of an implementation-
focused approach that emphasises the kind of experience teachers go through, like their
active engagement (Bransford et al, 2000; Hodgson & Spours, 2006) and the sort of
support they need to adapt what they learn to their context (Eraut, 2011; Knight, 2011;

Truesdale, 2003).

The mechanisms of feedback and follow-up also differ between the two perspectives,
ranging from focusing on ensuring the implementation of what has been acquired (Ball et
al, 2008) to paying attention to the impact of what has been learned and assessing changes
in teachers’ practice and students’ outcomes in both the short and long term (Fullan,
2001; Grace & Gravestock, 2009; Mason, 2011). Yet it seems that a main cause of the

theory-practice disjuncture is that too little attention is paid to the impact of PL.

3.4.4 PL: Centrally determined or contextually triggered?

While the issue of whether teacher quality improvement programmes should reflect
external reform agendas or schools’ contextual settings remains an area of tension
between politicians and practitioners (Bolam, 2002), centrally initiated PL events, which
are likely to be based on policy makers’ conceptions, have often been shown to be
detached from actual teachers’ needs, leading ‘to widespread teacher and head teacher
dissatisfaction’ (Hoyle & Wallace, 2005, p.4-5). The weakness of these centrally directed
initiatives may be that they have often relied on imposing regulatory control to ensure
that all schools took the same route and that all teachers were committed to the reform.

This in turn will have hindered the making of adaptive arrangements (like modifying
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some structures) and compatible organisational policies that were responsive to schools’
context, the result being the promotion of ‘reproductive learning’ and thus the stagnation

of teacher innovation (Bailey, 2000; Fuller & Unwin, 2004).

In contrast, PL activities that were need-triggered, felt-initiated and context linked were
found to have given more space to school and teacher involvement in decision making
regarding PL design and delivery mechanisms. Thus, they were likely to achieve genuine
change in teachers’ practice, because they paid more attention to convincing teachers of

the need to change (Boud & Miller, 1996; Loughran, 2010; Melville & Yaxley, 2009).

Another criticism of centrally determined initiatives is that they were often based on the
idea that ‘one size fits all’ and in many cases were found to have adopted a linear approach,
forcing learners to follow a predetermined systematic path in their learning, thus proving
incompatible with various school settings and teachers’ contexts. PL initiatives that
accounted for and gave more space to contingent responses and school autonomy were
found to have been more dynamic in meeting the needs of both schools and teachers

(Hopkins et al., 2014).

Although some might argue that providing central direction is necessary to ensuring
consistency and the alignment of all schools to the desired standards, it was in fact found
to have led to the ‘top-down’ imposition of rigid guidelines that were often not tailored to
schools’ contexts, creating superficial change and a passive learning experience (Darling-
Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011; Fullan, 2007). Limited consultation with schools was also
found to have created misunderstanding and divergence from schools’ and teachers’
aspirations, thus engendering negative attitudes towards change (see Section 3.3.4.2).

This was evident, for instance, in many Arab educational systems (Akkary, 2014).
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In contrast, allowing distributed participation in designing PL is likely to create a culture
of facilitation and partnership between the components of the system, especially between
schools and teachers envisaged as reflective practitioners. In felt-need initiatives, school
leaders have more space to realize their contingent and strategic role, enabling them to
react suitably to the changing conditions in their schools (Bush, 2011; Fiedler, 1978). If
change is a felt need, then it should motivate and develop a culture of enquiry rather than

of obedience.

However, this does not mean that schools should rely on themselves only in developing
their teachers. Exposing teachers to external ideas and experience is also argued to be
crucial in keeping them updated and at the same time testing their learning against the
standards of best practice (Fullan, 2007). Building a strong professional learning culture

in the school is likely to require both internal and external initiatives.

3.4.5 Is teachers’ PL more effectively improved alone or in collaboration?

Examining what literature (e.g. Meijer et al,, 2016; Meirink et al., 2007) revealed that
teacher learning was advocated as either an individual or a collective effort. Whereas PL
events which adopted the individual perspective focused on enhancing individual
teachers’ capacity (knowledge and skills), those which adopted the collective perspective
focused on creating a culture of learning and forming learning communities in which
teacher learning is enhanced when done collectively and linked to whole-school

improvement.

Little (2002, 2003) has shown a link between working collectively and commitment to
further learning. Existence of cooperative learning communities within schools was also
suggested to have positive impact on practice (Borko, 2004), but how this happens is a
relatively under-researched area (Hou, 2015).
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There were also differences in regard to reflection. While the individual-change
perspective assumes a limited view of reflection, often confined to the content of the PL
activity, the collaborative-change perspective assumes a wider understanding involving
reflection on others and with others, collective reflection and reflection based on context
(Barber & Mourshed, 2007). This wider understanding of reflection has stimulated
teachers to establish multidirectional communication, relationships and interactions with
colleagues and school heads, which are viewed as part of the social learning that teachers
can benefit from and which help to facilitate the creation of learning communities in and

between schools.

It appears that although the role of the individual in the learning process is still crucial,
individuals ‘cannot reconceive their practice [and] while it may be possible for teachers
to learn some things on their own, rethinking old norms requires a supportive community
of practice’ (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011, p. 86-87). This suggests that
improving the quality of teaching could be better supported by conceiving PL as both an
individual and a collective change process. ‘The interface between individual and
collective meaning and action in everyday situations is where change stands or falls’
(Fullan, 2007, p.9). In this sense, increasing teachers’ chances of interacting with each

other might facilitate a genuine change in teachers’ practice.

3.4.6 Is changing the forms of PL adequate to enhance teachers’ practice?

Opportunities for PL occur in formal and informal settings and both during and outside
practice (Eraut, 2011; Knapp, 2003). Some research has focused on the characteristics of
PD types that have proved most effective in improving teachers’ performance (Kelani &
Khourey-Bowers, 2012; S. Watson & Evans, 2012). Other studies have focused on the kind

of experience (knowledge, skills, beliefs, values, dispositions) that PL offers to teachers
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(Cole, 2012; Nicolaidou & Petridou, 2011). It was found that programmes aiming only to
offer an enriching experience have often created passive learners who saw themselves as
receivers of knowledge, whereas when teachers were engaged in the learning process,
whether through interaction, practical activities or collective reflection, they have become
consciously aware of their learning and able to question their mental models

(interpretations) of it and to take informed decisions in new situations (Mezirow, 2000).

This suggests that it may be the characteristics of the PL event which affect teachers’ role
as passive or engaged learners and thus that the nature of the activity is more important
than the type in driving a genuine change in practice. This emphasises that PL experiences
should aim at achieving the greatest possible active engagement of teachers in the

learning process.
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3.5 Key theoretical ideas

This study is guided by three main theoretical models: complexity theory, contingency

theory and social constructionism.

3.5.1 Complexity theory

The complexity theory of change focuses on how complex systems are and how this
complexity can be addressed and managed (Cohen et al, 2011) by raising questions
concerning aims, curricula, connectedness and pedagogy, rather than providing answers
(Morrison, 2008) that claim to fundamentally redefine education. Its core theme is the
complex relationships that exist within a single organisation or institution such as a
school and the potentially diverse ideas and contradictions that might exist because of
this complexity. It challenges the notion that the world can be perceived and researched
as predicable and controllable, and rejects simple cause-effect inferences (Morrison,
2008); social behaviour cannot be isolated, controlled and predicted from its settings. The
emphasis is on how systems can adapt, develop and learn to survive (Morrison, 2008) by
keeping a balance between their multiple structures, functions and interactions (Fullan,
2007) and ensuring good connectedness and communication between these. That is to
say that there is a need to maintain harmonious relationships between various
components and levels of structures (Walby, 2007) and to follow nonlinear and holistic
approaches that promote the distribution and sharing of knowledge rather than seeking
to control it. Indeed, complexity theory ‘suggests a movement towards bottom-up
development and change’(Morrison, 2008, p.24). Thus, collaboration, connections and

communication are essential for the survival of the system (Cilliers & Spurrett, 1999).

There is evident complexity in educational systems, whose various components differ in

terms of perspectives (students, teachers, school leaders and parents), location (rural,
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suburban or urban), funding, culture and experience (of both teachers and school
leaders). Such variation requires adaptive strategies that are responsive to different

needs and circumstances.

The importance of complexity theory for PL is that it recognises that variations in the
system affect its overall effectiveness and that effective interventions are those that
operate at every possible level and from every possible angle. Consequently, this study
will try to understand the multiple factors that influence teachers’ professional learning
by investigating the issue from various perspectives, from different angles and at several
levels, driven by a conviction that educational change is ‘a case of generating momentum
in a new direction by paying attention to as many factors as possible’ (Mason, 2008, p.35).
Furthermore, as complexity theory views learning as an attempt to survive in an ever-
changing world, the author views teacher learning as a dynamic and transformative
activity that involves and arises out of interaction and collaboration between individuals
and requires space, freedom to explore, motivation and feedback, rather than control
(Davis & Sumara, 2005). Complexity theory views transitive learning experiences as
insufficient to promote genuine learning which leads to changes in practice, as they do not
facilitate interaction and communication, dialogue and discussion, self-organization and
consideration of variations in personalities and preferences (Morrison, 2008). These are

key ideas that underpin this study.

Complexity theory is also relevant to the topic of this study because it asserts that
‘knowledge must be contextual’ (Haggis, 2008, p.169), regarding knowledge ‘as a social
construct created by the participant at a socio-historical-geographical conjunction’
(Morrison, 2008, p.30), and because it creates challenges and has implications for both
policy makers and practitioners. Kekang (2014) argued that ‘a complex system is dynamic

and unpredictable and does not follow a logical order or path’ (p.3). This raises difficulties
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for educational systems for two reasons. Firstly, good planning does not guarantee
successful implementation, because managing the change becomes more difficult as it
passes down from the planners to the diverse components including educational districts,
schools and teachers. Secondly, due to the complexity of the educational system,
implementation might have unintended outcomes that differ from what policy makers
expected, because complex systems are unpredictable. This challenges ‘linear’
educational reforms which are based on policy makers’ agendas and which lack an
authentic contribution by implementers in shaping them. Besides, assuming that there is
only one best direction to be followed by all schools is yet another controversial idea.
Thus, this theory embodies a contradiction for the centrally directed educational system

in Oman.

It also represents a major challenge for teachers, because changes in curricula and
students’ learning require teachers to adapt their teaching practice accordingly. This
adaptation might involve changing some of the longstanding ideas and methods in their
teaching and leaving their ‘comfort zone’ for new areas in which they lack competence
and experience. Ironically, to do so, they must become learners themselves, which

requires considering and experimenting with new forms of learning.

This theory has implications for researchers, planners and implementers. For instance,
research has shown the need for policy makers in educational institutions to accept the
uncertainty facing their institutions , to acknowledge the complexity and uniqueness of
schools’ contexts (Walby, 2007) and to consider the various contextual factors that might
influence their performance. Morrison (2008) argued that complexity theory ‘can be used
to prescribe actions and situations that promote change and development’ (p.29), by
supporting the creation of nonlinear and dynamic educational systems and plans which

nurture creativity, diversity and collaboration, and by reconsidering the suitability and

98



feasibility of school improvement initiatives for teachers and schools. Thus, it is crucial
that policy makers and planners realize that changing teachers’ practice and attitudes is
not an event but a long, gradual and difficult process (Harwell, 2003) that requires risk
taking and feedback. Besides, schools need to be seen and treated as ‘learning
organisations’ (Fullan, 2007), not only for students but for teachers as well, which
requires teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, preferences and understanding to be treated as

significant in achieving the desired goals.

For researchers, complexity theory urges for the use of networks as the unit of analysis,
focusing on the symbiotic relations among individuals, schools and communities, and
suggests a case study methodology that is premised on qualitative and interpretive
accounts as the best approach to address the holism of the phenomenon (Lewin & Regine,

2000).

However, complexity theory is not without limitations. ‘It does not speak to morals’
(Morrison, 2008, p.30), as it helps to analyse a phenomenon but provides no clue as to
whether the suggested actions are desirable or not and takes no account of the ethics or
value of education. Moreover, the ‘adapt or die’ conviction on which the theory is based
might not be true for those participants who prefer the certainty of a prescribed and
controlled way of working. The unpredictability that it advocates also seems to conflict
with holding people responsible for their actions. Finally, while complexity theory focuses
on the holism of systems, the boundaries of these systems or of some of their elements
might be difficult to identify, especially in the social sciences; for example, what is meant
by the whole realm of ‘a learner’? It is evident that defining the boundaries of a ‘learner’

in a school is difficult.
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3.5.2 Contingency theory

Contingency theory advocates that ‘there is no one best approach to leadership’ (Dambe
& Moorad, 2008, p.579) and that head teachers should respond differently to various
contexts and situations (see Section 3.2.2), adapting their styles to fit the circumstances
of their schools (Bush, 2011) and taking account of the readiness and willingness of their
teachers (Dambe & Moorad, 2008). This seems problematic in that it contradicts the

predetermined responses assumed by centrally led reforms, for three reasons.

Firstly, these reforms are often based on the assumption that ‘one size fits all’.
Contingency theory suggests that rigid top-down educational reforms are no longer
effective in meeting the demands of an ever-changing world, especially if the
implementation of these reforms takes place in different locations and is handled by

people with diverse backgrounds, understandings and preferences.

Secondly, this context-based consideration seems to be disregarded in many PD
experiences, although it is often claimed that these are based on analysing teachers’
professional needs (Mbugua & Rarieya, 2014). Creating PD plans for teachers while
ignoring their voices and not considering their circumstances or attitudes seems to be
contradictory (Mintzberg, 1994), while designing these plans and programmes as models
to fit all teachers regardless of their contexts, needs, beliefs and preferences is

impracticable.

Thirdly, the type of leadership might vary from one situation to another and what might
fit a specific circumstances might impede school improvement in another (Fullan, 2002;
Jackson, 2000). Thus, rather than being controlled, schools should be able to respond
differently to their changing situations and contexts; a school’s actions should be

contingent upon its internal and external contexts and changing environment.
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This has a significant implication for school leaders. To lead effectively, they need to be
flexible, adjusting to the changing situation and requirements in their schools’
environment while being responsive to the external context as well (Fiedler, 1978).
Hallinger (2003) argued that ‘the context of the school is a source of constraints,
resources, and opportunities that the principal must understand and address in order to
lead’ (p.346). However, their role as situational leaders might be affected by the space and
autonomy they have in managing their schools. Thus, realizing situational leadership
might require some organizational changes. For instance, Hopkins et al. (2014) argued
that adopting a different leadership style requires some of the existing structures to be
changed. It has also been argued that realizing this situational leadership role requires
the delegation of responsibilities to others and active interaction among them (Paredes,

Scribner, Sawyer, watson, & Myers, 2007).

Contingency theory also has implications for teachers, especially those faced with a new
and unfamiliar situation (Sadler, 2003) like a new curriculum, which requires them to
think about alternatives that suit their changed situation. Their ability and willingness to
be proactive when faced with uncertainty, as well as the provision of the space for them

to do so, seem to be essential conditions for realising genuine change.

This theory was used to guide the present study in the formulation of questions about the
current practice of school heads, to see whether they were able and allowed to respond
appropriately to their schools’ contextual needs, and to analyse their space of freedom

and actual contribution to improving their teachers’ PL.
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3.5.3 Social constructionism

Considering learning to be the ultimate goal of every PL experience emphasises both the
consequent changes in teachers’ beliefs and knowledge and their increased participation
in knowledge sharing and building (Lave & Wenger, 1991; S. Watson & Evans, 2012).
These two aspects are argued to be integrated in social constructionism, a theory of
knowledge and a key epistemological perspective in sociology (Denscombe, 2014; Eraut,
1994). Knowledge in this perspective is constructed and changed through responding to
the interpretations and meanings that individuals associate with events, not by
responding to the events themselves (Eraut, 1994). People construct their meanings and
build their knowledge through daily interactions in the culture, workplace and society
(Vygotsky, 1978). The social and positional power of politicians, media or experts
determines the influence individuals can have on others’ construction of knowledge and
what they take for granted; as a consequence it can influence their conceptions of what
they know or believe themselves to know (Foucault, 1972). Based on Foucault’s work,
power is diffused and shaped through people’s daily interactions. Thus, knowledge
building is a social and collective activity where people justify their behaviours (choices)

by reference to the models they have created of their social world.

In original research on this topic, Berger and Luckmann (1966) argued that people create
knowledge through their daily routines, by repeating the same actions and building
patterns which eventually guide and shape their understanding of what they know. This

understanding is reaffirmed and reinforced through these people’s interactions.

This shows clearly that there is a kind of consensus among Vygotsky (1978), Berger and
Luckmann (1966) and Eraut (1994) that social interaction is a core factor in developing
various kinds of knowledge — mainly explicit, tacit and embedded, and more specifically

theoretical, methodological, practical, generic and general knowledge (Eraut, 2009) - and
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in understanding people’s behaviour and assumptions. Based on this consensus, it could
be argued that teachers’ practice in the classroom is the results of two processes:

professional and organisational socialisation.

Professional socialisation means reflecting the roles and responsibilities of the subject
area and its culture (Weidman et al.,2001). It is a subconscious process of building a sense
of identity based on acquiring certain knowledge, values and norms shared in the culture
of a specialisation. Thus, values are informed by specialised knowledge. This is similar to

what is often referred to as the community of practice (Wenger, 1998).

Organisational socialisation means acquiring and interpreting the characteristics and role
of a professional in the context of the workplace and adopting its goals, mandates,
responsibilities and behaviour patterns (Chao et al.,1994). Thus, knowledge is informed

by organisational values.

It follows that the best way to understand what people know and how they know it is by
investigating their experience of social interaction. However, researchers need to have a
clear stance on how to define what is ‘knowable’ (Guba, 1990b), how to interpret why
people might or might not have certain beliefs that they know something and ‘how they
know what they know’ (Crotty, 1998, p.8). The researcher’s awareness of his or her own
epistemological standpoint, that is how they believe knowledge is acquired and what they
consider adequate knowledge, is crucial in avoiding any bias that might be inherent in

that standpoint.

This study employs social constructionism because of its relevance to PL, using it to
uncover the ways in which teachers participate in constructing what, why and how they
learn and to understand the influence of their social interactions on their beliefs and
practices related to improving their PL.
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3.6 A provisional model of PL in the context of educational
reform

Figure 3.5 shows a provisional working model constructed by the researcher, based on
the concepts of change and professional learning and incorporating the various ideas

highlighted and discussed throughout the literature review.

o~
Initiation ~
(Planning) Analysis of
Identification of teachers' needs

needs for PL

School Level

National Level

Planning
programmes to
improve PL

Evaluation of PL
activities

Classroom Level

Implementation

Monitoring of PL of PL activties

Figure 3.5 Provisional working model of PL adapted by the researcher from the literature

This model shows that designing teachers’ PL is a complex ongoing process that consists
of three phases: initiation (planning), implementation and evaluation. Each phase is
associated with accomplishing certain key tasks. In the starting point of the initiation
phase, teachers’ needs are identified and analysed, PL goals and priorities are decided, PL
plans are created and infrastructure, funds and time are allocated. The implementation

phase is mainly concerned with introducing the designed programmes and
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communicating the PL plan, providing system and school support and continuously
monitoring (following through) the implementation in schools. In the evaluation phase,
the main task is to elicit feedback on the effectiveness of the whole process. This includes
collecting and analysing data and any evidence of change (the impact), measuring
teachers’ attitudes, identifying barriers to effectiveness, anticipating future directions

based on challenges and opportunities, and revising PL plans.

The responsibility for these tasks varies from phase to phase and is associated with three
levels: national, school and classroom, each depicted by a different colour in the figure.
The initiation of the PL and the evaluation of its effectiveness occur at the national level,
while schools are mainly responsible for implementation and partly involved in the
analysis of teachers’ needs. They also handle the design, implementation and monitoring
of school-based PL. The classroom is where implementation occurs and is monitored,
providing feedback to the system and teachers. The effective achievement of these tasks
in each phase is affected by various internal and external factors (structures, conditions,
context, reactions, beliefs and climate) that are mainly linked to the national, school and

classroom levels of the system.

At the national level, what matters are the suitability and flexibility of regulations,
coordination between various components and the responsiveness of structures. At the
school level, the key influences are schools’ autonomy and the extent of their involvement
in PL design, the availability of infrastructure and resources, head teachers’ readiness and
willingness to improve teachers’ PL and the existence of a collaborative learning culture.
At the classroom level, the relevant factors are teachers’ understanding, their motivation,

their beliefs about the need to change and their openness and commitment to change.
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3.7 Summary

This literature review has discussed the tension between planning and implementation

in educational reforms through two conceptual lenses: educational change and teachers’

PL. The following five conclusions may be drawn from the arguments around these two

concepts.

L.

1i.

iii.

iv.

Engaging schools and teachers (Hodgson & Spours, 2006; Youngs & Bell, 2009) in
policy making and specifically in shaping their PL experiences is likely to result in
far-reaching consequences and desirable change. Such involvement will also help
to create positive attitudes towards change and to build trust between policy
makers and schools.

It may also be concluded that PL is in essence an attempt to create an impact. Put
differently, deep knowledge and understanding, commitment to learning and
reflection on practice are meaningless if they do not lead to better teacher practice
and students’ outcomes. The assumptions that what planners intend is what
teachers actually implement and that what teachers implement is what students
learn may be very misleading.

PL opportunities should develop contextualised learning rather than imposing
certain knowledge and skills, and that they should develop a transformative
learning experience for teachers rather than just enriching their experience (Grace
& Gravestock, 2009). Such a consideration would provide the ‘infrastructure’ of
real learning (Harris & Jones, 2010).

As to improving teachers’ PL, this should flow from the assumption that the core
goal in teachers’ quality enhancement programmes is to ensure not simply that

they attend many events and acquire new knowledge, but that they actually learn
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how to learn and to be responsive to changes in their circumstances and students’
needs. This is how PL should be understood and designed accordingly.

v.  Finally, successful change in teachers’ practice requires consideration of a wide
range of complex issues during the initiation and implementation of PL (see

sections 3.4 and 3.6).

These five points will be used as lenses to guide the analysis and understand teachers’

perceptions of the effectiveness of their PL in Oman.

In addition, Guskey (2002) argued that evaluating the effectiveness of teacher
improvement programmes can be judged at five levels: participants’ reactions,
participants’ learning, organizational support and change, participants’ use of new

knowledge and skills, and students’ learning outcomes.

While change in students’ outcomes is not directly investigated, this study will also reflect
the first four levels in its investigation of the effectiveness of teachers’ learning as follows:
The first level, teachers’ reactions, will be used to reveal the extent of their involvement
in their PL and whether it was responsive to their needs. The level of teachers’ learning
will be used to reveal teachers’ conceptualization of the PL and to understand what
influenced it. The level of organization support and change will be used to reveal the
extent and type of support teachers have received and the alignment of the organizational
arrangements with changes in PL. Finally, the level of teachers’ use of new knowledge and
skills will be invoked to reveal the impact of PL on teachers’ practice and the extent of the
knowledge and skills they have actually conveyed to their workplace. All of these areas
will be investigated via teachers’ perceptions, while further understanding, justifications

and explanations will be sought from head teachers and inspectors.
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Chapter 4 Research Design and Methodology
4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the methodology used in this study and clarifies the ontological,
epistemological and methodological perspectives that the research has followed. It also
justifies the selection of a case study approach as a way of addressing the research
question. It deals successively with the sampling strategy, the data gathering, organization

and analysis techniques, validity, reliability and ethical issues.

4.1.1 Background information

The aim of this empirical inquiry was to contribute to the debate about what makes
teachers’ professional learning (PL) effective. This was done by examining the topic from
the teachers’ own perspective, which is often neglected in the planning phase of many PD
experiences. A case study in the Omani context was used to answer the research question
in the light of the most recent reforms in the MOE. Teachers were the main participants
in this study, since they were the core recipients of the professional services provided by
the MOE. To determine the extent to which the most recent reforms have met the
professional needs of teachers, the core of the research focused on teachers’ perceptions
of the effectiveness of these reforms in improving their teaching practices. Hence, it
investigated the extent to which they saw the reforms as having contributed to improving
their practice in terms of their ability to meet the changing needs of their students, e.g. in

content and pedagogical knowledge.

4.1.2 Structure of this chapter
This chapter clarifies the focus and aims of the research (see Section 4.1.1). Section 4.2
presents the research methodology, clarifies the ontological (Section 4.2.3),

epistemological (Section 4.2.4) and methodological positions (Section 4.2.5) and justifies
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the use of a case study (Section 4.3) as the main method for answering the research
questions. Section 4.4 summarizes the steps taken in the pilot study and the main study.
The selection of the research sample and its rationale are explained in Section 4.5.
Sections 4.6 and 4.7 clarify the resources, methods and instruments used in the data
collection and the data analysis phases. Sections 4.8 and 4.9 deal in turn with the issues

of ensuring research quality and ethical considerations that underpinned the study.

4.2 Rationale for the chosen research methodology

4.2.1 Introduction

Quantitative approaches including positivism (Section 4.2.2) have been pre-eminent in
educational research despite their limitations (Ashcroft, 1996). Quantitative research
follows a scientific approach where numerical data, questionnaires and surveys are the
main data collection tools. A qualitative research approach (see Section 4.2.5), on the
other hand, was seen as a solution to the lack of explanatory power in quantitative
research, although the subjectivity of the qualitative approach is often seen as a limitation.
To put it differently, the interpretation of the researcher reflects how s/he understands
the data, which might differ if interpreted by another researcher or even by the same
researcher in different circumstances. This weakness is minimised by the in-depth
enquiry offered by qualitative research, which provides an interpretation of social
phenomena, behaviours, assumptions and attitudes and helps in understanding the
drivers and beliefs behind these phenomena, thus ultimately increasing the chance of
creating a real change. Indeed, the researcher has a key role in this type of methodology,
where his/her interpretations and knowledge serve as the main means of understanding
the collected data. There is, however, a serious criticism of this approach, namely that

there is no guarantee that such embedded involvement, through the researcher’s
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interpretation of the data, will be free of bias. Moreover, the inability to generalise from a

comparatively small sample is yet another limitation.

The following subsections aim to clarify the methodological means by which the
researcher has attempted to minimise these limitations, discussing the paradigm adopted

and his ontological, epistemological and methodological positions.

4.2.2 Research paradigms

A research paradigm is a framework of worldview, traditions, beliefs or assumptions that
aresearcher draws upon in understanding and interpreting knowledge (Morrison, 2012)
and which lead to the adoption of certain philosophical positions. It is argued that the
paradigm a researcher selects will affect the selection of the focus of the study, the way
the topic is investigated and the way the data are interpreted (Bryman, 2012). Thus,
choosing the most suitable paradigm will determine to a great extent the significance of

the study and the importance of its findings.

Paradigms are defined as: ‘certain philosophical assumptions about the world’ (Grogan &
Simmons, 2007, p.37) that researchers use as ways of thinking and which guide their
actions (Guba, 1990a). How people make sense of their experiences in the world reflects
their views of their social reality (Cohen et al., 2011). These are based on implicit or
explicit assumptions which inform the choice of a given paradigm. It is argued that there
are three main conceptions of reality in research, which are the ontological (Section 4.2.3)
(concerning reality as perceived by the researcher: external or internal as a result of self-
consciousness (Cohen et al, 2011)), epistemological (Section 4.2.4) (regarding the
researcher’s position in advancing knowledge and the stance s/he takes) and
methodological perspectives (Section 4.2.5) (Grogan & Simmons, 2007). Among theorists

adopting this contention are Morgan and Smircich (1980), who added to the above three
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dimensions that of human nature, where the focus is on the relations among people, who
are seen as either ‘reactors’ (whose values and assumptions are shaped by the dominating
culture and structures in the society) or ‘initiators’ (who shape their own values and
perceptions) in their environment. Checklists used by inspectors to evaluate teachers’
performance and ‘best practice’ pedagogies advocated in professional development
programmes might contribute strongly to creating teachers’ internal images of
themselves as ‘reactors’ or ‘initiators’ and consequently in shaping their conceptions of
reality. For researchers, understanding such conceptions will determine the approach

taken (Crotty, 1998). This will be explained in more detail in Section 4.2.3.

Positivism, as a philosophical tradition, is seen to be useful in revealing such conceptions.
It values observed and measurable behaviour and relies on predictability and
controllability (Cohen et al., 2011) as the most appropriate approaches to the study of
social phenomena. It holds that knowledge can be gained only through the senses and that
the material world and findings are trustworthy and reliable if they can be repeatedly

verified (Bryman, 2012).

However, investigating social phenomena in a way similar to what happens in laboratory
experiments (valuing physically measurable objects), which is what positivists call for,
attracts much criticism, because the social behaviour of humans cannot be fully controlled
and the factors that might impact social phenomena can never be isolated. In addition,
many social phenomena are influenced by abstract causes, which makes measuring and
more importantly understanding them scientifically impossible. In consequence,
whenever a phenomenon is richly described, there is no real explanation or

understanding of its causes. This leaves any findings of the model open to debate.
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Since this study targets teachers’ perceptions, which according to positivists is abstract
and cannot be observed or measured and thus unknowable, and since no large amounts
of numerical data were gathered, positivism was considered an unsuitable model.
Another fact which necessitated the rejection of positivism as a suitable paradigm for this
research is that its focus is on the contributions of the subjects in constructing meaning
and the significance they allocate to their daily interactions, rather than on observing their

behaviour or trying to prove uniformities and regularities.

The alternative of the interpretivist paradigm seemed both to avoid the disadvantages of
positivism and to be consonant with the purposes and aims of this study, as clarified in

Section 4.2.5.

4.2.3 Ontology

The ontological perspective refers to a researcher’s view of what can be claimed to exist
(Guba, 1990b) and to his/her sense of reality (Morrison, 2012), either as externally
imposed assumptions which people have no choice in adopting (objectivism), or
internally influenced assumptions as products of conscious social interaction
(constructionism) (Bryman, 2012). These two ontological perspectives are the starting

point of all research. The working definition of ontology to be used in this research is:

The way a researcher views the world via her/his understanding of reality and beliefs

as to what shapes it.

Consequently, the core ideas in ontology are the nature of existence, what can be claimed
to exist, what constitutes it and how its various forms interact with each other. Ontological
debates are at least as old as Plato’s definition of what is real and his differentiation
between true reality and illusion or, in other words, between being (what one can claim
to exist) and not-being (what one can claim not to exist) (Bourdieu, 1990; Cornford, 2014).
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The debate is between social ontological structuralism (the social patterned
arrangements that influence people's behaviour) and constructionism (see Section 4.2.4);
the main distinction between the two is in how social reality can best be understood and
explained. The first relies on facts; people’s behaviour is seen to be dictated by certain
patterns of arrangements and structures - habitus (mental structures like society’s
values) (Bourdieu, 1977) set by the culture, workplace or society. The second emphasises
the conceptions of social actors; people are seen to behave freely and make their own
choices (agency) (Giddens, 1984). However, Bourdieu (1990) seems to adopt quite a
balanced stance where both perspectives can exist at the same time. Based on this,
structures do exist in reality and they influence people’s behaviour; however, people can

modify and adjust these structures so that they suit their choices and preferences.

This study adopts this balanced perspective, viewing work and cultural structures as
factors which influence people’s perspectives of reality, but also viewing people as having
the ability to alter these structures and construct their own meanings through their social
relationships. Itis underpinned by the assumption that teachers’ practice in the classroom
is based on the meanings they construct through their interactions in their work
environment. The interpretations of their PL reflect the meanings they associate with
their classroom practice. Therefore, reality is a result of both external factors (e.g.
structures) and internal interacting ones (e.g. daily interactions) that lead to teachers

having certain beliefs and assumptions, as shown by Fig. 4.1.

Fig. 4.1 illustrates the importance of understanding teachers’ need to develop their PL for
the soundness of their interpretations and the meanings they construct, which directly
affect their classroom practice. However, since reality in the social world is ontologically
speaking not absolute, the assumptions that teachers make might not be the ones that

others expect and assume, even though the structures might be the same.
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External factors: Acquiring
meanings based on work and cultural
structures

Internal Factors:
Altering structures
and constructing
meaning based on
interactions

/7 > [ Perspective of reality (A) ] <:

Understanding

(B)

Interpretation &
constructing images (C)

Applied to similar

New experience ;
experiences

Figure 4.1 The learning-interpretation process

Fig 4.1 shows that people’s perspectives of reality (A) are a result of the meanings they
create (whether acquired or constructed) in their daily activities, which shape their
understanding (B) and influence their practice. This understanding determines how they

see and interpret (C) any similar experience; whenever they come across a new learning
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experience their reinterpretation is reflected upon their perspective of reality. Therefore,
perspectives of reality work like filters that determine how people understand new

situations.

According to Fig 4.1, the meaning associated with how PL is understood is that it is not a
separate independent reality that follows its own rules; it is both dictated by external
factors and constructed by the teachers in their daily interactions with reality. Based on
this, the researcher believes that perceptions about PL will reveal an interpretation of
teachers’ worlds from their perspectives (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). The researcher’s
role was to analyse teachers’ interpretations of their PL by understanding how they
construct their own reality. However, being clear about the ontological perceptions that
drive the researcher enabled him to adopt the most suitable approach to reveal the social
truths behind teachers’ interpretations and to be aware of any sort of bias that he may

have had.

Based on Bryman’s (2012) argument that researchers construct their own assumptions
about their research, the ontological position of the researcher was closer to the social
constructionism approach, where social phenomena are internally constructed by the
actors. This assumption has accumulated through the meanings he has constructed
through his daily interactions, experience and understanding and are informed by his
cultural and work background. The researcher’s role was limited to analysing and trying
to understand the data he collected and constructing some meaning as to the nature of PL.
This was based on his belief that the best way to understand social phenomena is by
listening to what people say and how they view their experience, and more importantly
listening to what they are not saying but what is implied through the way they express
themselves, their body language, reactions, dilemmas or expression of emotions. The

collected data can, however, be misinterpreted, whether due to different understandings
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of concepts or because of lack of understanding of the context. Such misinterpretation
might lead to totally misguided and false findings. However, being an insider helped in

minimising this limitation.

The aim of the researcher in this study was to try to understand a social phenomenon
(how teachers perceived their PL) from the teachers’ subjective experience and thus to
contribute to narrowing the gap between planning and implementation in the MOE. At the
same time, he had a desire to contribute to the understanding of the PL of social actors -
both PL providers and receivers — with results that might improve practice. In brief, the
researcher’s ontological stance was that reality is externally influenced but internally
constructed by teachers, whose classroom practice is driven by their interpretations of
their assumptions about PL and their daily interactions. Thus, the researcher was aware

that he might face multiple realities throughout the study.

4.2.4 Epistemology
An epistemological standpoint refers to the way the researcher comes to acquire
knowledge (Bryman, 2012; Crotty, 1998), or the researcher’s theories of knowledge

(Morrison, 2012). It is defined in this research as:

What shapes knowledge or can be identified as knowable through different forms of

interactions.

Epistemological standpoints differ as to the relation of knowledge to assumptions, beliefs
and values. It is a cognitive process that underpins what people believe to be true and
accordingly, how they consciously or unconsciously behave and interpret their social
interactions; what they think they know or do not know. Thus, ‘the method ... best suited
to clarify the foundations of knowledge ... is ... phenomenological analysis’ (Berger &
Luckmann, 1966, p.34) (see Section 4.2.5). This means that attention needs to be given to
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uncovering and understanding the various meanings involved in and related to a
particular experience and how these meanings are socially constructed through daily
interactions. Social constructionism (see Section 3.5.3) views learning as a social

collaborative activity that is created through people’s social interactions.

The researcher’s epistemological standpoint in this study was that meaning and truth
about people’s experience is created, indeed constructed, by the individuals themselves
through their daily interactions. However, these meanings do change as people live
through new experiences where they need to understand and make sense of them based
on their cultural and historical perspectives. In view of that, social actors are active

players in the construction of meaning about their own world.

This epistemological standpoint is in line with Paul’s (2005) constructivist definition of
knowledge as a ‘dynamic product of the interactive work of the mind made manifest in
social practices and institutions’ (p.47). In other words, learning is an interactive process
which does not happen in isolation. This interaction allows teachers to comprehend and
reflect on what they acquire and to link it to their daily practice. However, the beliefs
teachers hold regarding best practice will either foster or hinder their learning of new
knowledge. It is an interconnected process of knowledge acquisition (holding a

proposition) and belief revision (associating a truth-value with a proposition).

Therefore, how teachers perceive their PL determines how they understand it; the
author’s consequent belief was that teachers’ perceptions will reveal how they understand
the learning of new knowledge or skills. For that reason, teachers’ perceptions (what they
believe to be true) served as the core theme that this study tried to reveal and explain and
which helped to reveal their attitudes towards their PL, as well as helping in interpreting

the significance they allocated to it.
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This stance might be criticised for its total reliance on cultural influence to understand
behaviours and its ignorance of other more concrete factors that might contribute to
shaping people’s actions (e.g. motives, incentives, physical settings). It is also sometimes
criticised for not contributing anything new to knowledge, since it depends on only one
account, the researcher’s interpretation. However, these limitations seem exaggerated to
the author, who believes that language can reveal much better than scientific methods the
data that help in understanding people’s behaviour. Moreover, the ‘one account’ criticism
is refuted by the fact the researcher shared his interpretations with those being

researched (see Section 4.8).

4.2.5 Methodological perspectives

Various paradigms are driven by ontological and epistemological standpoints based on
the purpose of the research and what it is trying to do: describe, understand, interpret,
evaluate or even change a certain social phenomenon (Bryman, 2012). Scholars’
ontological and epistemological assumptions and their research background usually

determine the approach they take to investigating particular phenomena (Guba, 1990b).

Apart from positivism (see Section 4.2.2), there are three main paradigms in educational

research settings: critical theory, post-modernism and interpretivism (Morrison, 2012):

[.  Critical theory focuses on understanding the values that drive social phenomena
and on trying to change them (Morrison, 2012) to promote social equity and
democracy (Cohen etal., 2011).

II. Post-modernism perceives knowledge in its unique context; thus in-depth
investigation of a particular element in a specified time provides data to
understand and interpret social phenomena based on their settings. This model

focuses on the individual, so different values are likely to exist (Morrison, 2012).
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[II.  Interpretivism: focuses on interpreting the way people behave and perceive their
world. Thus, the researcher builds his/her understanding and interpretation of
social phenomena through his/her understanding of how people view their world
(Bryman, 2012).

These various methodological perspectives actually show how an understanding of social
phenomena may differ from one researcher to another. The evolution of these
perspectives can be aligned with the changing understanding of knowledge over time,
from a position where only physical things could be measured and were ‘knowable’ to a
claim that even abstract ideas can be ‘knowable’ and understood. This was a change from
a one-answer possibility to a more open, multi-answer probability, based on how the

social phenomenon is viewed and understood by the researcher.

Critical theory, although seemingly more robust against the criticisms levelled against
positivism, might be affected by personal interests or bias driven by the hidden agenda of
the researcher. In addition, this study does not seek to change how the MOE in Oman does
things (Cohen et al., 2011), but to understand and interpret conceptions of PL. Adopting
this perspective might reduce participation, especially by educational officials who might
feel insecure in participating in something that could lead directly to criticism of the policy

of the ministry. For these reasons, critical theory was not deemed suitable for this study.

Post-modernism, which might be criticised by positivists for being meaningless, in that
such research does not often provide real evidence, seems to be a methodological model
that offers consideration of the uniqueness of human behaviour and the factors that might
influence it in its natural context and settings. However, the fact that experience is rarely
regarded in this methodological tradition makes it also unsuitable for this study. This is
because teachers' reflection on their past experience is a vital element in understanding

their current perceptions regarding PL. Moreover, since the context of this study, Oman,
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is culturally less diverse than places like the UK or the USA, post-modernism was
considered unsuitable, because the focus was on understanding the current situation of

the sample in general, rather than individual experiences.

Finally, interpretivism, which is also referred to as anti-positivism, opposes the idea that
social phenomena can be studied in the same way as natural sciences. Whilst valuing the
experience of practitioners, it seeks shared understanding and knowledge with social
actors and aims at uncovering their interpretations of their own actions. Participants in
interpretivist research are seen as subjects whose perspectives are used to explore
meanings (Morrison, 2012). Thus, the aim of interpretivists is to understand and interpret
certain behaviours, attitudes, opinions, beliefs or justifications among people and to find
out what drives these. This suits what this study seeks to reveal and understand;
therefore, interpretivism seemed a suitable methodological approach to answering the
research questions. It actually suited the ontological position of the researcher, who sees
the world as a place where meaning is internally constructed by social actors whose

actions are guided by their assumptions and interpretations.

The selection of the interpretivist approach was based on the potential it can offer for
understanding the experience of teachers, as practitioners, in constructing knowledge
and their interpretations and assumptions, through seeking to ‘understand the subjective
world of human experiences’ (Cohen et al, 2011, p.17). Layder (2006) argued that
meaning ‘arises from the world of daily experiences as it is lived by the different
individuals who try to make sense of it and come to terms with it’ (p.93). This justifies the
importance that is allocated to the daily experience of teachers and how they make sense
of their PL in their teaching practice. Understanding experience, as argued by Gunter

(2005), is one of the essential areas in evaluating change.

120



Methodologically, interpretivism is understood through two research traditions:

a) Phenomenology is a philosophical position based on ways of seeing things from the
point of view of the participant and on trying to interpret how people understand their
experiences and why (Morrison, 2012). Here, the focus is on experience rather than
what can be seen or heard and what can only be measured (Denscombe, 2014). The
focus is the significance that social actors allocate to various things in their lives,
including other people, events, feelings and attitudes. Researchers aim to find out how
aware people are of what drives their behaviour, what images social actors have of
certain social phenomena and what sorts of ideas and concepts they create in their
minds that make their experience meaningful. This is in line with what this study seeks
to reveal. Teachers’ perceptions of their PL reflect the kind of images they have in their
minds (Marshal & Rossman, 2011) about the suitability of the current PL
opportunities for their needs. It also reveals how conscious teachers are of the idea
that their teaching practice is influenced by the kind of meanings they associate with

their PL.

By adopting the phenomenology paradigm, the researcher has sought to reveal the
ideas that teachers have about their PL, to discover whether these ideas influence their
practice in the classroom and whether they realised their importance in their PD. This
paradigm reflects the idea of understanding a phenomenon from the point of view of
participants, ‘giving them a voice’ while taking their context into consideration and
trying to interpret what drives their behaviour, assumptions and beliefs. This study
was conducted in schools but outside the classroom, where the researcher asked

teachers to reflect on their experiences of PL and practice.
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b) Symbolic interactionism holds that people create meanings and assumptions
internally through their daily dynamic social interactions and change these as their
social context changes (Cohen et al.,, 2011). Moreover, they align their behaviour to
others and justify it according to their perceptions of how others would have behaved
or are likely to act in similar situations. Since the researcher was not involved in direct
observation and did not attend any lessons to observe teacher-student interactions,
but asked teachers to complete a questionnaire outside their classrooms, the symbolic

interactionist perspective seemed unsuitable for this study.

Overall, positivism and interpretivism represent the two main debates among social
world researchers: the quantitative perspective, which lies within the positivist paradigm,
and the qualitative perspective, consistent with interpretivism. Each of these has its
limitations (see Sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2). In order to overcome many of these limitations,
or what Cohen et al. (2011, p.34) referred to as ‘incomplete accounts of social behaviour’,
this research has adopted what is referred to as a mixed methods approach, combining
the two perspectives. However, this approach is itself criticised for bringing together
epistemological assumptions of different paradigms that might be incompatible (Bryman,
2012). Therole of the researcher and the extent of her/his involvement, as a data collector

or as an interpreter, is an example of this incompatibility.

Nevertheless, this incompatibility at the epistemological level does not exist when it
comes to the use of different methods. The two approaches can be combined. A
questionnaire, for example, can be used both quantitatively and qualitatively. Combining
the two approaches helped the author to avoid their weaknesses and play to their
strengths. The wide-ranging data which this combination allowed to be gathered and the
reliability it offered to this study constitute yet another justification of its adoption

(Denscombe, 2014). Moreover, the mixed methods approach allowed the researcher to
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uncover the overall awareness and expectations of teachers’ PL, along with explanations
of the factors behind their assumptions and beliefs; the findings were triangulated
(Section 4.3), understood and explained better. Teachers’ attitudes towards PL
opportunities were understood more easily through the combined use of both

approaches.

This research thus took a mixed methods approach to understanding and interpreting the
views, assumptions and experiences behind certain perceptions and behaviours ‘from the
inside’(Morrison, 2012, p.23), through the eyes of the participants. The focus was on the
degree of understanding, involvement, suitability and effectiveness, rather than the

number of PL events that teachers attended, for example.

This study has adopted an interpretative perspective in order to uncover and explain
factors lying below the surface (Bryman, 2012). Therefore, rich and detailed data were
gathered to facilitate such an understanding. The use of the mixed methods approach
provided a flexibility that allowed the researcher to go beyond the general indicators and
given responses to discover and interpret what was behind them. The thorough
explanations and interpretations that the qualitative approach provided would have been

more difficult to achieve if a purely quantitative methodology had been used.

It would have proved impractical and even impossible to investigate PL throughout the
whole of Oman, due to the limitations on time and resources available to this study. It was
more manageable and rational to focus on specific schools as case studies, a focus which
is explained in Section 4.3. Moreover, the interpretivist stance adopted by the study
required an in-depth investigation which had an appropriate resonance with the use of

the case study approach (Cohen et al., 2011).
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4.3 The use of case studies

Yin (2014) defined a case study as ‘an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary
phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when the

boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident’ (p.16).

A case study approach was adopted in this research for the following reasons:

I.  The uniqueness of individuals and institutions are significant variables
(Bassey, 1999; Yin, 2014).

II.  The data this method can provide and the depth to which the selected case
study schools can be investigated might provide valuable data (Bryman,
2012) and the results can be more easily understood by both education
officials and teachers (Yin, 2014).

[II. It presents a phenomenon in its context, in all its complexity. It presents
what is ‘real’ and ‘closer to reality’ (Thomas, 2011).

IV.  The ‘drilling down’ of details it provides suits the boundaries of time and

space available for the researcher to answer the research question

(Thomas, 2011; Yin, 2014).
However, it is recognised that the use of this approach does have certain disadvantages.
Some examples of the limitations of case studies are the inability to generalise the findings
to other cases and structures, the possibility of bias arising from the treatment of data by
one person only (Cohen et al,, 2011) and the doubts that might accompany any cause-

effect relation that is found.

Triangulation helped to minimise these disadvantages and make the findings more
robust. This was achieved by adopting a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods, by
using more than one instrument for gathering data (survey and semi-structured

interviews), by collecting data from multiple sources (teachers, head teachers, inspectors
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and documents) and by paying attention to variations within the same category (e.g.

teachers of different subjects).

The discussions in the interviews were based on the data and themes emerging from the
survey, which revealed similarities and contrasts between items of data obtained through
the two instruments. Moreover, the availability and suitability of PL opportunities were
revealed from the standpoints of various people and in different schools. In brief,

triangulation helped to ensure the findings are more robust.

Triangulation also helped in comparing and thus explaining the contextual differences in
expectations and perceptions between three levels (ministerial, district and school level)
and accordingly, any differences between planning at the top administrative level and
implementation at the operational level. In other words, it explained differences between

the planned strategies and the real outcome in practice in the classroom.

Moreover, variations were highlighted in the perceptions of teachers in the four schools
studied, of males and females and between the categories of teachers (subject areas and
experience groups) (see Section 4.5). Routio (2007) contended that one of the best tools
for explaining perceptions and attitudes is comparison. Using this normative comparative
approach enabled the researcher to gain greater awareness and a deeper understanding
of the effectiveness of PL while reflecting on international research findings (Bryson,

2004; Davies & Ellison, 2003).

A multi-site case study was considered appropriate to the complex nature of the context
of the study (Scholz & Tietje, 2002). According to Thomas (2011), a case study helps to
understand the complexity of phenomena in a variety of situations. The ultimate goal of
the present study was to inform the judgments and decisions of policy makers and

practitioners. This was done by gathering sufficient data from every component of the
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study with all its geographical diversity and its affiliated educational districts and schools;
enough to answer the research question and to make it possible to understand and

interpret teachers’ assumptions regarding their PL (Bassey, 2007).

4.4 The pilot study and main study

A pilot study was conducted before the main study to assess whether the instruments
used provided data on the topic intended and to increase their validity. The following

steps were taken:

Step 1: Surveys were distributed to 10 teachers and four head teachers from four schools.

Interviews were conducted with four teachers, two head teachers and one inspector.

Step 2: The responses were analysed carefully to determine whether they provided the
data to help answer the main research question and whether any other possible
responses should be added to the given options in each question. The time needed to
complete the survey was also measured and found not to have exceeded 25 minutes.
Participants’ understanding of the questions and their comments on their suitability (in
regard to the wording and their ability to answer them), any additional information that
they needed to ask about and any areas of ambiguity were also revealed through the
participants’ feedback. Consequently, ambiguous and difficult questions were discarded
and any questions that were not answered as expected were reworded. Eventually, the
questionnaire was revised and finalised. The questions used in the interviews were also
piloted, refined and modified, based on the analysis of the pilot study (see Section 5.1 for

more details).

Step 3: For the main study, the modified questionnaires (see Appendices 9 & 10) were

sent to a third of the study population (12 of the 37 post-basic schools remaining in one
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education office district after excluding the four schools where the pilot study took place)
and they were asked if they wished to be involved in the research. All twelve schools
showed an interest in volunteering to join the study, but only ten eventually showed full
commitment, which required replacing the two uncommitted schools with similar ones
(see Section 4.5.1). Four of the twelve schools which returned completed questionnaires
showed an interest in the subsequent interview phase of the study (these were the case

study schools).

Step 4: The interviews were conducted with the head teacher of each of the case study
schools (see Appendix 12), with three teachers from each selected school (based on their
agreement) (see Appendix 11) and three inspectors (in maths, Arabic language and

English language) (after they had consented) (see Appendix 13).

Step 5: For the data analysis (see Section 4.7), the quantitative results were based on
descriptive analysis, mainly percentages and frequencies (see Appendices 14 & 15), using
the SPSS quantitative analysis programme and the non-parametric Mann Whitney and
Kruskal-Wallis statistical tests (see Appendix 23), which were used to check whether
variations between groups were statistically significant. Qualitative data were organised
and coded using the NVivo qualitative analysis software (see Appendix 22). After
transcription, the interviews were sent back to the participants for a dependability check
and to allow them to add any information they regarded as important. They were then
translated by the researcher from Arabic to English and sent to a bilingual academic PhD
holder to check the accuracy of the translation. Both quantitative and qualitative data

were triangulated (see Section 4.3) to provide more robust results.
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4.5 Research sample

4.5.1 Sampling strategy

The selection of units of analysis can be done either by probability sampling, which suits
quantitative methods, or by purpose-driven sampling, which suits qualitative methods, or
by a mixture of both when appropriate, as in the mixed methods approach (Cohen et al,,
2011; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Probability sampling (e.g. simple random sample and
systematic sample) entails a random selection of units from a population, all of which have
an equal chance of being selected (Berg, 2016). What it is hoped will emerge from this
process is referred to as a representative sample. One advantage of this strategy is that
sampling error is kept to a minimum. In purposive sampling, by contrast, units of analysis
are not randomly selected; thus some units are more likely to be selected than others (Yin,
2014). This type of sampling was vital for this study because it allowed identification of

potential participants who met certain criteria related to the focus of the study.

4.5.1.1 Sampling of the schools to be used

At the national level in Oman, there are eleven Educational District Offices, which vary in
size, the smallest overseeing 17 schools and the largest 175. However, the provision of
educational services and PD is unified across the country, with no real differences in the
achievements of the schools; this evenness is attributable to the relative socio-economic
homogeneity of Oman. Therefore, this study was conducted in only one educational
district. The selection was justified by two factors. First, this district contained 85 schools
and was thus of average size (purposive sampling). Second, the researcher was more
familiar with this office, had better access to participants and had wider relations, which
facilitated the granting of permission for the study and increased the response rate

(convenience sampling). Within the selected district, the 37 post-basic education schools
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(PBESSs), catering for students aged 16-17 (grades 11 and 12) (MOE, 2012/2013) were
chosen purposefully as the study population. The 37 schools were then divided into three
categories: rural, urban and suburban (purposive sampling). Next, they were categorised

by gender (purposive sampling). Twelve schools were finally randomly selected, as Table

4.1 shows.
Table 4.1 The process of selecting the sample of schools
Total Selected
Population: urban,
education educational
suburban, rural school The sample selected
offices offices
15 urban schools 5 urban schools
Boys: 9 3 boys:S,M, L
Girls: 6 2 girls: M, L
13 suburban schools 4 suburban schools
Boys: 7 2 boys: S, M
11 One Girls:6 2 girls: M, L
9 rural schools 3 rural schools
Boys: 3 1 boy: M
Girls: 6 2 girls: M, M

The aim of using a purposive sampling strategy was to achieve the maximum possible
variation between schools in regard to size and gender while applying random sampling
to select the 12 schools out of the 37 was to ensure that the selection of the schools was

not biased or influenced by the researcher’s assumptions.
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4.5.1.2 Sampling of participants

Survey

Teachers: The criterion for sorting teachers into categories (purposive sampling) was
their subject areas, i.e. the five core subjects of English, Arabic, mathematics, science and
social studies, to obtain a wide range of data and identify any similarities or differences
between subject areas that might help in comparing, clarifying and explaining any
variations. In each core subject area, questionnaires were purposefully distributed to
three teachers: the one with the longest experience, one with average experience and the
newest teacher in the school; thus 15 teacher questionnaires were distributed in each
school. This strategy helped to cover a wide range of experience and eliminated bias from
the selection process. The teachers were selected by the head teachers of each school
using the above criteria provided by the researcher. One hundred and eighty

questionnaires were distributed across 12 schools.

School heads: The heads of all 12 sample schools were included in the survey, with their

consent.

Interviews

Teachers: Teachers were selected for their willingness to be involved in the second phase
of the study (volunteer sampling)(Cohen et al., 2011). The aim was to get at least three
teachers from different subject areas in each participating school; however, in two schools
the researcher had to adopt a snowball sampling strategy, asking the willing teachers to
recommend other teachers who might be easily convinced to join this study, because
fewer than three teachers consented to be involved in the second phase (two in one school
and one in the other). This strategy helped to identify other teachers who agreed to
participate.
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Head teachers: Head teachers were also selected for their consent to participate in the

second phase.

Inspectors: All eleven inspectors working at the case study schools were invited to join
the study, but only four consented to do so and only three of these showed full
commitment; the fourth offered to provide written answers only and was therefore

excluded.

Thus, the selection of twelve schools with various characteristics as the sample for the
quantitative part of the study gave it a ‘multi-faceted view’ (Scholz & Tietje, 2002; Thomas,
2011; Yin, 2014); its multidimensional nature improved its reliability (see Section 4.8).
What emerged was a clearer picture of the features, context and nature of PL, along with
the multiple sources of evidence that the study utilised and triangulated. The studying of
four schools facilitated a deeper understanding and better explanation of the main issues
that emerged from the quantitative phase, further strengthening the internal validity and

dependability of the study (Yin, 2014) (see Section 4.8).

4.5.2 Study population and sample

The population of this study is defined at three levels:

[.  The educational institutional level: This was represented by the eleven
educational districts in the Sultanate affiliated to the MOE.

II. The schooling system level: This was represented by the PBESs affiliated to the
eleven districts.

[II.  The subject area level: This was represented by the core subject areas (English,
Arabic, mathematics, science, and social studies) in the PBESs in Oman. The other
subject areas were excluded because of the importance of these core subjects in
determining the overall grades of students in Grade 12, which is the criterion for
competing for places in public higher education institutions. The focus on PBESs
was justified by the fact that there have been more reforms targeting this level than

at the primary and elementary levels (especially in regard to the curriculum) and
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by the noticeably weaker achievement of students at this level than at the other

two.

The sample represented participants at the four levels of the study population as follows:

[.  Atthe education district level: One education district and three inspectors were
involved.

II. Atthe schoollevel: 12 post-basic education schools and their head teachers were
included in the quantitative part of the study. Four of these schools (two boys’ and
two girls’) and their head teachers were selected for the qualitative part.

III. Atthe subjectarealevel: For the quantitative phase, 180 teachers were selected:
three from each core subject department in each school. For the qualitative phase,
12 teachers (six male and six female) were selected: three from each of the four

participating schools.
Table 4.2 details the research population, sample, data sources and instruments.

Table 4.2 The research sample and data collection sources/methods used in this study

Sample/Data collection

Data collection

education schools

case study schools and their
heads

Level Population )
sources instrument used
¢ Eleven education ) L . Semi-structured
. . One education district with: . i )
. districts/ offices . interviews with three
Educational ] Three educational .
- e All inspectors who . inspectors (upon
district ) inspectors
inspected the case consent)
study schools
Survey: 12 PBESs and their
y Questionnaire for all 12
heads
) ) ) head teachers
e All 37  post-basic In-depth interviews: four .
School Semi-structured

interviews with four
head teachers

language, mathematics,
science, social studies)

total 180
12 teachers for interview

o All core subject . Questionnaire for all
) Three teachers in each
teachers (English ) 180 teachers
. i subject area department: .
Subject area language, Arabic Semi-structured

interviews with 12
teachers

4.6 Data collection

The data were collected in three phases, comprising a pilot study, survey and semi-

structured interviews, between August and November 2015. The process of obtaining
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permission to conduct the study from the MOE in Oman started much earlier because of
the expectation that it might take more than four weeks and because when the researcher
first sought permission, schools in Oman were on summer holiday and the MOE had

orders not to permit any research involving teachers before August.

4.6.1 Data collection instruments

Due to the complexity of the topic and the geographical breadth of the context of this
study, two distinct quantitative and qualitative data collection instruments (detailed in
Table 4.2) were used to draw a comprehensive picture of the effectiveness of teachers’

PL: questionnaires and semi-structured interviews.

4.6.1.1 Questionnaires

Separate questionnaires, designed on the basis of the literature review were distributed
to teachers (see Appendix 9) and head teachers (see Appendix 10), to explore their
conceptualisation and perceptions of PL and the extent to which these had influenced
teachers’ teaching practice (Cohen et al, 2011). The aims were to discover teachers’
perceptions of the appropriateness and effectiveness of the PL opportunities offered to
them, to determine the degree of involvement, flexibility, support and adaptation, and to
elicit head teachers’ perspectives on these matters. Using a questionnaire has its own

advantages and disadvantages.

Advantages: The teachers’ questionnaire constituted a relatively quick and cost-effective
data collection instrument, providing a broad-based view of their perceptions and
understandings (Cohen et al, 2011). The participants were within the reach of the
researcher, who could contact them easily. It was also an instrument that could be

administered individually, which suited the limited time the researcher had and helped
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to address many areas related to the study within a relatively short time. Finally, it helped

to avoid researcher bias (Oppenheim, 2005).

Disadvantages: Beside the potential weaknesses of any questionnaire, such as poor or
confusing question design and low response rates (Cohen et al,, 2011), there was no
guarantee that respondents would provide accurate and honest answers, that they would
understand the questions as intended by the researcher, or that they would concur with
one of the given options in the closed questions (Oppenheim, 2005). Such possible
confusion might be a result of poor questionnaire structure. Oppenheim also stressed that
while questionnaires are considered quick data-gathering instruments, data analysis this
can be challenging. Validity might be an issue, especially when using closed questions,
which are criticised for lacking depth and originality. In this research, many of these
limitations were minimised by piloting the questionnaire and by taking certain of the
measures explained in Section 4.8. As to low response rates, a relatively small number of
responses was considered to be enough to achieve the purposes of this study, since

gathering a large body of data was not the aim.

Questionnaires take various forms, e.g. dichotomous (yes/no) questions, multiple choice
questions, rank order, rating scale (e.g. Likert scales), constant sum questions, ratio data
questions and open-ended questions (Cohen et al., 2011). The questionnaire used in this
study included both closed and open-ended questions. The former, using four-point and
five-point Likert scales, aimed to produce a general picture of how PL was perceived, to
identify the key issues and to identify any differences within and between the individuals
or groups of participants, while the latter aimed to give the teachers a chance to express
any ideas that they would like to add, to make comments, to add explanations, give

examples or describe any incidents that they wished to share with the researcher.
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4.6.1.2 Interviews

The aim of the semi-structured interviews was to gain a deeper understanding and
explanation of the main issues that emerged from the questionnaires by trying to uncover
the drivers behind teachers’ perceptions and what had led to their attitudes. This,
however, was applied only to those participants who showed an interest and provided
their consent to be interviewed. It was also used to reveal school heads’ and inspectors’
perceptions and assumptions in relation to the issues raised and to verify the survey data
gathered from teachers and head teachers. Conducting several visits to the case study
schools helped in familiarising the researcher with the schools and establishing a rapport

with the participants (Marshal & Rossman, 2011).

Advantages: Semi-structured interviews are considered more flexible than structured
ones, which are often used in quantitative research and which usually seek yes/no
answers. They are, however, more restricted than fully unstructured interviews, in which
the researcher asks more general questions and gives the participant the freedom to
choose the direction of the exchange (Bryman, 2012). Hence, neither structured nor
unstructured interviews would have served the purpose of this study, since the first
would have restricted the participants’ answers and the second might have led to areas
outside the scope of the research. Semi-structured interviews were considered the most
appropriate type, as they would provide the required focus and depth to answer the

research question.

They allowed the researcher to seek justifications and interpretations of the drivers of
any assumptions identified, thus allowing ‘depth to be achieved by providing the
opportunity on the part of the interviewer to probe and expand the interviewee's
responses’ (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995, p.83). This relatively loose structure of the

instrument allowed the researcher to gain further data and to ask for deeper explanations
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and clarification of any points that were ambiguous or had been misunderstood. It also
enabled him to discuss new areas of interest that arose during the interviews. Conversely,
the use of the same questions with all participants in the same category ensured that the

questions were understood by the respondents, with the minimum of ambiguity.

The main advantage of using this instrument was that it allowed the gathering of a large
body of detailed data in a flexible way that suited both the researcher and the participants.
Such details were important because they resulted from a direct interaction with the
respondents and were given in their own voices. Moreover, the researcher paid attention
to any aspects of interviewees’ body language, hesitations and changes in tone of voice
that could have carried certain meanings, which were used later on to understand and

interpret respondents’ perceptions.

These interviews focused on gaining an in-depth understanding of the following key areas
related to PL: conceptualization, provision, awareness, suitability, effects, involvement in

PL formation and obstacles to PL improvement.

Disadvantages: Although semi-structured interviews allow for focused two-way
communication between the researcher and the participant, conducting, transcribing and
analyzing interviews can be time consuming (Bryman, 2012). Arranging for the
interviews may take longer time than expected because the researcher may have to
reschedule agreed interview times to suit the changing circumstances of those being
interviewed (Gray, 2013). Interviews are also more costly compared to other data
collection methods because they often require travel expenses (Kvale, 2008). Open-ended
questions are also difficult to analyse and comparing the answers of participants can be
challenging and complex (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995). Another limitation is that the

honesty of participants in answering the questions cannot be guaranteed (Hesse-Biber &
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Leavy, 2010). Moreover, while it is difficult to have a large sample due to the constraints
of time, researchers may be biased in their analysis of small size samples (Gray, 2013). In
addition, the questions researchers ask might also, directly or indirectly, lead
interviewees to provide answers that might not necessarily reflect their views (Berg,
2016). In addition, since interview involve a kind of interaction, misunderstanding may
occur during the interview between the researcher and the participants who might feel
anxious and uncomfortable (Kvale, 2008). Most importantly, the inability to generalise

the findings is seen by positivists as a limitation as well (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015).

4.7 Data organization and analysis

It is worth mentioning that while this study used mixed methods of data collection, it was
essentially qualitative in nature. Most of the data to be analysed were qualitative, while a
relatively small body of questionnaire data was subjected to quantitative analysis. The

aim of the questionnaire was to delineate the broad picture by identifying the main issues.

4.7.1 Questionnaire Data

The questionnaire, which focused on teachers’ experience of their PL activities over the
preceding one to five years, generated both quantitative and qualitative data (see
Appendices 9 & 10), since it comprised both closed and open-ended questions. The aim
was to investigate teachers’ thoughts, ideas and concerns related to their PL experience.
Of the 180 questionnaires distributed to teachers, 159 were returned, giving an 88%
response rate, while all twelve head teachers returned their completed questionnaires

(100%).
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The researcher visited each school personally to introduce himself and the research and
to distribute the questionnaire papers himself where possible. One aim of the personal
distribution of the questionnaire papers was to convey the importance of the study to the
participants and to persuade as many schools as possible to participate in the interview

phase.

The questionnaire papers (colour coded for females, males and head teachers) were
distributed to 12 schools, two of which showed little commitment and had to be replaced
by schools which were similar in terms of size, location and gender. The first school
returned none of the questionnaires, perhaps because the researcher was seen as an MOE
employee. The head teacher expressed the feelings of his staff in these words: ‘I will do
my best but actually my teachers have negative attitudes towards anything that comes
from the MOE'". It could also be that the position of the researcher in the educational
district office affected the school’s cooperation. The second school returned most of the
questionnaire papers, but some of had been completed by teachers of non-core subjects
such as PE and arts, which obliged the researcher to reject all of the questionnaires from

this school and to find an alternative school.

The completed questionnaires were given identification numbers from 1 to 159, in

preparation for data analysis.

Quantitative analysis

An SPSS file was opened for each completed questionnaire, then each statement in the
questionnaire was given a code that reflected the number of the question and the order
of the statement. For example, the first statement in question one was coded Qla.a,
because this question had two parts, ‘a’ and ‘b’. Each option was then given a number from

1-4 or 1-5 as appropriate. For example, in Qla.a, the answers were coded as 1=often,
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2=sometimes, 3=rarely and 4=never. Missing data were coded ‘99’, which was also used
where more than one answer had been selected. Having finished with the coding of the
variables, the researcher entered the data from each questionnaire, then revised the
whole SPSS file to identify any mistakes in the entering process by rechecking the entered
data and by producing tables of frequency, noting any values that were outside the coding

range of each statement.

The descriptive analysis began by producing tables of frequency and percentages for both
the background information and the responses to all questions. The aims were to produce
a detailed picture of the trends in the responses and to identify the main issues. This was
followed by comparing the responses across groups and applying some statistical tests
(Mann Whitney and Kruskal-Wallis) to establish whether any differences were

statistically significant. These tests were used for five reasons:

e The aim was to compare responses from two or more groups to identify any
statistically significant differences.

e The distributional form of the outcome in the sample was assessed using a
histogram and found not to be normally distributed.

e All the data were ordinal.

e Some groups compared within the sample were small (less than 30)

e Some data contained outliers.

Only significant differences are presented and discussed in Chapters 5 and 6, as only these

were used to guide the next stage of the investigation, the interviews.
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Qualitative analysis

A total of 82 respondents (51.5%) answered open-ended questions in the questionnaire
and these data were analysed as follows. The responses, most of which were relatively
short, were entered into an MS Word computer file. The researcher read through the
responses and assigned initial codes. This was followed by another investigation of the
responses and placing evidence under each code. These codes were then grouped under
initial themes that were shared among the participants. Later, these were arranged in
more meaningful ways using graphs and tables that drew useful and relevant connections

among the data (Huberman & Miles, 2002) and helped in understanding the main themes.

4.7.2 Interview Data

While theorists (e.g. Brinkman & Kvale, 2015; Cohen et al,, 2011) agree that qualitative
analysis aims at understanding data and providing evidence for research, they differ on
the recommended approaches. Nevertheless, this is strongly determined by the purpose
of the investigation and the size and nature of the dataset obtained. In this study, the
selection of a qualitative approach was driven by the focus of the third phase on gaining a
deeper understanding and explanation of the key issues emerging from the quantitative
phase. The analysis followed the three stages suggested by Huberman and Miles (2002):

data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing.

On this basis, when the first three interviews were completed, they were transcribed (see
Appendices 16, 17 & 18 for interview transcripts before being checked for the accuracy
of the translation), checked by a bilingual professional for the accuracy of the translation
(see Appendices 19, 20 & 21 for the translation checked transcripts) and sent back to the
participants for a dependability check. In order to reduce the dataset to a more
manageable size and exclude irrelevant data, the decision was to perform a less detailed

(non-verbatim) transcription and broad thematic analysis, rather than a comprehensive
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verbatim transcription that detailed exactly what was said, including nonverbal elements
such as facial expressions, pauses and laughter (Gibbs, 2007). This decision was driven by
a desire to focus exclusively on relevant evidence and rival interpretations that
contributed to the primary message. For example, the analysis excluded interviewees’
specific examples, such as mathematical concepts, and repetitions that were considered
not to be directly related to the issues being discussed. To make meanings clearer, some
grammatical mistakes were corrected and words were occasionally added or deleted,
such as to clarify interviewees’ use of the short form Almudiriah to refer to the education
district office. The researcher performed all of the transcription and translation work,

thus making the analysis more efficient and less time consuming.

The researcher then conducted and transcribed the remaining interviews (see
Appendices 19, 20 & 21), paying closer attention to the focus of the study and making
notes of the emerging themes. The next step was to display the transcribed data by
organising and coding it using NVivo and developing initial codes while being totally open
to the data. These codes were then regrouped under certain categories by closely
examining the connections and relationships between them (Bryman, 2012; Cohen et al,,
2011). These were next unified under general themes that reflected the main issues that
emerged from the survey and were then pursued in depth in the interviews, both in
addition to new themes emerging from the interview data (see Appendix 22), which

facilitated the drawing of conclusions and understanding of the findings.
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4.8 Research quality

4.8.1 Ensuring data quality and verifiable conclusions

The validity of the data and the reliability of the findings are two essential indicators of
the quality and soundness of any study (Cohen et al., 2011; Yin, 2014). However, validity
and reliability are concepts more applicable to quantitative than qualitative research,
whose trustworthiness (Hammersley, 2007) is more appropriately shown by its
credibility, transferability and dependability (Lincolin & Guba, 1985). This distinction
between quantitative and qualitative research is a continuation of the debate on
philosophical differences regarding reality and how to define and assess it (Amaratunga
et al,,2002). Nevertheless, the use of different concepts in each approach reflects the
conviction of quantitatively and qualitatively oriented researchers on what can be
genuine research that reveals something original to the literature of a subject, and how
the soundness of research and the reliability of their findings can best be ensured

(Marshal & Rossman, 2011).

In this case study research (see Section 4.3), however, these concepts (validity and
reliability on one hand and credibility, transferability and dependability on the other) are
viewed as two sides of the same coin and are used as evaluative criteria to assess the
soundness of the data and the rigour of the findings and inferences. Internal validity in
quantitative research is reflected in and corresponds to credibility in qualitative research;
likewise, external validity is equivalent to transferability, as is reliability to dependability,
since they assess the same criteria, ensuring the quality and soundness of the study, but

are guided by different considerations and use different measures.

Several measures were taken to ensure the quality of the research design and to minimise

the threats to its validity. Overall, it can be argued that the reliability of this study was
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augmented and its trustworthiness increased (Berg, 2016) by using and triangulating
data obtained via various collection instruments (questionnaire and semi-structured
interviews) and multiple sources of evidence (teachers, head teachers, inspectors), which
supplemented each other and showed the accuracy of the interpretations. Furthermore,
steps were taken during data collection to ensure the construct validity of the
questionnaire and the credibility of the qualitative part. For example, the researcher made
sure that the participants were fully informed about the topic and aims of the study (Yin,
2014), by preparing an information sheet that clarified these elements (see Appendix 24).
The research question was also clearly defined to ensure that it gave a clear indication of
the purpose of the research. Moreover, the data collection instruments used were
reviewed both by the researcher’s supervisors and by fellow researchers, who provided
feedback on the suitability of the survey and interview questions. Both sets of questions
were sent to a number of teachers and educational experts to ensure the clarity of the
questions. They were then piloted to validate them and to ensure that they measured
what they were supposed to measure and were free of bias (Neuman, 2014). Necessary
modifications were then made (see Chapter 5, Section A). The dependability of the
findings was also increased by explicitly detailing and documenting all of the steps taken

(Yin, 2014).

Certain measure were taken to ensure that the actual data collection and analysis
generated accurate research findings (David & Sutton, 2011). The internal validity of the
questionnaires was enhanced by using a mixture of closed and open-ended questions,
which allowed respondents space to express and justify their opinions. The design of the
questionnaire also received particular attention to ensure its reliability. For instance,
some questions were effectively asked twice but phrased slightly differently. The

questionnaires were then piloted (see Section 4.4) to check the clarity of statements and
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any ambiguous wording was changed. Cronbach’s alpha, a measure of internal
consistency (Pallant, 2005), showed good reliability. The a coefficient for the entire
teacher questionnaire was 0.877 and for the entire head teacher questionnaire it was
0.777, while the values for the items in the teachers’ questionnaire ranged from 0.870 to
0.883 for each scale and in the head teachers’ questionnaire it ranged from 0.761 to 0.803

for each scale. These reliability coefficients were determined to be sufficiently large.

For the qualitative part of this study, building a rapport with the participants through
conducting several visits to the schools helped to achieve credibility in the interviews and
facilitated more interaction and participation. Credibility was also enhanced by member
checking (Lincolin & Guba, 1985), whereby the transcribed interviews were returned to
the participants to allow them to record their agreement or disagreement and to add
comments or concerns. In addition, the dependability of the study was augmented by

detailing and describing all of the steps taken (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010).

The external validity of the quantitative data and the transferability of the qualitative
results were not an issue in this study, since the intention was not to generalise the
findings to other contexts (Burns, 2003); nonetheless, these could still be valuable and
possibly transferrable to cases with similar contexts, such as schools in other education

districts in Oman. These, however, are judgements for other researchers to make.
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4.9 Ethical considerations

In any study that deals with people, researchers have ethical obligations and
responsibilities regarding the preservation and protection of the rights and interests of
the participants (Denscombe, 2014; Yin, 2014). The present researcher has obtained the
ethical approval of the Ethics Committee of the Institute of Education at Reading
University to conduct this study (see Appendix 26) and been careful to follow the BERA
(2011) guidelines. He was also granted the permission of the MOE, represented by the
Technical Office for Studies and Developments, to conduct the study in the selected

schools and to collect the required data (see Appendix 25).

Information sheets and consent forms: All participants received information sheets
which explained the topic and objectives of the study, the data-collecting tools and what
was expected from them as participants (Denscombe, 2014). They also received consent
forms, which showed clearly that participation in this study was completely optional, and
were asked to sign these and supply contact details if they were happy to participate. It
was also made clear in the information sheets that they had the right to withdraw from

the study at any time with no requirement to explain that decision.

Confidentiality: The participants were assured, through the information sheets they
received, that the signed consent forms and all other data collected would be kept
confidentially by the researcher (Cohen et al., 2011) and that all research records will be
stored securely in a locked filing cabinet and on a password-protected computer and not
be accessible by any other person other than the researcher until the research journey is

completed, when they will be destroyed by the researcher himself.

Anonymity of participants: Realising that participants would be asked to express their

opinions on events in their workplace, which might affect their relationships with their
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superiors or superintendents if sources were revealed or identified, led the researcher to
make every effort to ensure that participants would not be identified, by guaranteeing and
obtaining the highest levels of confidentiality and anonymity (Berg, 2016). This included
anonymising names by using pseudonyms for people and schools in this thesis and in any
subsequent publications. All participants were assigned a pseudonym and are referred to

by that pseudonym in all records.

Interruption to participants’ daily routine: The researcher was also aware that
answering the questionnaires and attending the interviews might interrupt the
participants’ daily routines and occupy some of their time. Thus, he tried to limit this time
by making sure the questions were clearly and precisely written and by allowing
participants to choose the times that suited them best. No work was required of the
participants other than filling in the questionnaire (which was designed not to exceed 25

minutes) and/or attending the interview (for less than one hour).

Researcher’s role: The researcher was further aware of the potential indirect influence
of his role as an employee in the education office on the participants and on the kind of
information they might reveal, as well as the potential bias arising from his sole treatment
of the data. Any such influence was reduced by sharing the researcher’s teaching and
administrative experience with the participants, by conducting several visits to the
schools, which facilitated both the participants’ cooperation and the researcher’s
understanding of their beliefs, perspectives and perceptions. The risk of biased treatment
was also minimised by the researcher being open to the data and adopting an inductive
approach in the analysis phase, where codes for analysis emerged from the data itself.
This was done with robust belief that people’s actions, understanding and attitudes are

driven by and revolve around the way they interpret and see things.
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4.10 Summary

This chapter has offered the rationale and a detained description of the methodology
adopted for this predominantly qualitative case study, which employed questionnaires
followed by semi-structured interviews within a social constructionist epistemological
paradigm that aimed at understanding the participants’ subjective reality. It also clarified
the sampling, data collection and analysis strategies adopted and the measures taken to
assure the quality of the data gathered and the conclusions drawn. Finally, it set out the
key ethical considerations underpinning the study. The next chapter presents the results
from the three phases (see Section 4.4): the pilot study, the quantitative survey and the

qualitative phase.
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Chapter 5 Results and Findings
5.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the results of both the quantitative and qualitative phases of the
study. The quantitative data were collected using two questionnaires with teachers and
head teachers, then analysed using SPSS, while the qualitative data were collected in semi-

structured interviews with classroom teachers, head teachers and inspectors.

The chapter is divided into three sections representing the three phases of data collection.
The first section presents the results of the pilot study, the second the results from the
teachers’ and head teachers’ questionnaires (phase one of the main study) and the third
the results of the interviews (phase two). The analysis of the quantitative results is based
on descriptive analysis, mainly percentages and frequencies. The non-parametric Mann-
Whitney and Kruskal-Wallis tests were also used to check whether variations between

groups were statistically significant.

A. Results of the pilot study

A pilot study was conducted before the main study to assess whether the instruments
used provided data on the topic intended and to increase their validity. First, the survey
questionnaires were distributed to 10 teachers and four head teachers from four schools,

then interviews were conducted with four teachers, two head teachers and one inspector.

Next, the responses were analysed carefully to determine whether they provided the data
needed to answer the main research question and whether any other possible responses
should be added to the options given in each question. The focus was also on measuring
the time needed to complete the survey, which was found not to have exceeded 25

minutes. Participants’ feedback revealed their understanding of the questions and their
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comments on their suitability (with regard to the wording and their ability to answer
them), any additional information that they needed to ask about, or areas of ambiguity.
Subsequently, ambiguous and difficult questions were discarded and any questions that
were not answered as expected were reworded. For instance, it was decided not to
include definitions of the key terms in the study, such as PL, formal PL and informal PL
(see Appendices 4 & 5), since some questions in the questionnaire aimed at identifying
teachers’ understanding of these terms. Nine of the 19 statements in question seven were
reversed so that they presented a negative opinion, to test whether teachers’ selection
was genuine. Eventually, the questionnaires were revised and finalised (see Appendices

9 & 10).

The questions used in the interviews were also piloted, refined and modified, based on
the analysis of the pilot study. For instance, it was indicated that the first question in the
teachers’ interview, ‘What is the image that comes to your mind when speaking about
teachers' professional learning?’(see Appendices 6, 7 & 8), could be ambiguous to
teachers, so it was rephrased to read: "What does teachers' PL mean to you?" (see
Appendices 11, 12 & 13). The piloting of the interviews also gave the researcher the
opportunity to gain confidence and useful interviewing skills, such as using prompts

(Edwards & Holland, 2013).
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B. Results of phase one: the questionnaire

5.2 Findings from the teachers’ survey

5.2.1 Background information

The first part of the teachers’ questionnaire (see Appendix 9) asked participants to
provide basic information about themselves including school name, gender, age group,
experience, their most advanced qualification and the number of schools they had worked
in. A total of 159 teachers from twelve schools (88.3%) responded to the questionnaire,
of whom 72 (45.3%) were male and 87 (54.7%) female. Table 5.1 shows the number of

participants and response rates for the different schools.

5.2.1.1 Participants in each school

Participants taught in twelve schools in differing locations: five urban, four suburban and
three rural schools. Schools differed in size: two were small (less than 400 students),
seven medium (400 to 700 students) and three large (more than 700 students) (see

Section 4.5). Table 5.1 gives details about each school.

Table 5.1 Number of participants and response rate in each school

School | M/F Number of participants Response rate | Students/ Size Location

1 M 8 53% 340 (small) urban
2 M 15 100% 715 (large) urban
3 M 10 66% 460 (medium) urban
4 M 12 80% 252 (small) suburban
5 M 15 100% 648 (medium) rural
6 F 13 86% 520 (medium) urban
7 F 15 100% 724 (large) urban
8 F 15 100% 410 (medium) suburban
9 F 14 93% 648 (medium) rural

10 F 15 100% 430 (medium) rural

11 F 15 100% 730 (large) suburban

12 M 12 80% 584 (medium) suburban

The response rates were noticeably high, for three possible reasons. Firstly, the

researcher visited each school individually, met the head and as many teachers as

150



possible, making sure to gain the support and agreement of as many teachers as he could.
This may have led to the build-up of a rapport where the participants felt that they were
obliged to respond to show politeness and accordingly were more committed to
completing the questionnaire. Alternatively, the high response rates could be attributed
to the cultural fact that it is often considered improper in Omani society to let down
anyone who asks personally for help; thus, the teachers may have felt that not completing
the questionnaire would be considered rude, especially by someone whom they might
deal with in future. There is also the possibility that some teachers considered that

participation was compulsory, since the researcher worked in the education office.

5.2.1.2 Distribution of participants by experience

Table 5.2 Distribution of participants by experience

Experience in years n %
1-2 1 0.6
3-5 15 9.4
6-10 50 31.4
11-20 83 52.3
above 20 10 6.3
Total 159 100

Table 5.2 shows that the teachers had a variety of teaching experience and that a strong
majority (90%) had taught for atleast six years. This is important to this study, since these
teachers were able to describe any developments in PL that they had experienced during

the last five years and to refer to any impact that they had witnessed.
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5.2.1.3 Distribution of participants by age group

Table 5.3: Distribution of participants by age range

Age range n %

22-25 1 0.6
26-30 45 28.5
31-35 53 33.6
36-40 44 27.8
41-45 14 8.9
above 45 1 0.6
Total 158 100

Missing data 1

Total 159

Table 5.3 shows that the participants were spread across a range from 22 to 45 years old
and that most of them were aged between 26 and 40 years. The low percentage of younger
teachers can be attributed to the fact that newly employed teachers were usually
appointed to lower level schools before being transferred to post-basic schools (catering

for ages 16 and 17).

5.2.1.4 Distribution of participants by most advanced qualification
Most of the participants were qualified at undergraduate level, which can be explained by
the MOE'’s initiative introduced in the mid-1990s, aimed at raising all teachers’

qualifications to degree level.

5.2.1.5 Distribution of participants by subject area
The sample represented teachers of the five core subjects. Table 5.4 shows that they were
spread almost equally across these, with slightly lower numbers teaching science, Arabic

language and social studies.
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Table 5.4 Distribution of participants by subjects taught

Subject Area n %
English 33 21
Mathematics 33 21
Science 31 19.8
Arabic 30 19.1
Social studies 30 19.1
Total 157 100

Missing data 2
Total 159

5.2.2 Knowledge of recent education policy reform

Table 5.5 shows that teachers' responses to question 11 on their knowledge of the latest
MOE initiatives were very short and that a substantial number (11) of those who
answered this question (23 of the 159 participants) reported a lack of knowledge of any
of the latest MOE initiatives in regard to improving teachers' quality. This was not
surprising, taking into account that most of the communication that had taken place
between the MOE and schools involved MOE officials and school heads only, which can be
justified by the nature of the centralised education system in Oman, where the MOE rarely

communicates directly with teachers in schools.

What is more, this could indicate that school heads had not often shared what they had
received from the MOE with their teachers and it implies the possibility of poor internal
communication. Alternatively, the low response rate to this question and the weak
knowledge of the latest educational policies expressed by some teachers could be
attributed to teachers’ wish to show their dissatisfaction or discontent with the way
policy-related decisions were made, where their opinions were rarely considered. This is

suggested by the fact that one teacher responded that there was ‘nothing worth

153



mentioning’, which implies a passive attitude towards the MOE’s programmes and

projects that targeted schools and teachers, rather than unfamiliarity with them.

Table 5.5 Teachers’ responses on knowledge of the latest MOE initiatives

. Number of
Teachers' responses
matches
Nothing — | don’t know — | have no 11
idea - Nothing worth mentioning
Technology 6
Active learning 2
Collaborative teaching 1
The Specialised Centre 1
Curriculum 1
Training 1

Of those teachers who did report knowledge of MOE initiatives, the largest number (six)
stated that they were familiar with the introduction of new educational technology and
two referred to the MOE advocating the use of active learning teaching techniques, while
the remaining initiatives (advocating collaborative teaching techniques, changes in the
curriculum, more training opportunities for teachers and the setting up of a specialised

centre for teacher training) were all mentioned just once each.

During the interview phase, the researcher investigated whether this pattern of responses
represented widespread ignorance of the latest initiatives, miscommunication between
the ministry and teachers or between school heads and teachers, or passive attitudes

towards the MOE’s plans and programmes.

5.2.3 Conceptualising PL

5.2.3.1 General trends

Item eight in the survey was an open-ended question which generated 100 responses
(63%). To identify a pattern among them, these responses were categorised using a word
processor to determine their recurrence, then regrouped together to establish how the
teachers conceptualised PL. What emerged was a wide range of definitions that reflected
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the extent of differences in how the teachers viewed PL, visualised their engagement in

PL activities and interpreted it.

A substantial number of those who answered this question confined their understanding
of the term PL to an increase in subject and pedagogical content knowledge. For example,
one teacher defined it as ‘a planned way for the learner to acquire new information and

experience in his subject’.

(PRGSO FEN P EGPN= PRI PEW- FENCIR AR RUE SN PP

A few other respondents viewed it as a change in thinking; for example, one teacher
defined it as ‘developing all aspects of the thinking of teachers and improving their

teaching skills and practices’.
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A smaller number went further to include changes in attitudes and values, e.g. ‘It means
that teachers acquire a lot of knowledge, values, attitudes that enable them to develop

their abilities and skills and use these in enhancing the educational processes’.
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PL was also viewed as a ‘self-directed effort’:
i | alal s sgall agadi®
Others viewed it as a result of engagement with other teachers: ‘To discuss professional

development issues between teachers on specific education issues’.
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Teachers also differed in their views of the continuity of PL. More than half confined their

understanding to one-off formal training events, e.g. ‘“Training teachers professionally’:
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The remainder had a wider, more comprehensive view of PL as a ‘continuous process that
can be formally conducted within schools, training centres ... or informally through the

available media by the teacher himself'.
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The focus was also occasionally on specific areas such as ‘improving personality’,

‘accreditation’ and keeping up to date with international developments in education, as

shown by the following three extracts:

e ‘To form confident personality in teaching and develop the teaching process

through teaching styles and dealing with students’.
AL e Jalail s il Bk JHA e eyl Blee oLy gy el 8 A Apads o S
e ‘It means developing teachers through training and certificates, which leads to

enhancing their subject knowledge and providing them with new teaching styles’.
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e ‘The learning that develops teachers’ level and keeps pace with the latest

international developments.’
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These variations could be attributed to many factors including respondents’ self-efficacy
and whether they had genuinely chosen to be teachers rather than seizing the last
available option upon leaving secondary school. They may also have be caused by other
contextual factors such as the impact of the school leadership, the school organisational
climate and colleagues’ influence, personal inspiration, preschool training or other socio-

cultural factors. These factors received particular attention in phase two of this research.
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When eliciting eliciting teachers’ opinions of the key aspects of improving their PL, 142
participants (89.9%) agreed or strongly agreed that that it involved identifying teaching
weaknesses, improving teaching skills and adopting new teaching techniques (see Table
5.6). The majority of respondents mentioned increasing the subject/pedagogical
knowledge base (140 respondents; 88.6%), acquiring positive attitudes towards new
experiences (140 respondents; 88.1%) and improving relationships and communication

between teachers (132 participants; 87%).

Table 5.6 Teachers’ opinions of the key aspects of improving PL

Total
. (missing
Agree Not sure Disagree
Statement . : data)
n % n % n %
1. Identifying teaching weaknesses and
improving teachers’ skills, abilities and 142 | 899 | 14 | 89 | 2 1.2 | 159 (1)
interests.
2. Changlng pract.lce and adopting new 142 | 899 | 13 | 82 3 19 | 159 (1)
teaching techniques

3. Increasing teachers’ subject/pedagogical
knowledge base

4. Acquiring positive attitudes towards new
experience

5. Improving relationships and
communication between teachers

6. Helping teachers to adapt to their
students’ learning needs and styles

7. Enhancing students’ learning 127 | 799 | 26 | 164 | 6 3.7 | 159

8. Responding positively to challenges that
teachers face today

9. Changes in how teachers think 122 | 78.2 | 24 |154 | 10 | 6.4 | 159(3)

140 | 88.6 | 15 | 9.5 3 1.9 | 159(1)

140 | 88.1 | 16 | 10.1 3 19 | 159

136 | 855 | 16 | 10.1 7 4.4 | 159

130 | 81.8 | 24 | 15.1 5 3.1 | 159

125 | 79.6 | 23 | 146 | 9 5.7 | 159 (2)

In contrast, adapting to students’ learning needs, enhancing their learning, responding
positively to teaching-related challenges and changes in how teachers think, although still
valued quite highly, were rated slightly less highly by most teachers (130/81.8%, 127/

79.9%, 125/79.6% and 122/78.2% respectively).

This suggests agreement among teachers on the main purposes of improving PL, although
there is no clear indication that it was genuinely valued. The weaker agreement on aspects

related to students’ learning or changes in thinking suggest that teachers might differ in
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their priorities when attending PL events. It could also be attributed to alower awareness
among some respondents of the ultimate goal of most PL activities and of the direct or

indirect impact these activities should have on their students’ performance.

5.2.3.2 Differences between subject teachers

The Kruskal-Wallis test revealed only one statistically significant difference between
groups in responding to this question, related to subject area: Table 5.7 shows that there
was a significant variation between subject area teachers in rating ‘change in thinking’ as

a key factor in improving their PL.

Table 5.7 Improving PL involves ‘change in thinking’: teachers’ views by subject area (0.009, p
<.05

Subject | English | Mathematics | Science | Arabic | Social
studies
Agree n 21 25 25 27 22
% 63.6 75.8 80.6 96.4 75.9
Notsure | n 8 7 4 0 5
% 24.2 21.2 12.9 0 17.2
Disagree | n 4 1 2 1 2
% 12.1 3 6.5 3.6 6.9
Total 33 33 31 28 29
Missing data 2 1

While there seems no obvious explanation of the noticeably stronger agreement of Arabic
language teachers with this statement, it may be attributed to the role of their inspectors
(trainers) or to their pre-service training. Involving inspectors in the next phase of in-

depth investigation might help in understanding such variations.

5.2.4 Focus of PL on policy reform

Question nine was open-ended, eliciting views on what aspects of PL the reforms should
focus on. More than half of the participants (85; 53.5%) did not answer this question,
perhaps because of the limited time teachers had and the nature of the question, which

required more thought than most others. It may also show that the teachers were rarely
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involved in policy-making decisions and as a result were unable to decide what teacher

quality improvement policies should focus on.

The responses are summarised in Table 5.8. The three areas most often cited were

curriculum, IT skills and teaching strategies.

Table 5.8 Teachers’ perception of what aspects of PL reforms should focus on

Future focus of PL Nm”g‘tgﬁ;:f
Curriculum 23
IT skills 18
Teaching strategies 12
Technology 9
Teaching aids 4
Consultation with teachers 3
Focus on self-learning 2
Intensive courses 2
Provide model lessons 2
Students’ achievements 2
Improving teachers’ status 1
Better evaluation techniques 1

While many respondents stated that there was an issue with the curriculum, they did not
identify it precisely, nor did they state whether they considered that PL activities

corresponded well to the current curriculum.

The data also showed an obvious focus on IT skills, but the nature of the responses did
not allow the researcher to determine whether the problem was with the availability of
IT courses, with their nature or with the way they were conducted. This required further

investigation to provide a deeper understanding and a clearer picture.

In regard to teaching strategies, which were mentioned by 12 teachers, respondents
stressed the need to introduce ‘new teaching strategies’ and to provide the ‘teaching aids’
that would enable teachers to use these new strategies in their classrooms. However,

these phrases are open to interpretation and may indicate a desire for change.
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As may be deduced from the data in Table 5.8, a minority of respondents made other
suggestions, mainly related to three areas: teacher involvement and voice in the design of
PL, evaluation and follow up, and self-directed PL. These received particular focus during

the second phase of data collection.

5.2.5 Purposes of engaging in PL

5.2.5.1 General trends

Overall, the responses to question 2 (Table 5.9) reveal that teachers linked engaging in PL
to being more effective teachers, which entailed improving various aspects of their

teaching practice.

Table 5.9 Purposes of engaging in PL activities: teachers’ overall views

Very Little Not Total
. Important . . (missing
important importance important d
Statement ata)
n % n % n % n %
1. Ithelps me to improve my
95 |59.7| 42 | 264 |19 | 119 3 1.9 159

teaching practice

2. Ithelps me to update my
skills and knowledge

3. [Itincreases my self-esteem
and self-confidence

4. Ithelps me to understand
how students learn

5. Ithelps me to manage
students’ behaviour

6. Itisa ministry
requirement

7. Ithelps me to be promoted | 23 | 146 | 40 | 253 | 37 | 234 58 | 36.7 158 (1)

80 | 506 | 51 |323 21| 133 6 3.8 158 (1)

75 | 475 | 47 | 29.7 | 25| 158 11 7 158 (1)

63 | 399 | 54 | 342 |35 | 222 6 3.8 158 (1)

39 | 247 | 66 | 418 |38 | 241 15 9.5 158 (1)

36 | 229 | 44 28 | 48 | 30.6 29 | 185 157 (2)

The responses showed that ‘improving teaching practice’ (137 teachers/86.1%),
‘updating skills and knowledge of taught subjects’ (131 /82.9%), ‘increasing self-esteem’
(122/77.2%) and ‘understanding and meeting students' needs’ (117/74.1%) were
deemed to be the most important reasons for seeking PL. This suggests that overall, the
respondents were aware that PL was fundamental to improving their teaching practice
and their students’ achievement. Moreover, it seems that with the relatively negative

image attached to teachers, especially when students’ achievements were not up to
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expectations, PL was seen as a method of enhancing teachers’ image of their profession
and accordingly of their potential to make a difference in students’ learning. However, this
does not necessarily mean that they were involved in PL activities or that they had

implemented in their classrooms what they had acquired in PL.

There was less agreement on seeking PL to ‘help in managing students' behaviour’ (105
teachers/66.5%). It may be that teachers envisaged controlling students’ behaviour as a
skill that should be acquired in the classroom rather than in training centres or PL events.
Alternatively, unruly behaviour was perhaps not a significant issue for them, because

most students in Omani schools are well behaved.

The other two reasons for pursuing PL offered, ‘a MOE requirement’ and ‘to be promoted’,
were rated important by the fewest respondents: 80 (50.9%) and 63 (39.9%)

respectively.

5.2.5.2 Differences between subject teachers

The Kruskal-Wallis test revealed some statistically significant variations in teachers’
responses to statements 4 (.045, p<.05) and 7 (.007, p <.05) that were attributed to their

subject area, as Tables 5.10 and 5.11 show.

Table 5.10 PL helps teachers to understand how students learn: teachers’ views by subject area
(0.045,p <.05)

. . . . . Social
Subject English | Mathematics | Science | Arabic .
studies
n 26 30 23 22 16
Important

% 78.8 90.9 74.2 73.3 55.2

Little n 6 3 6 6 12
importance | % 18.2 9.1 19.4 20 41.4

Not n 1 0 2 2 1
important | % 3 0 6.5 6.7 34

Total 33 33 31 30 29

Missing data 0 1
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Responses to statement 4 show that mathematics teachers were more aware of the link
between improving their PL and enhancing their students’ learning: 30 teachers (90.9%)
saw this as a reason to seek PL (Table 5.10). While there is no clear explanation, this may

be attributed to the extent to which their inspectors made this link clear in training events.

In response to statement 7, English teachers seemed the most concerned with pursuing
PL for promotion purposes: 20 teachers (60.6%) rated this factor as important (Table
5.11). A possible explanation is that English teachers, being bilingual, had a stronger
likelihood of promotion to administrative positions in the Education Office or the MOE

than teachers of other subjects.

Table 5.11 PL helps teachers to get promotion: teachers’ views by subject area (0.007, p <.05)

Subject English | Mathematics | Science | Arabic Soc1'al
studies
Important |- 20 9 11 12 11
% | 606 27.3 36.7 40 36.7
Little n 9 13 3 6 4
importance | %, 27.3 39.4 10 20 13.3
Not n 4 11 16 12 15
important | o, | 121 33.3 53.3 40 50
Total 33 33 30 30 30
Missing data 1

These two findings revealed noticeable differences that prompted further investigation of
teachers' beliefs and purposes for engaging in particular PL activities, to determine
whether they were driven by personal factors, by a desire for promotion or simply to fulfil

formal obligations.

5.2.6 Availability and importance of PL in various locations

5.2.6.1 General trends

Teachers’ responses were not decisive in evaluating the overall availability of PL

opportunities; their responses to the statement in question seven that PL was ‘rare and
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not available for all’ (Table 5.12) ranged from agreeing (n=69; 44.5%) to disagreeing

(n=50; 32.3%), with many selecting ‘not sure’ (n=36; 23.2%).

Table 5.12 Overall availability of PL opportunities: teachers’ views

i Missin
Statement Agree Not sure Disagree g
n % n % n % data
PL Qpportunltles are rare and not 6 |aas| 36 | 232| s0 |33 .
available for all.

However, responses to question 1 showed that teachers’ opinions varied in regard to the

frequency and value of PL in various locations (in the school, in another school, in the

Training Centre of the Education Office, in other parts of Oman, or outside Oman).

Table 5.13 Availability of PL in various locations: teachers’ overall views

Total
Often Sometimes Rarely Never (missing

Statement data)

n % n % n % n %

1. PLin the school 64 | 421 | 63 | 414 | 22 |145| 3 2 152 (7)
2. PLin another school 1 7 28 | 196 | 52 |36.4 | 62 |43.4| 143 (16)
3. PLin the training centre 23 | 155 | 55 | 372 | 40 | 27 | 30 |20.3| 158(11)
4. PLin other parts in Oman 3 21 | 15 | 105 | 32 | 224 | 93 | 65 143 (16)
5. PL outside Oman 6 4.2 4 28 | 10 7 | 122|859 | 142(17)

As Table 5.13 shows, PL in the school was reported to occur very frequently and a

substantial number of respondents (n=127) reported that they often or sometimes had

easy access to PL in schools, as shown by Figure 5.1.
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Figure 5.1 Availability of PL in the school: teachers’ overall views (N=152)

In contrast, a substantial number of participants reported a lack or shortage of PL
opportunities in similar post-basic schools and most of them rated it as rare or not
available at all (n=114; 79.8%). Furthermore, although PL in the education office training
centre was rated much higher, 30 teachers (20.3%) reported that they had never attended
a PL event there. Two-thirds of teachers (n=93; 65%) also described PL opportunities in
other parts of Oman as not available at all, while even more (n=122; 85.9%) perceived PL

opportunities outside Oman to be entirely unavailable, as Figure 5.2 shows.
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Figure 5.2 Availability of PL outside Oman: teachers’ views (N=142)

This opinion reflects official statistics showing very few PL opportunities abroad for
teachers, compared to their number, which is often justified by a shortage of financial

resources (MOE, 2012/2013).

When the availability of PL in various locations was compared to its importance, there

were areas of correspondence and variation, as shown by Table 5.14.

Table 5.14 Importance of PL in various locations: teachers’ overall views

Very Little Not Total
. Important . . (missing
Statement important importance important data)
n % n % n % n %
1. Usefulness of PLin the 50 | 347 | 76 | 528 | 18 | 125 144 (15)
school
2. Usefulness of PL in 15 | 117 | 71 |555| 36 |281| 6 | 47 | 128(31)

another school

3. Usefulness of PL in the
Training Centre

4. Usefulness of PL in other
parts in Oman

> g;e;r‘fl“ess"fp“’“tsme 49 | 38 | 52 | 403 | 17 [132] 11 | 85 | 129(30)

42 | 296 | 70 | 493 | 22 | 155 8 5.6 142 (17)

45 |338| 60 | 451 | 21 |158| 7 | 53 | 133(26)
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On one hand, PL opportunities were most valued in the school and considered the most
important in developing teachers' practice (87.5% agreed on their importance), which
corresponds well with the findings of its availability. This was investigated further in
phase two to see whether this rating was genuine or because the teachers had not

experienced much training outside their schools.

In contrast, whereas responses indicated that PL outside the school was rarely available,
most of the respondents rated its importance relatively highly. The same observation is
applicable to the location and value of PL in the training centre, other parts of Oman and

outside Oman.

Thus, with regard to access to and the importance of PL opportunities in various locations,
it was noticeable that there was a gap between teachers' beliefs about the importance of
these opportunities in various places and what was offered to them. The next phase of this
investigation focused on the nature of PL opportunities in various places and tried to elicit
teachers' opinions about the extent to which these fitted their needs and the reasons why

they might consider a specific location or type more suitable than another.

5.2.6.2 Differences between subject teachers

Mann-Whitney and Kruskal-Wallis tests showed some statistically significant differences
between groups in teachers’ views of the availability and importance of PL in various
locations. The Kruskal-Wallis test showed that the more experienced teachers attended
less PL in other schools than did less experienced teachers, as can be seen in Table 5.15.
It may be that younger teachers were more willing to attend PL outside their schools. It
could also be that more experienced teachers thought they had enough experience and

would gain nothing from such activities.
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Table 5.15 Availability of PL in another school: teachers’ views by experience (0.012, p <.05)

Experience | , 3-5 6-10 | 11-20 | >20
(years)
n 0 0 0 0 1
Often =/ 0 0 0 0 10
Sometimes n 1 4 12 8 3
% | 100 28.6 245 11.6 30
Rarely |0 0 5 18 24 5
% 0 35.7 36.7 34.8 50
Never LD 0 5 19 37 1
% 0 35.7 38.8 53.6 10
Total 1 14 49 69 10
Missing data 1 1 14

Different subject teachers also perceived the availability of PL in the Training Centre

differently, as shown by Table 5.16.

Table 5.16 Availability of PL in the Training Centre: teachers’ views by subject (0.031, p <.05)

Subject English | Mathematics | Science | Arabic Soc1.al
Area studies
n 7 7 4 0 5
Often =0 212 22.6 13.4 0 185
Sometimes n 14 13 10 8 K
% 42.4 41.9 333 32 33.3
Rarely n 10 5 10 9 6
% 30.3 16.1 333 36 22.2
Never n 2 6 6 8 7
% 6.1 19.4 20 32 25.9
Total 33 31 30 25 27
Missing data 2 1 5 3

English language and mathematics teachers seem to have had more opportunities to
attend PL in the Training Centre. This indicates that some subject areas may have been
more privileged to receive centralised PL than others, which might be caused by
variations in the number of trainers or training programmes and the budget available for

each subject area.

Furthermore, a Mann-Whitney test showed that female teachers (Mdn = 78.46) had
received significantly less PL in other parts of Oman than male teachers (Mdn = 64.67), U

=2055.000, z=-2.353, p <.019, as shown by Table 5.17.
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Table 5.17 Availability of PL in other parts of Oman (0.019, p <.05): teachers’ views by gender

Possible answerers Male Female
n % n %

Often 1 15 2 2.6
Sometimes 11 16.4 4 5.3
Rarely 18 26.9 14 18.4
Never 37 55.2 56 73.7
Missing data 5 11

Total 72 87

Females’ less frequent attendance at PL outside school may be due to female teachers’
preferences, or may indicate that male teachers were offered more or better

opportunities, suggesting a gender bias and preferential treatment.

[tis also notable that teachers of different subjects viewed the availability and importance
of PL opportunities outside Oman differently. Not surprisingly, English teachers seemed
slightly more satisfied with the availability and value of the PL they had abroad compared

to teachers of other subjects, as shown by Tables 5.18 and 5.19 respectively.

Table 5.18 Availability of PL outside Oman: teachers’ views by subject area (0.021, p <.05)

Subject English | Mathematics | Science | Arabic | Social
studies
Often n 5 0 0 0 1
% 15.6 0 0 0 4
Sometimes | n 1 3 0 0 0
% 3.1 9.4 0 0 0
Rarely n 3 1 0 2 4
% 9.4 3.1 0 8.3 16
Never n 23 28 27 22 20
% 71.9 87.5 100 91.7 30
Total 32 32 27 24 27
Missing data 1 1 4 6 3

168



Table 5.19 Importance of PL outside Oman: teachers’ views by subject area (0.020, p <.05)

Subject English | Mathematics | Science | Arabic | Social
studies
Important | n 27 21 21 15 17
% 93.1 75 84 68.2 73.9
Little n 2 5 1 2 5
importance | g 6.9 17.9 4 9.1 21.7
Not n 0 2 3 5 1
important | o 0 7.1 12 22.7 4.3
Total 29 28 25 22 23
Missing data 4 5 6 8 7

These variations may indicate that English teachers were more likely to attend PL abroad,
given that they were more competent in English than the other subject area teachers and
that some training programmes were offered only in English-speaking countries such as
the UK and the USA. English and science teachers also valued PL abroad slightly more
(93.1% and 84% respectively) than teachers of maths, Arabic and social studies (75%,
68.2% and 73.9% respectively). This may reflect the fact that the English and science
teachers were more competent in English than Arabic, maths and social studies teachers,
because most of their pre-service training modules were taught in English. [t also suggests
that teachers of Arabic, maths and social studies had experienced less PL abroad, which
may explain the lower value they assigned to such opportunities. However, the clear
variation among the English teachers themselves (as shown in Table 5.18), whereby five
reported often attending such opportunities whereas 23 stated that they had never
attended any PL abroad, might indicate that nomination for PL abroad was biased,
potentially because of the lack of a database to show which teachers had previously

attended such opportunities.
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5.2.7 Involvement of others in PL

5.2.7.1 General trends

In response to question 4, the majority of participating teachers rated the contribution to

PL of their senior teachers (see Figure 5.3) and subject colleagues as very important.
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Figure 5.3 Involvement of senior teachers in teachers’ PL: teachers’ overall views (N=159)

Such positive responses to senior teachers’ and colleagues’ contributions might be a
genuine rating, or it could be attributed to the social culture prevalent in Oman, whereby
teachers tend to keep good relations with colleagues and avoid saying anything that might
damage these relationships. Such interpersonal relations are even more obvious among
females in Omani society. It is also worth mentioning here that teachers are usually
assigned to a school as near to their home as possible, so a colleague might also be a
relative, a neighbour or someone else whom one has to deal with outside school hours,
which will tend to make teachers wary of criticising their colleagues (see Section 4.9 on
ethical issues). Thus, the respondents might not have been completely frank in their
responses, especially when they had to evaluate the contribution of their colleagues to

their PL (see Section 7.5 on limitations).
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Most respondents placed slightly less value on the contributions of school heads and

inspectors (71% and 74% respectively), although evaluations were still relatively positive

(Figure 5.4).
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Figure 5.4 Involvement of head teachers in teachers’ PL: teachers’ overall views (N=159)

Furthermore, most teachers expressed a very negative opinion of the contributions of

officials of the education office and the MOE to developing their PL (Figures 5.5 and 5.6).
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Figure 5.5 Involvement of education office officials in teachers’ PL: teachers’ overall views
(N=159)
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Figure 5.6 Involvement of MOE officials in PL: teachers’ overall views (N=159)

However, responses to a statement in question 7 (Table 5.20), which showed hesitation
as to whether PL reflected the perceptions of the policymakers more than the teachers,
suggests that teachers’ ratings in Figures 5.5 and 5.6 reflect their negative attitudes
towards the education office and the MOE, rather than a genuine rating of their
employees’ roles. It might also indicate miscommunication between the MOE and the

education office on one hand and schools and teachers on the other.

Table 5.20 Teachers’ overall views on whether the design and content of PL reflect their
perceptions

. Missing
Agree Not sure Disagree
Statement : & data
n % n % n %
1. Haye reflected the perceptions of the 72 | 465 | 53 |342| 30 |193 4
policy makers more than the teachers.

Thus, teachers’ attitudes towards the MOE, the education office and their communication
with schools and teachers received a particular focus in the next phase of this

investigation.

5.2.7.2 Differences between subject teachers
The analysis revealed statistically significant differences among subject areas and schools

in rating the contribution of others in improving teachers’ PL as a Kruskal-Wallis test
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showed. For example, the English teachers were less likely to agree on the contribution of

inspectors, as shown by Table 5.21.

Table 5.21 Contribution of inspectors to teachers’ PL: teachers’ views by subject area (0.007, p <

.05)
Subject English | Mathematics | Science | Arabic | Social studies
n 15 28 24 24 25
Useful
% 45.5 84.8 77.4 80 86.3
Some n 13 4 5 5 3
useful | % 39.4 12.2 16.1 16.7 10.3
Not n 5 1 2 1 1
useful % 15.1 3 6.5 3.3 34
Total 33 33 31 30 29
Missing data 1

Schools also varied in their evaluation of the contribution of senior teachers and subject

colleagues, as shown by Tables 5.22 and 5.23 respectively.

Table 5.22 Contribution of senior teachers to teachers’ PL: teachers’ views by school (0.029, p <

05)

School 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 | 11 | 12

n | 8 8 7 | 12 | 15 | 12 | 13 | 12 | 11 | 11 | 13 | 12
Bz % | 100 | 85.7 | 70 | 100 | 100 | 92.3 | 92.9 | 85.7 | 78.6 | 78.6 | 86.7 | 100

, n | o 2 1 0 0 1 1 1 3 2 2 0

Sometimes I T3 10 | 0 0 | 7.7 | 71 | 143 | 214 | 143 | 133 | 0

n | o 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0

Never % | 0 0 | 20 | o 0 0 0 0 0 | 71 ] o 0

Total 8 14 | 10 | 12 | 15 | 13 | 14 | 14 | 14 | 14 | 15 | 12

Missing data 1 1 1 1

Table 5.23 Contribution of subject colleagues in teachers’ PL: teachers’ views by school (0.003, p

<.05)

School 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 | 11 | 12

n 7 1 | 8 | 11 | 14 | 13 | 13 | 15 9 13 | 15 | 11
Bz % | 875 | 786 | 80 | 91.7 | 93.3 | 100 | 86.7 | 100 | 64.3 | 86.7 | 100 | 91.7

_ T 1 3 1 1 1 0 2 0 4 1 0 1

Sometimes |, 1o =214 | 10 | 83 | 67 | 0 |133| 0 | 286 67 | 0 | 83

n 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0

Never % | 0 0 | 10| o 0 0 0 0 | 71 | 67 | 0 0

Total 8 14 | 10 | 12 | 15 | 13 | 15 | 15 | 14 | 15 | 15 | 12

Missing data 1

The Mann-Whitney test indicated that female teachers (Mdn

= 73.55) valued the

contribution of their colleagues significantly more than male teachers did (Mdn = 86.79),

U =2571.000,z =-2.004, p <.045 (Table 5.24).
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Table 5.24 Contribution of subject colleagues to teachers’ PL: teachers’ views by gender (0.045, p
<.05)

Possible answerers Male Female
n % n %
Often 62 87.3 78 89.7
Sometimes 8 11.3 7 8
Never 1 1.4 2 23
Missing data 1
Total 72 87

These variations suggest that the context and organisational climate of the schools might
have affected how teachers engaged and interacted in improving their PL. Inspectors’
work might also have varied when working with different schools, which could be
attributed to the variations among these schools in the experience of teachers, their

willingness, school leadership role, or the competence of inspectors, for example.

5.2.8 Self-directed informal PL

5.2.8.1 General trends

The survey also investigated teachers’ individual involvement in PL from another angle,
that of self-directed PL (Q3; see Table 5.25), which also revealed a kind of incompatibility

between their stated values (beliefs) and their real engagement (practices).

Table 5.25 Engagement in self-directed PL activities: teachers’ overall views

Total
Often Sometimes Rarely Never (missing

Statement data)

n % n % n % n %
1. Discussion with colleagues 93 | 589 | 53 | 335| 10 | 6.3 2 1.3 158 (1)
2. Using the internet 84 |538| 61 [39.1]| 10 | 6.4 1 0.6 156 (3)
3. Self-reflection 68 [439| 70 | 452 | 17 | 11 0 0 155 (4)
4. Reading subject-related 50 |323| 76 | 49 | 22 |142| 7 | 45 | 155(4)
publications

5. Observing others 50 | 32.1| 78 | 50 | 25 16 3 1.9 156 (3)

The teachers reported their engagement in various daily self-directed informal PL
activities (discussion, observation, reflection, reading, using the internet). Discussion with
colleagues and using the internet evoked the most responses (58.9% and 53.8%
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respectively), while self-reflection was rated slightly less highly (48%). Such discussions,
formal or informal, seem to have been a popular way for teachers to promote their PL,
which may be explained by the friendly, secure and supportive climate that teachers
might have felt, especially during the informal professional discussions that took place in
staff rooms. Interestingly, only a third of respondents reported that they had often

observed other teachers or read subject-related publications.

5.2.8.2 Differences between subject teachers
Comparing the responses from various schools revealed some statistically significant
differences, as showed by the Kruskal-Wallis test, in teachers’ reports of being involved

in professional discussions with colleagues, as Table 5.26 shows.

Table 5.26 Teacher involvement in professional discussions: teachers’ views by school (0.036, p
<.05)

School 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 | 11 | 12
Oft n 2 7 6 4 7 12 7 13 7 9 10 9
en
% 25 46.7 60 333 | 46.7 | 92.3 | 46.7 | 86.7 50 64.3 | 66.7 75
. n 4 8 3 8 8 1 7 2 5 2 3 2
Sometimes
% 50 53.3 30 66.7 | 53.3 7.7 46.7 | 13.3 | 35.7 | 143 20 16.7
n 2 1 0 1 0 P 3 1
Rarely
% 25 0 10 0 0 0 6.6 0 143 | 214 | 133 8.3
n 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Never
% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Total 8 15 10 12 15 13 15 15 14 14 15 12
Missing data 1

The Mann-Whitney test showed that female teachers (Mdn=73.77) were significantly
more involved in professional discussions with colleagues than male teachers were (Mdn

=86.35), U = 2603.000, z = -1.977, p < .48 (Table 5.27).
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Table 5.27 Teacher involvement in professional discussions: teachers’ views by gender (0.048, p
<.05)

Possible answerers SIS e
n % n %
Often 35 48.6 58 67.4
Sometimes 33 45.8 20 23.3
Rarely 3 4.2 7 8.1
Never 1 14 1 1.2
Missing data 1
Total 72 86

This suggests that there was more interaction and discussion between the teachers at
female schools than at male schools. The differences between schools might be due to the
attention each school leadership team had paid to improving the quality of their staff
teaching and the ways it had used to overcome weaknesses in teachers’ abilities. It could
also reflect colleagues’ influence and whether the climate in the school encouraged

various kinds of PL.

5.2.8.3 General trends in ratings the usefulness of involvement in self-directed PL
Compared with the ratings of actual involvement in self-directed PL activities, teachers’

ratings of the value of these activities were much higher.

Table 5.28 Usefulness of some self-directed PL activities: teachers’ overall views

Total
Very useful Useful Some useful Not useful (missing
Statement
data)
n % n % n % n %

1. Usefulness of discussion with 85 | 603! 50 | 355 6 43 0 0 141 (18)
colleagues

2. Usefulness of using the 80 |576| 52 |374| 7 | 50| 0 | 0 | 139(20)
internet

3. Usefulness of reading subject
related publications

4. Usefulness of observing
others

5. Usefulness of self-reflection 65 |458 | 64 | 451 | 11 | 7.7 2 1.4 | 142 (17)

69 | 489 | 58 |411| 14 | 99 | O 0 | 141(18)

66 |47.1| 64 | 457 | 7 5.0 3 21 | 140(19)
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For example, observing other teachers’ teaching was rated very highly by teachers overall,
as shown by Table 5.28, which indicates a general awareness among teachers of the
potential benefits of reflecting on others’ practice. There is, however, an apparent
contradiction between teachers’ beliefs and their actual practices, which could be
attributed to the many justifications they might make for not engaging in peer
observation, including lack of time, shyness, or not admitting their own teaching
weaknesses. It may also indicate negative attitudes leading teachers to disengage from

self-directed PL.

Likewise, it is notable that almost half of respondents stated that reading subject-related
publications was very useful for their PL improvement, although only a third reported

that they had often read such publications.

These findings show that while teachers varied in their engagement in self-directed PL
(their actual practice), most of them agreed on the importance of these in developing their
PL (their beliefs). The need to explain this discrepancy received particular attention in the

second phase of the investigation.

5.2.8.4 Differences between subject teachers
The analysis revealed some statistically significant differences between schools in

teachers’ ratings of the value of observing others, as shown by Table 5.29.

Table 5.29 Usefulness of observing others: teachers’ views by school (0.033, p <.05)

School 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 |10 | 11 | 12
Useful n 6 11 9 11 15 8 12 11 11 12 13 11
% | 857|917 | 90 | 100 | 100 | 66.7 | 92.3 | 100 | 91.7 | 100 | 100 | 91.7
Some n 0 1 1 0 0 3 0 0 1 0 0 1
useful % 0 8.3 10 0 0 25 0 0 8.3 0 0 8.3
Not useful n 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0
% | 14.3 0 0 0 0 8.3 7.7 0 0 0 0 0
Total 7 12 10 11 15 12 13 11 12 12 13 12
Missing data 1 3 1 1 2 4 2 3 2
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What seems to presents itself strongly here is that teachers differed in their engagement
in PL activities. The strength of their engagement might be influenced by many complex
personal and contextual factors, including previous experience, colleagues’ influence,
school climate and school leadership support. Revealing and understanding such factors

and what affect them might help to increase such engagement.

5.2.9 Methods used to promote PL

5.2.9.1 General trends

Teachers were also asked, in question five, to identify the most useful forms of PL - in
other words, the PL types that had helped them to learn better. It was evident from their
responses that they valued highly PL opportunities in their schools and those involving
interaction with colleagues or someone who had similar interests or faced similar

challenges.

Table 5.30 Methods used to promote teachers’ PL: teachers’ overall views

No help at Uzl
Very helpful Helpful Some help P (missing
Statement all
data)
n % n % n % n %
1. Mentoring and coaching 94 | 595 | 42 | 266 | 16 |101| 6 | 3.8 158 (1)
Training days in the school 45 | 288 | 79 |50.6| 27 |173| 5 | 3.2 156 (3)

3. Training days outside the

school but within the district 0 | 316 72 1456 24 152 12 | 76 158 (1)

4. Online training 54 [ 342 | 62 |392| 30 |[190| 12 | 7.6 158 (1)
5. Training abroad 70 | 452 | 33 | 213 | 17 |110| 35 |226| 155(4)
6. Training days in Muscat 55 | 353 | 42 [269| 30 |[19.2| 29 |186 | 156(3)

As can be seen in Table 5.30, mentoring and coaching received the highest ratings from
most teachers: 86.1% described it as helpful or very helpful. A substantial number of
teachers also rated training days in the school positively. This suggests that teachers may
have felt more willing to expose their weaknesses to colleagues, perhaps because there
would be less chance of being criticised by them, taking into account the strong social

relations that exist in Omani society. More than two-thirds of respondents also rated
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training days in another school and online training positively, indicating that teachers
may have appreciated the experience gained from other teachers working in similar
contexts and valued any chance to collaborate with others having similar interests.
Teachers seemed less supportive of training abroad, perhaps as a result of less past
experience or of a reluctance to try new experiences that might lead them out of their

comfort zone.

In contrast, only half of the participants rated the value of training in the capital city,
Muscat, which usually took place in the main training centre, the specialised centre, or at
Sultan Qaboos University (SQU). Again, teachers’ previous experience might be a factor
explaining this lower value. It might also be because many of the PL activities in Muscat
did not meet teachers’ individual needs, having been designed to suit the needs of a wide

range of teachers.

What might be presumed from Table 5.30 is that teachers preferred training that had
taken place in their schools, where less school time was wasted and no travel
arrangements were required. Teachers might also be more likely to participate in PL
activities that they felt were more closely related to their professional needs or those
which were more relevant to their daily teaching. Thus, examining these speculations
required eliciting in phase two the teachers’ justification of the kind of PL activities they

would consider more effective and relevant to their needs.

5.2.9.2 Differences between subject teachers
Statistically significant variations were found between groups in responding to this
question that were related to three methods of promoting teachers’ PL: online training,

training days in Muscat and training abroad. The value of training abroad was perceived
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differently by subject area. Maths teachers rated it the least highly (n=14; 43.8%), while

English teachers rated it most highly (n=29; 87.9%), as shown by Table 5.31.

Table 5.31 Usefulness of training abroad: teachers’ views by subject area (0.001, p <.05)

Subject English | Mathematics | Science | Arabic Soc1.al
Area studies
Helpful n 29 14 22 21 15
% 87.9 43.8 71 72.4 53.6
Some help n 3 4 1 3 6
% 9.1 12.4 3.2 10.3 21.4
No helpat | n 1 14 8 5 7
all % 3 43.8 25.8 17.2 25
Total 33 32 31 29 28
Missing data 1 1 2

This indicates that the English teachers may have been more likely to receive PL abroad.
Different teachers with various experience also perceived training days in Muscat

differently, as shown by Table 5.32.

Table 5.32 Usefulness of training days in Muscat: teachers’ views by experience (0.022, p <.05)

PIETHENER | g 3-5 6-10 | 11-20 |>20
(years)

n 1 11 36 47 2
Helpful - o~ 100 73.3 735 58 20
Some n 0 3 7 16 4
help % 0 20 14.3 19.8 40
No help [ n 0 1 6 18 4
atall % 0 6.7 12.2 222 40
Total 1 15 49 69 10
Missing data 1 14

This suggests that younger teachers were more open to attending training opportunities

that required traveling for long distance.

Overall, the above variations suggest that teachers differed in their preferences for the
type of PL that suited their learning best. Understanding these differences might help in
meeting the needs of various teachers, increasing their willingness to engage in formal PL

and strengthening their commitment to it.
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5.2.10 Benefits of engagement in PL

5.2.10.1 General trends

In question 7, teachers were asked to indicate their level of agreement with statements
about the benefits of PL they had experienced on a range of MOE, school and teaching-
related issues, including mission, priorities, self-efficacy, meeting students’ needs,
collaboration with other teachers and self-directed learning. The results were generally
confusing rather than conclusive. The high percentage of 'not sure' responses to many
statements suggest that teachers found it difficult to assess the extent of the effect of PL

opportunities they had experienced.

For instance, teachers’ responses to two statements in question 7 (see Table 5.33), which
aimed at evaluating teachers’ awareness of the link between their learning and
improvements in the wider system (at national and school level), seem to add more
confusion rather than explanation. They suggest that there was adequate communication
inside schools and with the MOE, since more than half of the teachers thought they had
become better aware of the MOE’s mission and vision and that they better understood
their schools’ priorities. However, this seems to contradict the suggestion made in Section
5.2.2 that poor communication might have affected teachers’ overall knowledge of what

was happening in the MOE and in their schools.

Table 5.33 Effects of PL on awareness of the vision of the MOE and the priorities of the school:
teachers’ overall views

Agree Not sure Disagree Missing
Statement data
n % n % n %
1. Have helped me identify and articulate the 91 | 576 | 38 | 241 | 29 | 183 1
core values, mission and vision of the ministry.
2. Have helped me understand my school’s 108 | 688 | 32 | 202 | 17 11 2
improvement priorities.

Furthermore, although more than the half of the respondents thought that the PL they had

received was of good quality overall and had helped them to become effective teachers,
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nearly half of them thought that it had not adequately met their professional needs (see

Table 5.34). In addition, time seemed to be an issue for many teachers.

Table 5.34 Effects of PL at the personal level: teachers’ overall views

Agree Not sure Disagree Missing
Statement n % n % n % data

1. Have helped me become a more effective 113 | 739 | 29 |19.0 11 71 6
teacher.

2. Have been of good quality overall. 90 | 584 | 42 | 273 | 22 14.3 5

3. Have n(?t been adequate for my 73 a8 | a1 27 38 o5 7
professional development needs.

4. Have not provided me with time to 47 | 303 | 48 31 60 | 387 4
develop my knowledge.

This indicates that teachers may have hesitated when they had to decide whether the
current PL opportunities had met their needs, perhaps because they were not sure what
their professional needs were and had relied on experts such as inspectors or senior
teachers to decide these needs on their behalf. It may also indicate variation in the extent
of teachers’ ability to reflect on their practice and on other colleagues’ teaching. Any such
hesitation or variation in reflection would raise questions about the extent to which
teachers are able to transfer to their own classrooms knowledge gained from attending
PL activities, about whether improved subject knowledge had changed teachers’ attitudes
and about whether such improvements were adequate to cause a genuine change in

classroom practice.

In contrast, it was noticeable that benefits were perceived more strongly at the school
level, e.g. in regard to school leadership and colleagues’ support and interaction with

others (see Table 5.35), although with significant numbers of respondents being unsure.
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Table 5.35 Effects of PL at school level: teachers’ overall views

Agree Not sure Disagree Missing
n % n % n % data

103 | 66 28 | 179 15 16.1 3

Statement

1. Have offered me opportunities to discuss my
experience with teachers from other schools.
2. Have not provided me with colleagues’

35 | 227 | 47 | 305 | 72 | 4638 5
support.
3. Have not offered me school leadership 35 | 232 | 43 |285| 73 | 483 3
support.

[t was interesting but predictable that although a substantial number of teachers reported
using various resources in their self-directed learning, MOE-linked learning resources,
despite being available and accessible, were not the first option for many, as shown by

Table 5.36. Negative attitudes towards the MOE may underlie teachers’ weak enthusiasm.

Table 5.36 Effects of PL on using some MOE-linked resources: teachers’ overall views

Statement Agree Not sure Disagree Missing
n % n % n % data
1. Have encouraged me to use different PL 111 | 712 | 32 | 205 13 83 3
resources
2. Have encouraged me to use the MOE online
subjects’ forums to develop my knowledge 80 |513| 36 |23.1| 40 | 25.6 3

and improve my teaching practice.

3. Have encouraged me to use the Training
Centre Library to develop my knowledgeand | 57 | 37 | 41 | 266 | 56 | 36.4 5
improve my teaching practice.

The findings also indicated that PL had a positive overall impact on improving students’
achievements and meeting their needs, as shown by Table 5.37, although teachers seemed

more divided in deciding the extent of enhancement in specific aspects, such as use of ICT.

Table 5.37 Effects of PL at the classroom level: teachers’ overall views

Agree Not sure Disagree Missing

Statement
n % n % n % data

1. Have helped me see the link between an
improvement in my teaching and the quality | 110 | 70.5 | 35 | 224 | 11 7.1 3
of pupils’ achievements.

2. Have not enabled me to realise how my
pupils learn best.

3. Have provided only theoretical knowledge
and theories that cannot be implementedin | 73 | 47.1 | 36 | 23.2| 46 | 29.7 4
practice in the classroom.

4. Have not helped me understand how to use
ICT in my teaching more effectively

5. Have helped me understand how to develop
pupils’ literacy skills.

44 28 39 | 248 74 47.2 2

57 | 368 | 42 | 271 56 36.1 4

81 | 523 | 40 | 25.7 34 22 4
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Involving head teachers and inspectors (as PL providers and deliverers) in the next stage
of this investigation helped in validating and triangulating these findings and

understanding some of the variations.

5.2.10.2 Differences between subject teachers

There were some statistically significant differences in responses to this question that
could be linked to the gender of the teachers or to the subject area. Interestingly, the
Mann-Whitney test showed that female teachers (Mdn=68.61) were in significantly less
agreement with a statement that denied colleagues' support in PL than male teachers

(Mdn =88.16), U = 2193.500, z = -2.841, p <.005, as shown by Table 5.38.

Table 5.38 Formal PL has not provided teachers with colleagues’ support: teachers’ views by
gender (0.005, p <.05)

Possible answers Male Female
n % n %
Agree 23 32.9 12 14.3
Not sure 21 30 26 31
Disagree 26 46
o 37.1 54.7
Missing data 2 3
Total 72 87

The Mann-Whitney test also showed that females (Mdn=85.49) were in significantly less
agreement than male teachers (Mdn = 68.90) with the statement that PL offered only
theoretical ideas that were hard to implement; U = 2338.000, z = -2.371, p <.018 (Table

5.39).

Table 5.39 Formal PL offers only theoretical ideas: teachers’ views by gender (0.018, p <.05)

Possible answers Male Female
n % n %
Agree 37 52.9 36 42.4
Not sure 20 28.6 16 18.8
Disagree 13 185 33 38.8
Missing data 2 2
Total 72 87
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Female teachers’ noticeably more positive evaluation might indicate that they tended to
engage with others more easily than male teachers, leading them to benefit more from

colleagues in translating theoretical ideas into practice.

Various subject teachers also differed in their responses to a statement on the effect of PL

in better use of an MOE-linked online forum (see Section 2.4.3.2), as shown by Table 5.40.

Table 5.40 PL encourages teachers to use the online forum of the ministry: teachers’ views by

subject area (0.035, p <.05)

Subject area | English | Mathematics | Science | Arabic | Social studies
e n 17 13 12 20 17
% 51.5 43.3 38.7 66.7 56.7
Not sure L 7 6 7 7 8
% 21.2 20 22.6 23.3 26.6
e n 9 11 12 3 5
% 27.3 36.7 38.7 10 16.7
Total 33 30 31 30 30
Missing data 3

It may be that these MOE-linked resources suited some subject areas, including social
studies, more than others. Another factor may be the extent to which senior teachers and

inspectors have promoted these sites as valuable resources for learning.

Various subject teachers also differed in their responses to a statement on the effect of PL

in promoting using various PL resources, as shown by Table 5.41.

Table 5.41 PL encourages teachers to use various PL resources: teachers’ views by subject area

(0.009,p <.05)

Subject area | English | Mathematics | Science | Arabic | Social studies
Agree n 21 19 22 21 26
% 63.6 63.3 71 70 86.7
Not sure 1 2 8 6 8 1
% 27.3 26.7 19.4 26.7 3.3
Disagree 1 3 3 3 ! 3
% 9.1 10 9.7 3.3 10
Total 33 30 31 30 30
Missing data 3

This variation is difficult to explain, but may be related to variation in the supplementary

resources available for different subject areas.
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5.2.11 Future support for PL
Teachers’ opinions were canvassed as to what future support was needed to make PL

more effective. It produced 78 (49%) responses, summarised in Table 5.42.

Table 5.42 Future support needed to make PL more effective: teachers’ overall views

Number of
matches

15

Support needed

Facilities in schools (halls, technology, technical support,
teaching materials)

Change in mechanisms of PL (intensive PL, focusing on
teachers’ needs, model lessons, new topics, presenting styles)
More PL opportunities outside schools

Financial support

Moral and psychological support

Better presenters and experts

More consultation and communication with teachers

More flexibility in PL

More group learning

Reducing teaching load

Foreign trainers

Reducing non-teaching load

Better internet connectivity

Certified courses

More support from inspectors

[E
o
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The largest number of respondents stressed the need to provide more PL facilities in
schools. These included the provision of ‘PL training halls’ (well-equipped rooms for
conducting PL activities that would accommodate large numbers of teachers), teaching
materials and aids like charts, board markers, computers and photocopiers. The second
most common demand was for changes in how PL is planned and delivered. Specifically,
teachers asked for more interesting ways of delivering and presenting PL activities, better
selected topics, longer and more intensive workshops and events, and more lesson-

modelling by inspectors and experts.

A considerable number of respondents also advocated more PL opportunities outside
school and better financial and non-financial support. Other suggested areas of
improvement were in consultation with teachers, in PL providers' characteristics and in

flexibility. Fewer teachers requested improvements in schools and teachers’ conditions,
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including reduced non-teaching loads and better internet connections. Finally, some
argued for more assistance from inspectors and called for PL accreditation. Figure 5.7

displays the frequency of these suggestions graphically.
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Figure 5.7 Future support needed to make PL more effective: teachers’ overall views
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5.3 Findings of head teachers’ survey

5.3.1 Background information

The first part of the head teachers’ questionnaire (see Appendix 10) asked participants
for the following basic information: school name, gender, age group, overall experience in
headship, service as head of their current school, previous teaching experience, their most
advanced qualification, size of administrative and teaching workforce in their school and
the number of students. The heads of all participating schools, six males and six females,

responded to the questionnaire, as Table 5.43 shows.

Table 5.43 Background information on participating school heads

Ef_\ 8,_ [«5] =1 G
3} = ) = @ ) = S an
- 52| 3= gL |5 |5 |2
S = 21& (= |=
H1 A M 11 6 4 BA 12 38 340
H2 B M 12 6 15 BA 12 69 715
H3 C M 14 3 8 BA 8 57 460
H4 D M 4 3 6 BA 10 27 252
H5 E M 7 3 8 BA 8 72 648
H6 F F 14 12 4 BA 9 66 520
H7 G F 17 9 4 BA 10 87 724
H8 H F 14 5 5 BA 9 59 410
H9 | F 4 *x 9 *x 14 70 648
H10 | F 6 6 4 BA 4 59 430
H11 K F 15 5 6 BA 15 85 730
H12 L M 20 20 5 BA 12 64 584

(** Missing data)

5.3.1.1 Distribution of participants by age range
Table 5.44 shows that the majority of the participants were aged between 36 and 40 years,
while two head teachers were younger and three were older. This shows a wide age range,

which might be helpful in attaining a diversity of points of view.
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Table 5.44 Participants’ age range

Age range n %
31-35 2 18.2
36-40 6 54.5
41-45 1 91
Above 45 2 18.2
Total 11 100.0
Missing data 1
Total 12

5.3.1.2 Distribution of participants by spent time as head of current school

Table 5.43 shows that most of the respondents had spent at least three years as head of
their current schools. Interestingly, two head teachers had been in post for more than
eleven years. This appears to contradict the MOE guidelines that heads should not remain
in one school for many years and should experience working in different schools over
time to acquire more experience. This raises the issue of the apparently relatively narrow

experience of these heads compared to others who had headed more than one school.

5.3.1.3 Distribution of participants by total leadership experience
Table 5.45 shows that the participants had a variety of headship experience and that more

than half of them had more than eleven years as head of one or more schools.

Table 5.45 Total time spent as head teacher

oot head | ™ %
3-5 2 16.7
6-10 3 25
11-20 7 58.3
Total 12 100

5.3.1.4 Distribution of participants by teaching experience
As Table 5.46 shows, most of the head teachers had between three and ten years of

teaching experience, which suggests that they had spent enough time in teaching to enable
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them to appreciate why teachers might have reacted positively or negatively to proposed
changes. This point was followed up in detail in the interviews.

Table 5.46 Time spent as a teacher

Teaching experience n %
(years)
3-5 6 50
6-10 5 41.7
11-20 1 8.3
Total 12 100

5.3.2 Knowledge of educational policy reform
It was evident from the data reproduced in Table 5.47 that school leaders had better
knowledge of educational reforms in the MOE than teachers, which supports the

argument in Section 5.2.2 that they might have had regular communication with the MOE.

Table 5.47 Head teachers’ knowledge of the latest MOE initiatives

Number of
occurrences
The specialised centre for teacher training 4
Budget allocations for PL in schools
Curriculum revision and modification
Renovating science labs in schools
Revising and improving students’ discipline regulations
Organisational restructuring of some MOE units
The online educational portal for educational services
Enhancing teachers’ quality and qualifications
Modifying job specification
Introducing new subjects
Changing teachers’ minimum teaching load
Taking part in international comparisons and competitions
Developing the assessment system

Responses

RlRr|lRr|R|IRP|IR[P|[PRP[P|W|w

Three main initiatives were mentioned by at least three respondents: the setting up of a
specialised centre for teacher training (mentioned by four heads), the decision of the MOE
to allocate some money to schools for PL and ongoing curriculum modifications and

developments (three respondents each). However, this does not necessarily mean that
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the other participants, who did not mention these initiatives, were not familiar with them;
it might be a matter of what they considered the most important. Thus, it seems that the
respondents differed in focus when answering this question; this may reflect specific
areas of interest of individual school heads. Others referred to physical changes that took
place in schools (like renovation of science laboratories), changes in teaching conditions
and job specifications (e.g. teaching load), new online educational services systems (e.g.
the educational portal), modification of rules or regulations (e.g. on student discipline)
and implementation of international educational standards (e.g. joining international

comparisons and competitions).

This indicates not only that school leaders had fuller knowledge of recent developments,
but that they might have better understood the aims of reforms and initiatives. However,
it also suggests that many ambitious policies and plans for improving teaching quality in
Oman might have been implemented in schools with limited or inadequate effort to
ensure that they were well communicated to classroom teachers, especially in relation to
appreciating their goals. If this is true, the implementation of the plans in schools may
thus have been carried out with minimum belief in their usefulness in improving students’

achievements, which puts in question their success in achieving real change.

5.3.3 Conceptualising PL

School heads exhibited a wide range of interpretations, orientations and expectations
about PL, within which the definitions most often offered suggest that PL was linked to
increasing teachers’ efficiency and keeping abreast of international developments in
education. This is evident in the following quote: ‘It means strengthening teachers'
professional abilities through enhancing their teaching capabilities and skills in
accordance with the needs and goals of the teaching career’ (H10). Developing teachers’

skills and increasing their subject knowledge appeared also to be stressed by many

191



respondents, as one participant (H7) defined it as: ‘A way to increase teachers’ knowledge,
skills and experience’. On one hand, however, many heads (n=5; 41.6%) seemed to have
a broader conceptual understanding of PL that included both formal and informal
opportunities to learn, as was evident in their use of phrases such as ‘any kind of learning’,
‘any activity’, ‘whatever helps teachers’. On the other hand, fewer responses seemed to
stress the formal side of PL by referring to training programmes, workshops, seminars,

lectures etc. Perhaps these were not perceived to be of a very standard.

Hence, how heads understood PL may have influenced how they visualised their roles in
improving teachers’ learning. For those who limited their definitions to formal types of
PL, it is more likely that their involvement in improving teachers’ learning will have been
very limited, whereas those whose vision was much wider might be expected to have had
much more involvement in PL. How the respondents envisioned their role in teachers’ PL
and how they translated this vision into practice is the focus of further discussion in

Section 5.3.9.

5.3.4 Focus of PL on policy reform

Eleven of the head teachers (95%) offered a response on the place of PL in relation to
education reform. However, it seems that most limited their answers to areas related to
the three examples given in the questionnaire: curriculum, ICT and classroom
management. It is possible that the heads genuinely thought that these three areas were
those in most need of focus, but it is also possible that they did not spend adequate time
in reflecting on whether the formal PL was at the core of education policy. Another
possibility, that some heads may have misinterpreted the question, is suggested by the
response of H12: “Teachers need to focus on all the examples given [in the questionnaire]

to improve students’ performance’. This answer refers to what teachers, rather than the
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education policy, should focus on, which also indicates that some school heads may have

blamed teachers for ineffective PL.

With regard to the curriculum, the respondents stressed several issues. They emphasised
the need for it to be in line with the latest updates in subject area specialisations (H6, H7),
to be presented in a way that better suits changes in students’ learning (H10), to better
prepare teachers on how to teach it (H4, H8) and to be flexible so that teachers do not

stick to all its contents (H2).

In respect of ICT, the school leaders mentioned the need to train teachers on using new
technology in teaching (H2, H9, H10), to demonstrate it to teachers so that they know how
to use it in classroom (H4, H8, H11) and to increase online training (H7). This, however,

suggests a passive form of PL that relies only on what is offered by the MOE.

With regard to classroom management, participants asserted that the focus should be on
developing teachers’ ability to ask students different types of questions (H2), evaluating
students’ performance (H4), handling students’ behaviour (H5, H10), dealing with gifted

and poor performing students (H7, H10) and motivating students (H8).

Other areas that some respondents considered important indicate an interest in the
bigger picture; for example, H3 suggested that: ‘training should be practical and there
should be a congruence between what teachers take in PL and what they actually use in
their classrooms’. This indicates that not all content introduced in PL events may always
be implemented in classrooms; it might be implemented only when there is a visitor from
the education office. There may be many reasons for such incongruity, but it seems that
teachers are more likely to implement what they learn if they can see a link to their daily

work-related context and better outcomes for their pupils. This also suggests that it is
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important for head teachers to be aware of what happens in the classroom and that they

need to pay attention to observing changes in teachers’ practice.

This leads to another area of focus suggested by H5, who called for ‘prioritising the
development needs’. This indicates that some school heads may have disagreed with the
MOE on what their teachers’ professional needs were and which ones of these were more
important. H5 also identified an important technique for improving teaching quality,
rarely adopted in Omani schools, when he suggested that the focus should be on
‘improving teachers’ inquiry and research abilities’. This points to a need to encourage
teachers to engage in more self-directed PL, where they can work individually and in
groups to find solutions to their daily problems in schools using research techniques

including surveys, observations and discussions with each other and with the students.

H7 argued that more attention could be given to motivating teachers and improving the
social image of the teaching profession, while H10 called for more time and resources to
be devoted to ensuring that teachers are self-stimulated, have positive self-esteem, are

motivated and develop self-directed learning habits.

This suggests that the focus of education policy on improving teachers’ PL should go
beyond strengthening their subject and pedagogical knowledge to considering their
contexts, changing their attitudes, providing them with adequate time and space to
change and equipping them with the essential tools and skills to be change agents. School
heads can play a crucial role in attaining such a desired outcome through their daily
interactions with teachers. Marginalising school leaders’ roles and involvement in

teachers’ PL might have a negative impact on its effectiveness.
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5.3.5 Overall perceptions of formal PL

Heads expressed no obvious negative or positive opinion, which indicates that they were
careful not to criticise how things were planned and conducted by the MOE. Specifically,
responses were clearly divided in responding to a statement suggesting that PL
opportunities had not met teachers’ actual professional needs: five participants (41.7%)
agreed, three were not sure (25%) and four disagreed (33.3%). However, heads with 6-
10 years of experience in their current school appeared more likely to agree with this
statement (n=4, 100%) than those with less or more experience (n=1, 20% and n=0

respectively).

The same division was also noticed in the responses to a statement suggesting that
teachers were not consulted on the content and delivery mechanism of their PL

opportunities as can be seen in Figure 5.8.

Number of head teachers
N w

=

agree Not sure disagree

responses

Figure 5.8 ‘Teachers are not consulted on the content and way of delivery of their PL
opportunities’: head teachers’ overall view

However, variations were noticeable in rating this statement based on leadership
experience in the current school: heads with 11-20 years of experience appeared more

likely to agree with this statement (n=2, 100%) than respondents with 3-5 or 6-10 years
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of experience (n=1, 20% and n=2, 50% respectively). Variations were also evident in
responding to this statement based on total time spent in school leadership. All those who
had spent 3-5 years in total as school leaders disagreed that teachers were not consulted
in PL, whereas 66.7% (n=2) of those with 6-10 years and 42.9% (n=3) of those with 11-

20 years of experience in leadership agreed with the statement.

Similarly, head teachers were clearly divided in their responses to a statement proposing
that PL opportunities reflected the perceptions of policymakers more than teachers (n=6,
50% agreed; n=2, 16.7% were not sure; n=4, 33.3% disagreed). Variations were also
noticeable in rating this statement by leadership experience in the current school: heads
with 11-20 years of experience appeared more likely to agree with this statement (n=2,
100%) than those with 3-5 or 6-10 years of experience (n=3, 60% and n=1, 25%
respectively). Likewise, differences in responding to this statement could be linked to
total time spent in school leadership: 85.7% (n=6) of those who had spent 11-20 years as
school leaders agreed that PL reflected the perceptions of policymakers, whereas none of
those who had spent less time in leadership did so. This would suggest that many school
leaders might not have been committed to the change process imposed by the MOE, since

they thought that it did not fit what their schools needed.

This shows a complex picture of how head teachers viewed the MOE’s role in PL. These
findings suggest that whereas most head teachers may have conformed with and
implemented whatever came from the MOE, they might not necessarily have been
convinced that these suited their teachers or led to improved students’ outcomes.
Consequently, they might not have invested much effort in making sure that these had led
to the desired outcomes or truly endeavoured to persuade teachers of their benefits. It
may also indicate that the respondents thought that decisions regarding teachers’ PL were

based on how the MOE officials thought they should be and on limited consultation with
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schools, instead of widely engaging schools and teachers in deciding what was best for

them and determining their professional needs.

From another perspective, this also suggests that school leaders’ attitudes towards PL
were not only influenced by time spent in leadership; other contextual or personal factors

may have contributed as well.

5.3.6 Important aspects of teachers’ PL

Head teachers were asked about their perceptions of the importance of particular factors
contributing to achieving effective PL. What was revealed was that respondents rated
most aspects of PL as highly important, but with some slight variations. Cooperation
between subject teachers and sharing experience was the highest rated aspect (n=11,
91.7%), which indicates that school heads valued and might have observed improvements
in teachers’ practice due to their engagement with each other on a daily basis. Ten
respondents (83.3%) rated the following factors as highly important: feedback on
teaching practice from experts (e.g. inspectors, senior teachers and school heads),
innovative teaching practice and teachers’ updating of their subject content knowledge.
Observing other teachers’ lessons, teachers’ development of their pedagogical skills, their
commitment to developing their teaching practice and understanding students’ needs
were rated by nine participants (75%) as very important. However, teachers’ own
reflection on their teaching practice was rated least important, which raises the question
of whether reflection was a skill that most teachers lacked or one that school heads
considered less important in improving teachers’ practice than other factors such as
formal feedback. The fact that reflection is often an invisible and subconscious process
may lie behind this very surprising finding. What seems to make more sense is that
teachers vary in their reflection, but it is hard to believe that they do not reflect on their

daily practice.
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While there were no noticeable variations in ratings that could be attributed to the gender
of the participant, it was found that more experienced respondents were more likely to
value allowing their teachers to observe each other’s lessons compared to the less

experienced participants, as can be seen in Table 5.48.

Table 5.48 Respondents’ perception of the importance of colleague observation

Total administrative experience n %
Very important 1 50
Least experienced
Important 1 50
Quite experienced Very important 2 66.7
Little importance 1 33.3
More experienced Very important 6 85.7
Important 1 14.3

This suggests that those heads with longer experience placed more emphasis on
workplace experience and benefits gained from sharing good practice between teachers,
an idea supported by the response of seven (100%) of the more experienced respondents
who rated cooperation between subject teachers and sharing experience as a very
important aspect of teachers’ PL. It also indicates the possible extensive involvement of

more experienced head teachers in the daily running of their teachers’ PL (Section 5.3.9).

5.3.7 Barriers to improving PL

Head teachers were asked about their perceptions of potential obstacles to better and
more effective teachers’ learning. All of the stated options were perceived by the majority
of respondents as obstacles to better PL. In detail, an excessive teaching load was reported
as a major obstacle by all participants, while extra school duties and classroom density
(number of students in a class) also appeared to be highlighted by a substantial number
of school leaders (n=7, 58.3%), who indicated that these often hindered teachers’

learning. Many respondents (n=7, 63.6%) considered the availability of PL resources a
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potential barrier to teachers’ learning. Likewise, lack of incentive, lack of support and
teachers’ resistance to any changes were broadly described as factors that had led to

ineffective teachers’ PL (n=8, 66.7%).

There were differences between males and females in rating these obstacles. For example,
male heads were more likely to describe extra school duties (e.g. non-teaching
responsibilities) and classroom density as factors that had limited teachers’ learning (n=>5,
83.3%) than female heads (n=2, 33.3%). Lack of support and teachers’ resistance to
change were also identified more by males (n=5, 83.3%) than females (n=3, 50%) as

factors that had limited PL effectiveness.

There were also noticeable variations by total time spent in school headship. Generally
speaking, less experienced respondents were less concerned with the availability of
resources, lack of incentives and lack of support as obstacles to effective PL; 50% of them
rated these as rarely being obstacles. This indicates that less experienced heads may have
been ready to take greater responsibility for their teachers’ PL and may have considered

it more of a school-based task.

Time spent as head teacher in the current school also appeared to make a difference: those
with the shortest and the longest time in post were more likely to agree that teachers’

resistance to changes was often a factor limiting effective PL.

This could indicate that less experienced heads were less persuasive in convincing
teachers of the need to change and had weaker interpersonal skills, whereas more
experienced heads may have used traditional forms of leaderships that teachers would

see as controlling and imposing ill-fitted or unwelcome ideas.

199



Likewise, both those heads with less experience (n=3, 60%) and those with more
experience (n=2, 100%) in their current schools were more likely to agree strongly that
their schools lacked adequate PL resources compared to heads with average experience

(n=1, 25%).

Interestingly and unexpectedly, the more experienced respondents reported less ability
to recognise improvement in teachers’ practice due to lack of time. This may indicate that
they had spent less time in observing such improvement. It might also mean that these
respondents were more transparent and perhaps less prepared to diagnose and evaluate
the progress in their teachers’ learning. This lack of time could also be a result of the
leadership style of the older head teachers and how ready they were to delegate some of
their authority. Another possibility is a link to how effective they were in using technology

to save valuable time.

Surprisingly, all four heads with average time in post reported needing further training
on assessing teachers with their PL, in contrast to those with less or more experience
(n=2,40% and n=1, 50% respectively). This might be because they were more honest and
transparent than both newly appointed heads, who may have felt more confident, and
older school leaders, who might have thought that requiring training on dealing with

teachers after spending so many years in school leadership would indicate incompetence.

5.3.8 Future support for PL
Eleven respondents (91.6%) answered an open-ended question about what future
support was needed to make PL more effective. The most frequent responses are

summarised in Fig. 5.11.
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Figure 5.9 Head teachers’ views of what future support was needed to make PL more effective

The most popular demand was for the provision of more financial support, which
indicates that although the MOE had allocated some PL money for schools, it was not
perceived as adequate to put schools’ basic PL plans into action or to allow them to create
ambitious PL plans. The second most commonly mentioned need was for more formal PL
for teachers, which suggests that there were shortcomings in the annual PL opportunities

offered to individual teachers.

In addition, three heads identified a need to assign specialists to organise and manage PL
in schools and in the education office, a need for more PL facilities in schools (e.g. training
rooms and aids) and for more convenient timetabling of PL events. This implies that some
school heads saw teachers’ PL as the responsibility of others and believed that their own

focus should be on managing the day-to-day administration of their schools.

Training packages and better PL evaluation and impact follow-up also appeared to
concern some heads, while fewer participants focused on other areas where they thought
support was needed, including non-financial support, better preparation of senior
teachers and specialised training for head teachers on how to identify teachers’ needs and

motivate them. Other individual respondents focused on particular areas such as
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providing schools with a full teaching and administrative cadre, better internet

connectivity and more incentives for teachers who demonstrate active PL.

These suggestions for future support seem to reflect two broad perspectives: the
administrative managerial perspective, with a focus on enhancing the availability of
resources and supportive people, and the practical transformational perspective,
emphasising the need to enhance the quality and delivery of PL events. Although most of
these ideas were claimed to be at the focus of the MOE, the real issue might be in tailoring

the PL to better suit what schools and teachers actually wanted and needed.

5.3.9 Role of Head Teachers in relation to teachers’ PL

5.3.9.1 School leaders’ perception of their role

Nine statements in question 4 aimed at eliciting head teachers’ perceptions of their role
in teachers’ PL. What emerged were contradictory indicators. On one hand, there was
obvious agreement on the significant role of head teachers in their teachers’ PL (n=11,
91.7%). This was reflected in head teachers’ reporting that part of their role involved
creating a learning environment in their schools (n=12, 100%) and inspiring teachers to
enhance their teaching (n=10, 83.3%). On the other hand, nine respondents (75%) did not
consider themselves responsible for their teachers’ PL. This shows contradictory
perceptions and indicates that although respondents believed they had an important role
in teachers’ PL, they may not have wanted to hold all the responsibility or be exclusively

blamed for any failure in improving teachers’ practice.

This contradiction was also apparent when the participants had to decide how their role
was translated into daily practice. For example, respondents considered ensuring that the
MOE’s plans and programmes were implemented (all 12 heads) and that teachers’ stick

to the practices recommended in the formal PL opportunities (n=11, 91.7%) to be basic
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elements of their role. At the same time, eleven heads (91.7%) agreed that their role
involved ensuring that teachers update their skills and knowledge in accordance with
their students’ needs. Head teachers might have found themselves in a dilemma when
there was a mismatch between what the MOE advocated and what their teachers’

perceived as being needed.

The dilemma or confusion was also apparent in the respondents’ ratings of the suggestion
that content presented in the formal PL opportunities should be used by teachers as is,
with no modifications. A clear division appeared among school leaders and they displayed
obvious uncertainty (n=4, 33.4% agreed, n=3, 25% were not sure and n=5, 41.7%

disagreed).

Likewise, responses to the statement that ‘teachers should stick to content presented in
formal PL’ varied according to time spentin school leadership. Heads with less experience
(3-5 years) showed greater disagreement (n=2, 100%) than the more experienced heads
(6-10 and 11-20 years; n=1, 33.3% and n=2, 28.6% respectively). This suggests that
newly appointed school leaders were more likely to be open to change but less satisfied

with what was offered by the MOE.

5.3.9.2 Head teachers’ reported involvement in teachers’ PL

When head teachers were asked about their actual role in teachers’ PL, they claimed full
involvement in daily tasks that contributed to enhancing teaching quality. For example,
nine head teachers (75%) reported that they had frequently ensured that teachers’
professional learning activities were in accordance with the teaching goals of the school,
while ten heads (83.3%) stated that they had often made sure that these corresponded
well with pedagogical and subject-content development needs. However, only six of the

12 participants (50%) reported that meeting the educational goals of the MOE was a
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priority they had sought. This indicates that heads differed in setting priorities for their
schools and suggests that some school heads might have found teachers’ actual needs
diverged from what the MOE advocated; thus they had to adhere to whatever best suited

their schools and teachers instead of implementing what was standardised by the MOE.

Indeed, female head teachers reported less commitment to MOE guidelines (n=2, 33.3%)
than males (n=4, 66.7%), which suggests that female respondents were more
independently minded in taking decisions that might have challenged what the MOE
advocated but which seemed to them more closely aligned to their schools’ needs.
Interestingly, they differed from female teachers, who seemed less likely to oppose formal

policies (see Section 5.2.10).

This full commitment to improving teachers’ quality was reflected in frequently
encouraging teachers to update their skills and knowledge; nine respondents (75%)
reported often doing so. Similarly, ten school leaders (83.3%) reported frequent provision

of feedback for their teachers on their teaching practice.

More experienced head teachers appeared to be more attentive to providing their
teachers with chances to learn from each other, which could have taken the form of peer

observation, as can be seen in Table 5.49.

204



Table 5.49 Teacher involvement in sharing experience: head teachers’ views by total time spent
as head teacher

Total administrative experience n %

Often 1 50

3-5years Sometimes | 1 50
Often 1 33.3
6-10 years Sometimes | 2 | 66.7
Often 5 71.4
Sometimes 1 14.3

11-20 years

Rarely 1 14.3

This supports the finding presented in section 5.3.6 which suggested a higher value being

ascribed by more experienced respondents to classroom observation.

However, such full involvement seemed less apparent when it came to physical presence
during PL activities. For example, only seven participants (58.3%) reported that they had
attended teachers’ PL events and only one school head (8.3%) reported that she
frequently delivered workshops herself to her teachers. There may be two reasons for
this. Firstly, attending such activities requires a substantial expenditure of time, which
head teachers might have found difficult. Secondly, some respondents might have not
been able to conduct workshops for teachers in specific PL-related issues because they

were not trained to do so or had limited specialist subject expertise.

This suggests that it is important for school leaders to be trained in how to develop their
teachers’ PL and influence them to make the most of their potential. School leaders’ ability
to analyse and react appropriately to various changing situations and needs of school
leadership and their interpretation of their role in teachers’ PL are crucial elements in
realising meaningful change. The extent to which head teachers are engaged in PL-related
decisions and the autonomy they have in meeting the particular needs of their schools

seem crucial for the effectiveness of school improvemen.
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C. Results of phase two

This section presents the findings from the qualitative data, which involved four case

study schools, as detailed in Table 5.50.

Table 5.50 Background information on the four case study schools

Rural School Outer School City School Town School
Head teacher Reem Raya Sameer Ahmed
Teacher/ Hind (f) Zahrah (f) Maher (m) Waleed (m)
subject taught Social Studies English Science English
Teacher/ Faizah (f) Maria (f) Nassir (m) Hamed (m)
subject taught Science Maths English Arabic
Teacher/ Laila (f) Nora (f) Hilal (m) Nadir (m)
subject taught Arabic Social Studies Maths Maths
Gender female female male male
Size of school medium medium medium small
Age range 26-45 27-48 26-51 25-46

5.4 Interview findings

5.4.1 Conceptualisation of PL

In relation to how the participants conceptualised PL, there was no consensus on one
particular definition but rather a focus on various aspects that constructed and shaped
the participants’ conceptualisation, which seemed to be driven by what they perceived as
the most important elements of professional learning. While these findings confirm those
of the questionnaire, it was evident that all of the participants somehow associated PL
with trying to achieve one or both of the following goals: enhancing their teaching practice
and improving their students’ performance, by diverse means. For some, PL was what
teachers did or acquired (the learning activities engaged in and the information or new
skills so gained), while others were much more precise and linked their definitions to
specific improvements and enhancements in particular areas, such as doing things

differently, dealing with students more effectively or changing attitudes. The two ways of
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understanding PL, as input or output, were apparent in the various interpretations,
expectations and orientations of the participants as revealed through the following main
contrasts: changes in ability versus practice, a continuous process versus one-off events,
student focus versus teacher focus, external imposition versus internal motivation and

individual versus collective responsibility. These are now discussed in turn.

5.4.1.1 Improvement in general capabilities vs change in teaching and learning

While confirming the questionnaire findings, the interview data suggest two main ways
to epitomise the participants’ understanding of PL. Some participants saw it as an
improvement in their general capabilities and know-how, which included acquiring
information and learning how things could be done differently, while for others, PL was
an alteration in practice which took the form of changes in thinking, doing things
differently, having positive attitudes, or engaging in learning activities with others.
However, neither of these two ways of conceptualising PL seemed to be peculiar to one
group or another; rather, this distinction represents variations in individuals’
understandings which might be attributed to many interrelated factors, such as the
complex systems that individuals existed in, their context, social factors, or internal

motives and personal dispositions.

Improvement in general capabilities and know-how

Nearly half of the participants emphasised the input (what was acquired during PL
events) rather than the output (changes in teaching and learning) of PL. For instance,

Nassir (a male English teacher, City School) defined PL as

A collection of many things but the most important is increasing subject
knowledge and knowledge about teaching techniques.
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Most of the respondents seemed to refer broadly to having greater familiarity with new
teaching techniques and curriculum content. Head teachers in particular thought that the
term implied, in part, improving the capabilities of teachers in general; this input-oriented
understanding seemed also to reflect the way PL was understood in the education office,

where inspectors often focused on what teachers received in PL activities.

This shows that the understanding of PL was confined by some to what teachers acquired
through formal events, which suggests that such participants viewed PL as involving a
limited scope of change in particular areas to overcome a weakness or fill a gap, rather

than a change to teaching practice as a whole.

Change in teaching and learning

The alternative was to conceptualise PL as implying the result of a process, which often
took the form of a change in practice, beliefs, or students’ achievements. This was evident
from the responses of two inspectors, three head teachers and nearly half of the teachers,
who focused more on the output and the desired outcome than on the input. For instance,

Reem (Rural School head teacher) placed her focus on the goal of better teaching:

..an improvement in the experience and skills of teachers so that their
performance is improved and their teaching practice is enhanced.

CTPE.A W I PYPPEL I TS 75 FUSCPRCTI SO R PORLI e U
Sameer (City School head teacher) seemed also to support this understanding, while

focusing on the effects on students.

Nearly half of the teachers thought that PL should be reflected in what happens in the
classroom and specifically in students’ performance. However, such positive change in
teaching practice and students’ achievement, according to Fahad (an Arabic language

inspector) cannot happen unless accompanied by a positive change in teachers’ attitudes
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and beliefs, a condition highlighted by very few participants although valued highly in the

questionnaire responses.

PL in my opinion is a development in convictions and beliefs.
"opaled) lolS 5 sl LY AL
The type of change suggested by those who saw PL as a change in practice seems to have

been of the dramatic and comprehensive type, affecting the whole teaching process.

This suggests that changes in both abilities (being more familiar with various kinds of
knowledge and teaching techniques) and practice (what and how teachers think and what
goes on in the classroom) are essential components of the learning process and of the
definition of PL. However, changes in teachers’ practice might be artificial and short lived

if teachers have negative attitudes towards the change process.

5.4.1.2 Continuous process vs one-off events

All school heads used the word ‘process’ to describe PL, which implies that they viewed it
as a continuous effort; indeed, three of them referred clearly to PL as a never-ending
development. For their part, inspectors seemed more likely to perceive it as a series of
one-off events, reflected in their focus on particular events, topics, skills or strategies. It
may be, however, that this focus on particular areas and skills was part of a longer-term
planned and continuous process and that it was based on the feedback inspectors
received from schools that they visited. This may be inferred from the two-sided view of

PL expressed by Sultan, a maths inspector:

PL in our Educational Office takes two forms: the individual part which usually takes
place in the school, where teachers exchange experience and discuss issues related to
teaching their subjects, and there is the part that is done by the inspector who visits
the school and is supposed to conduct PL activities based on the professional needs
of his teachers.
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However, if it is true that the formal one-off PL events were part of a longer-term process
planned by the MOE and education office, this did not seem to be obvious to teachers or
school heads, perhaps because this fact had not been communicated to them. In contrast,
teachers were more likely to believe that school-based PL activities were part of a process.

Thus, there seems no evidence of ‘joined-up thinking’ between the MOE and schools,

perhaps because of inadequate communication (see Section 5.4.2).

In line with the questionnaire findings, teachers seemed to have the greatest variations
with regard to the one-off/continuous process dichotomy, which could be attributed to
each teacher’s perception of what education should target. While many of them advocated
the one-off event, which suggests a more structured form of PL, Nadir (a male maths

teacher, Town School) made a different argument:

....knowing new teaching techniques ... cannot be simply conveyed to teachers
through meetings or simple workshop...
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Nadir’s argument suggest the limitation of one-off PL activities in leading to real change
in practice; thus he argued that these need to be followed by a practical element, such as
trying newly learned ideas in the classroom. Similarly, Zahrah (a female English language
teacher, Outer School) referred clearly to PL as a process that does not stop but runs like

a train to more than one station; this view was supported by four other teachers.

These variations in how PL was perceived by individuals in the education office and
schools suggests that PL was seen as incorporating a range of planned and spontaneous
learning opportunities, comprising both one-off events and series of long-term ongoing

learning occasions. However, it seems that many teachers engaged in PL activities with
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the aim of learning about particular ideas they needed at that time, which explains why

many of them highlighted the one-off interpretation.

5.4.1.3 Reasons for improving PL: student-focused vs teacher-focused

PL was widely linked to improving the performance of both teachers and students, which
confirms the questionnaire finding of the main reasons for improving PL. Specifically, the
purposes that participants identified for improving teachers’ PL can be clustered around
two main ideas: first, improving students’ learning and meeting their needs, a view which
female participants tended to adopt more than males, and second, increasing teachers’
subject knowledge, improving their pedagogical skills and enhancing their teaching

practice, which most participants supported.

A substantial number of participants emphasised the first area (student-linked), focusing
on the quality of what students learn, improving their personalities and helping teachers
to understand students’ needs better. This indicates that although the teachers linked PL
to students, they had various rationalisations for improving their PL, which ranged from
achieving good student outcomes and enhancing ways of dealing with them to

contributing to producing better human beings in society.

Surprisingly, Reem seemed to be the only head teacher who clearly advocated the idea of

linking PL to meeting students’ needs, by saying:

PL ... makes teaching techniques diversified and useful for students.
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The second, teacher-linked, purpose of improving PL also appeared to gain the attention
of the majority of participants, both male and female, as a basic aim of PL. However, most
inspectors and head teachers seemed to focus more on broad aims such as improving

teaching techniques or gaining pedagogical skills and knowledge, occasionally referring
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to a wider platform of purposes that included learning to interact with others. Talal (an
English inspector) was the only inspector who discussed the effect that PL. might have on

teachers’ ability to introduce ‘innovative’ ideas into their teaching.

Although most teachers broadly shared similar ideas for the purpose of improving their
PL, some were more concerned with the effects PL had on their self-efficacy; specifically,

increasing their self-confidence through achieving better competency in practice.

In short, while it can be said that there was an overall adequate awareness of the ultimate
aims of PL in schools, there was no clear evidence that this was something that PL
providers made sure to convey through PL events. Moreover, it seems clear that teachers
had come to PL activities with a variety of purposes, which seem to have affected the way

they engaged in these events.

5.4.1.4 Externally imposed vs internally motivated improvements to PL

While confirming the findings of the questionnaire that the participants had adequate
awareness of the need to improve their PL, their interview responses linked it to four
main drivers of change, these being advances in knowledge and technology, changes in
students’ learning, internal desire and reflection on particular individual needs, and the

need to overcome teaching weaknesses under pressure from society.

Advances in knowledge and technology

Many participants linked their efforts to improve PL with their need to update various
kinds of knowledge and skills in line with the latest advances around the world, especially
those related to teaching methods, subject knowledge and using technology in education.
Head teachers and inspectors regarded this as an external driver that had often led
teachers to change and a result of globalisation; therefore some argued that PL needed to
be part of the school culture.
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Most teachers also seemed to strongly connect improving their PL to advances in
knowledge and means of attaining it, many of them highlighting the pressure to change

that advances in technology had put on them.

Social and moral pressure

PL was also seen to be driven by internal forces, mainly social pressure, a point made by
three head teachers, and moral pressure, which was highlighted by a substantial number
of teachers and by most heads, who focused particularly on personal and ethical

responsibility as an internal driver of change.

The above findings suggest that there were both internal and external forces leading
teachers to change. However, these may sometimes have been in tension, especially if they
advocated different aims. Thus, the way teachers adapted to improve their PL as a
response to their moral responsibility might have differed if they were driven by the aim
of improving their students’ results. Therefore, external drivers such as globalisation and
competitiveness or internal ones such as moral purposes might have led in different

directions and accordingly towards different aims for education.

Changes in students’ learning

More than half of the teachers interviewed also reported changes in students’ learning as
a driving force for improving their learning. This emphasis on being responsive to
students’ needs was translated into attracting students’ attention and making learning
interesting to them, coming up with better ways to motivate them and understanding how
their thinking changed. This was driven by a belief that such understanding would
facilitate better communication with students and eventually enhance their performance,

as Hilal (a male maths teacher, City School) argued:

Ifwe think about our students ... their ideas changed a lot and they are more familiar
with new technology than when we were at their age. We do need, as teachers, to
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know how our students think, what they like, what are their preferences ... so that we
can communicate better with them.
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Internal desire
PL was found to be triggered by an internal feeling that it was needed; this was agreed by
almost all of the participants. For instance, the Arabic inspector, Fahad, believed that PL

reflected teachers’ willingness to change and recognition of the need for change:

PL is similar in my opinion to our personal needs... I don’t know if I'm right! In the
past we needed light so we invented the light, we needed to move faster so we
invented the car... this means that life is based on our needs and these needs should
suit our time and therefore we need to know exactly what our needs are to satisfy
them.
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This actually shows a kind of reflection that might lead to more positive attitudes towards
change, an idea supported by many teachers who thought that teachers’ reflection on their

own practice would lead them to change. This inner desire, according to Fahad, is

promoted when there is a positive attitude towards change.

What this suggests is that PL is a multidimensional process that is triggered by many
internal, external, contextual and cultural factors. However, since these are initiated by
different aims, they may be in tension, which might lead teachers to adopting particular

attitudes towards certain PL events or types.

What is more, although PL might often be seen as an externally imposed force for change,
realising a genuine change in teachers’ practice seems to be strongly determined by their

willingness to change and conviction that change is needed. Teachers engage in improving
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their PL for many complex reasons; thus it is important for real change that these events
meet their expectation and satisfy their desires. The school’s culture seems to be a key

driver in shaping teachers’ purposes for improving their PL.

5.4.1.5 Individual vs collective responsibility for improving PL

The findings suggest that PL reflects both collective and individual responsibility. It was
perceived by some participants as a collective responsibility of those involved in the PL
process, especially the teachers, the school, the education office and the MOE, while
stressing the need for teachers to be active and interact with their colleagues. However, it
seems that most of the head teachers and teachers gave more weight to individual
responsibility for improving teachers’ PL. Reem, for instance, argued that teachers should
be 80% responsible for improving their own teaching practice and seven of the teachers
allocated a similar weight to this individual responsibility, although Nora, (a female social

studies teacher, Outer School) argued that in reality it doesn’t exceed 60%.

Such an emphasis on individual responsibility might be seen as reflecting the importance
that should be devoted to personal settings and individual beliefs when planning for and
implementing PL activities; these need to follow a learner-centred approach by focusing
on what individual teachers actually need. However, the mismatch revealed by the
questionnaire data between the stated belief that teachers should have the largest share
of responsibility and the actual practice (the individual effort invested in PL) indicates the

potential importance and contribution of collective learning to improving teachers’ PL.

What the above discussion of the conceptualisation of PL suggests is that effective PL
should take account of four main areas of change: in knowledge and skills, in beliefs, in
teaching practice and in students’ performance. However, this study did not investigate

changes in students’ achievements in depth, since the only evidence that could be
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obtained during the limited time available was students’ marks, which represented an
objective assessment, contrary to the epistemological position of the researcher that

knowledge is subjectively constructed.

Furthermore, these findings suggest that teachers might learn similarly under different
circumstances, that they might learn differently under the same circumstances, that they
might change beliefs but not change practice, that they might change practice but stick to
their beliefs, that they might acquire new information and skills but not change beliefs, or
that they might change their beliefs without acquiring new information and skills. This
wide set of possibilities is what makes investigating teachers’ learning in PL events a very

complex issue.

5.4.2 Involvement in the change process

The interviews revealed differences among participants in their views of the extent of
teachers’ involvement in making decisions about their PL and areas of mismatch between
what PL providers thought on one hand and what teachers and head teacher believed on

the other. These are detailed below.

5.4.2.1 Communicating with teachers

Consistent with the questionnaire findings, the three changes that participants most often
reported knowing about were the specialised centre for teacher training (SC), the
Electronic Educational Portal (EEP) and changes in the curriculum. However, the
interviews revealed that the centralised nature of the educational system was reflected in
how the MOE communicated with teachers from the top down, ie. from MOE
headquarters to schools, with the education office as the supposed link between them.
Bottom-up communication rarely occurred. Teachers’ views ranged from expressing their

absolute unawareness of what was going on in the MOE to arguing that they did not need
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to know about everything and that they should only know about changes related to the
curriculum. However, many teachers reported limited knowledge of what was happening
in the MOE and many of those who knew about some of the latest initiatives did not seem

to have a clear grasp of the rationale for the major proposed reforms.

The participants reported that they knew about the latest updates in MOE policy through
three official channels: written correspondence from the educational office, visiting
committees from the MOE and via the EEP. Most teachers also heard about new initiatives
from their friends. Views varied regarding the three formal means of communication.
Most head teachers highlighted written correspondence as a way of communicating with
teachers; for instance, Raya (Outer School head teacher) spoke of their usefulness in
introducing teachers to MOE initiatives. Forming committees at MOE headquarters was
mentioned mostly by inspectors as a way to communicate new initiatives to schools, while

teachers focused more on the EEP as the means by which they learned about new things.

However, most of the participants highlighted some limitations of these channels. Two
inspectors, including Sultan, admitted that communication was poor:

There is a lack of communication and if there is communication it happens only occasionally
when there is a need to nominate teachers for a particular PL activity.
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Three head teachers also thought that the whole communication process lacked teachers’
voice. More specifically, many teachers expressed negative opinions of the effectiveness
of these three central communication channels in familiarising them with the latest
developments. Thus, Waleed (a non-Omani male English teacher, Town School) disagreed
that written correspondence helped him to keep up to date and complained that his school

had not received adequate publications, fliers or magazines for this purpose, while Maria
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(a maths teacher, Outer School), along with three other teachers and one head teacher,
thought that because of lack of time the EEP might not have been very useful to some
teachers. Maher (a male science teacher, City School) described the EEP as outdated, while
Reem advocated the use of other social media sites including Facebook and Twitter

instead.

On the other hand, some interviewees evaluated communication in schools more
positively. For example, all of her fellow head teachers agreed with Reem that they used
a diverse range of ways to communicate with teachers:

We have a Twitter account as well for the school, which we use to spread the teaching

techniques we use and as a means of motivation and communication with other teachers in
other schools.
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5.4.2.2 PL plans
There was almost a consensus among participants that PL plans were rigid, imposed and
unsuitable for teachers’ needs or context and that they limited teachers’ adaptation and

creativity.

Only one inspector and one head teacher expressed positive opinions about these plans,
whereas many participants criticised them heavily. For instance, Reem expressed her
discontent with the way the plans were prepared, arguing that the main issue was that
there was no opportunity for teachers’ voices to be heard, while another head, Raya,
thought that the plans were badly made and often conflicted with teachers’ duties in

schools.

Two inspectors agreed that PL plans were imposed on schools and even on the education

office and were often irrelevant to teachers’ needs; one of them, Fahad, objected that
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PL plans are not based on teachers’ professional needs.
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Thus, it was crucial to understand how teachers’ professional needs were identified in

these plans.

5.4.2.3 Identifying teachers’ professional needs
Identifying teachers’ professional needs was said by both inspectors and head teachers to
be a cornerstone of achieving real change. Inspectors clarified how teachers’ professional

needs are identified. For instance, Sultan asserted:

Teachers' PL needs are identified through the observations of those who supervise teachers,
like senior teachers, school heads and inspectors, and also through analysing the evaluation
forms used in the School Performance Development System, which is conducted by these
people, and coming up with the areas that need to be developed ... When we have all these
observations and evaluations we sit together and suggest the necessary kinds of PL activities
and prepare our PL plan.
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However, most of the participants disagreed that this mechanism had helped in
identifying teachers’ needs accurately and were sceptical of its suitability. This was clear

when one inspector, Fahad, expressed his astonishment at how teachers’ needs were

identified:

You might laugh if I tell you about how professional needs are identified. These needs are
identified by holding meetings between the inspectors and some senior teachers ... the total
number of us and the senior teachers might not exceed seven. Then these seven people discuss
and choose what PL activities should be there, but actually we have more than 800 teachers!
How can these seven people decide what the 800 teachers need? What the seven have come
up with might suit their PL needs only but not the needs of all the teachers... this is my
opinion.
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Most teachers expressed similar opinions about the limitations of the mechanism for
identifying their needs and the majority declared that they were rarely directly involved
themselves. For those few teachers who were occasionally consulted, there was a wide-

ranging belief that the MOE had not taken their opinions seriously.

It seems that a major part of the criticism was directed towards the suitability of the
evaluation forms used in the school performance development system, mentioned above
by Sultan as the tool used to identify teachers’ professional needs. Whilst only one
inspector and one head teacher advocated their usefulness, the rest of the inspectors and
head teachers asserted their inappropriateness in identifying teachers’ specific needs.
Those who criticised these forms (or what can be called the MOE-determined evaluation
checklist) argued that the main issues were that they did not recognise the differences
between subject areas and that they did not give head teachers much space to evaluate
specific details in teachers performance. Instead, as Hamed (a male Arabic language
teacher, Town School) suggested, teachers’ needs can be identified by sitting with them

and asking them about their needs.

Interviewees including all head teachers and many teachers noted that identifying
teachers’ professional needs in schools was more likely to be accurate because of the
closeness of those who identified these needs to the teachers, because of the diverse
means used to identify these needs and because teachers were more engaged in making
decisions about shaping PL events. The importance of closeness to teachers was also

acknowledged by two inspectors.
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5.4.2.4 Nomination for PL events
Although nominating teachers for PL events was claimed to be based on their professional
needs, the widespread view among participants was that it was usually based entirely on

PL planners’ perceptions, often arbitrary and sometimes disorganised.

Inspectors admitted that the PL activities offered sometimes did not fit teachers’ needs, a
‘mistake’ that they blamed others for. All head teachers agreed that they had no role in
selecting teachers for PL events and described nomination for PL activities as unsuitable,
unfair, imposed and blind to teachers’ preferences. This view was supported by most
teachers, who thought they would be more attracted and committed to these

opportunities if they had the option to select what they want to attend.

However, a few teachers expressed positive opinions about how they were nominated for

PL events and tried to justify why PL was imposed on teachers. For instance, Hilal said:

Most of the ... teachers are nominated by inspectors, which can be understood
because the idea is to include most teachers in these training sessions instead of
giving the chance for those who have the desire and who are very few.
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Even if this was true, however, informing teachers about the content and aims of the PL
event seemed not to be considered in many cases, as indicated by many responses.
Conversely, whenever teachers had the option to choose their PL type, they seemed more
likely to engage better; this was advocated by most participants, who thought that

teachers’ preferences had received more consideration in school-based PL than formal PL

from the education office or the MOE.

Overall, although there was recognition that consultation of schools and teachers had

improved in the last three years, the general opinion was that most of this consultation
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was very limited, ad hoc and artificial and that there had been no serious attempt to
convince teachers of the need for change. While a few participants, especially the English
inspector and the English language teachers, shared positive perceptions, the remainder
expressed clear discontent with the level of this consultation. Most participants thought
that teachers’ convictions were rarely targeted and that many of the changes were

introduced with no clear rationale.

It also seems that the low involvement of teachers in making decisions about their PL had
generated negative attitudes towards the MOE and its proposed changes, as suggested,

for instance, by one of the teachers, Waleed:

Not engaging teachers means that the ministry does not trust them.
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This perception seems to have reduced commitment to the centrally advocated changes

among teachers.

5.4.2.5 Factors affecting commitment to change

Commitment to PL was reported to be relatively weak, contrary to the questionnaire
findings. One explanation might be that participants were trying to convey a positive
image when completing the questionnaire but were more open and frank during the

interviews, which identified various factors as influencing commitment to change.

Most of the teachers identified external motivation from both the MOE and the school
as a major factor influencing the level of commitment. Head teachers focused more on
internal motivation, on teachers’ desire and willingness to engage in PL and their
realisation that they were performing a noble mission, while inspectors and two heads

highlighted the influence of the context and culture on the strength of commitment.

222



Many teachers also reported that family commitment had affected their engagement in
improving their PL. Because of her family responsibilities, Maria thought that attending
workshops in Muscat, far from where she lived, was difficult. Substantial numbers of
teachers, inspectors and head teachers also thought that teachers’ working conditions had

influenced their commitment.

Some teachers also highlighted the availability of support, especially from schools and
inspectors, and a few, including Waleed, said that this had led them to resist change. A
substantial number of participants also linked strength of commitment to the financial
support that schools and teachers received, while some thought that the lack of adequate
funding was a barrier to participation in many PL activities and others argued that

teachers were more committed when they were financially rewarded.

Time and the accessibility of PL were also advanced by some teachers as factors that
influenced teachers’ commitment to improving their PL. They attributed their weak
commitment to a shortage of time and claimed that when they had time they were more

committed.

Almost all participants, whether inspectors, head teachers or teachers, agreed that
accountability was a major factor in determining strength of commitment. Many argued
that promotion was not linked to teachers’ investment in PL. There was no incentive to
work harder that was directly linked to attending PL events; whether teachers worked
hard to improve their PL or not seemed to have no effect on their chances of being either
promoted or penalised. One of the inspectors, Sultan, was among those who complained

of this missing link:

Because they see no benefit in attending PL events... Will it be added to their CVs? What will
it add to them?
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Both inspectors and head teachers also argued that the restricted authority they had to
hold teachers accountable had contributed to reducing their potential to strengthen

teachers’ commitment to change.

Relevance to their classrooms and students was another factor that affected teachers’
commitment. Some, including Waleed, stated that they had not participated in some PL
activities because they thought what they learned there was not suited to their contexts
and students, while others, such as Hilal, were more committed when they felt that the PL
event was more relevant to their contemporary or future needs and desires. Thus, Nadir
argued that selecting teachers for the right PL activities was crucial in strengthening

commitment and convincing teachers of the advantages of attending PL events.

A considerable number of teachers also highlighted teachers’ preferences and
opportunity to choose their PL events as having affected the extent of their commitment.
Those with weak commitment thought that most PL events were imposed on them and

that they had no option but to attend.

Finally, a substantial number of teachers said that the quality of the PL event and the
quality of the trainer had significantly influenced their commitment to attend PL

activities.

5.4.3 System and school support

Supporting teachers in their learning and developing their potential was widely identified
by inspectors and head teachers as an essential part of their role, which conforms to the
questionnaire findings. However, views varied on the extent to which the current system

components and structures had enabled teachers to acquire and develop effective
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teaching practices. Four main areas were highlighted: available PL opportunities,

regulations and structures, the role of heads and the existence of a learning environment.

5.4.3.1 PL opportunities available to teachers

Formal PL activities offered to teachers across the four case study schools were reported
to have utilised a variety of delivery modes that often focused on wide range of topics
from curriculum to teaching techniques. These were clearly provided at three levels,

depending on whether they originated at the MOE, the education office or the school.

MOE-based PL

MOE officials and experts prepared activities based on the MOE annual PL plan. The
activities themselves took place in Muscat, mainly in three places: the main training
centre, the specialised centre and Sultan Qaboos University (SQU). They were based on
the feedback from the education offices and on best practices identified by MOE officials
and experts as necessary for teachers. The aims of these programmes were to enrich and
add to teachers’ experience, to communicate the MOE vision to them and to introduce
them to innovations originating at the MOE. However, relatively few teachers were

offered these opportunities.

Education office-based PL

PL activities at the second level were prepared by inspectors in light of their visits to
schools and their identification of areas where improvement was needed. Occasionally,
inspectors would consult a few senior teachers about their teachers’ weaknesses and
what should be offered to address them. The frequency of these activities varied from one
teacher to another, with a minimum of one opportunity each per year. Most took place in

the training centre of the education office. The aim was both to introduce teachers to new
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experiences and to overcome some of the major teaching weaknesses observed by the

inspectors.

School-based PL

Each of the four schools also offered PL activities prepared by its own leadership team,
usually comprising the head, the deputy head, senior teachers and other experienced
teachers, based on their observation and evaluation of teachers’ work in the classroom,
on discussion with them, on analysis of students’ work and on priorities for the
development of the school. These activities were reported to be more closely related to
teachers’ needs, to offer more reflection on teachers’ practice and to have elicited better
engagement. Compared to those emanating from the MOE and the education office, these
school-based PL activities were more frequent: two weeks at the beginning of each term
and several other occurrences during terms but outside participants’ teaching timetables.
The aim was to overcome teachers’ individual weaknesses, share experience and the
school’s vision, introduce updates and keep teachers connected. All teachers in each

school were offered these opportunities.

5.4.3.2 Existing regulations and structures

Although there was a general indication that improving teachers’ quality had received
increasing attention at the MOE and that improvements had occurred in many areas, the
existing regulations on improving teachers’ quality were reported not to have changed
accordingly, which had obstructed the endeavours of schools and teachers to achieve this
goal. Regulations in place were described by all school heads as often complex and loosely
applied, especially in respect to schools’ autonomy and teachers’ accountability under the
centralised education system. The main areas of concern were leadership, coordination,
follow-up, funding, guidelines, flexibility and timetabling, discussed in the following

paragraphs.
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Limited authority of school leadership

All head teachers showed clear discontent with the limited authority the MOE granted
them in holding teachers accountable for improving their PL and in offering them PL
opportunities outside their schools, which required official approval from the education
office. An example of such complex regulations was the bureaucratic procedures for
arranging for teachers to visit another school, which required head teachers to obtain

official approval from the education office, as Reem explained:

If I wait to get permission from the Education Office then the PL event will be finished
before I can get this permission. Getting such permission is one of the obstacles to
teachers' PL.
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Several teachers also believed that many regulations restricted the benefit that could be

derived from PL. Hilal, for instance, said:

Many teachers do want to develop themselves professionally but they are restricted
by the discouraging outdated rules ....
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Lack of coordination

Although there was an official plan for formal PL, there seemed to be little coordination
between the different units of the MOE and the education office at the implementation
phase. An example was the selection of the same teachers by two departments to attend
different PL activities at the same time, which was highlighted by Sultan. Other inspectors,
including Fahad, highlighted the lack of coordination with SQU, where pre-service teacher
training and some in-service PL activities occurred.
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Lack of follow-up
There was partial consensus regarding a lack of follow-up of the impact of PL activities in

schools, as admitted, for instance, by an inspector, Talal:

What is missing is following up to see whether this teacher has benefited from what
was offered to him ...
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Many teachers expressed similar opinions. Nassir, for instance, said:

The missing thing is the follow-up... after any PL activity there should be
implementation in the classroom and follow-up by those who conducted the PL
activity, which could take the form of a classroom visit or online follow-up by sending
something like a project.
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Inadequate funding for PL in schools
Although funds were allocated for schools to spend on improving teachers’ quality, all
school heads described funding as insufficient and complained that they had no autonomy

in how to spend it.

Controlling guidelines
Many examples were reported by the participants suggest that the education office
interfered in how school’s facilities were to be used. This is exemplified by the case

reported by head teacher Raya:

We have just one interactive whiteboard which is kept in the Physics lab and only
Science teachers are allowed to use it as instructed by the education office... although
it would be of great benefit to all subjects areas and might help in improving
students’ learning ... if permitted to be used by other subject teachers, of course!

228



G LgalaaTodly o slall ol ol ey W5 L3l a3 50 5m pa L sond 5 A i 6y o Ll
e LD (L5 o a1t 5 ) el L o ) g el
I:__Linlu Lealastialy ol pall Jnja_ai.;.l

No flexibility
Most of the participants showed clear signs of disappointment at the lack of flexibility
when the suggested PL modes, timing or mode of delivery sometimes did not fit their

context; thus, Ahmed (Town School head teacher) asserted that: It isn't flexible at all.
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Ahmed’s complaint seems to encapsulate the responses given by many other participants

and suggests a mismatch with the special context of each school or teacher.

Clashes with teachers’ daily work

Formal PL activities were not scheduled as part of the school timetable from the beginning
of the school year, but rather treated as ad hoc events; thus, many teachers believed that
they added an extra burden to their normal workload and placed unwarranted pressure

on them to compromise the time they were supposed to devote directly to their students.

5.4.3.3 The Head teachers’ role

Head teachers’ contribution to improving teachers’ PL seemed to be based on three main
factors: their willingness to do so, their understanding of what their teachers needed and
of how they felt, and the extent of their readiness and ability to improve the quality of
their teachers. However, although all head teachers showed full commitment to
improving their teachers’ learning and practices and considered it a basic part of their

role, as was also revealed through the questionnaire, they varied in their readiness to
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become involved and in the strategies they used to support their teachers’ learning. The

following paragraphs discuss first their common strategies, then some individual ones.

Strategies commonly used by all head teachers

a)

b)

d)

Providing the infrastructure: While admitting their limited financial resources,
all school heads claimed to be ensuring that they provided whatever resources
they could to encourage teachers’ learning in their schools and to improve their
working conditions. These included learning centres, libraries, computer rooms,
access to the internet and a variety of educational technologies.

Providing formal opportunities: In each of the four schools, there was at least
one INSET week at the beginning of each term, two to four all-staff workshops
during the school year and weekly time-blocks for subject area meetings during
non-teaching hours. Head teachers adapted their school timetables to
accommodate such PL activities. These opportunities were intended to help
teachers to pool their experience and to reflect on their work collectively.

Staff meetings: All school heads organised staff meetings as a PL opportunity to
disseminate the school’s vision and share ideas gained by some teachers in
external PL activities. The quality of these meetings varied according to the quality
of the speakers and their ability to convey to their colleagues what they had
learned.

Classroom observation and feedback: In all schools, heads have kept track of
teachers’ performance by attending lessons and discussing with teachers ways to
improve their teaching, which were often limited to pedagogical rather than
subject knowledge; however, some teachers thought that the head teachers’ role

was hampered by a lack of subject specialist knowledge.
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e)

g)

h)

Paying attention to teachers’ attitudes: It was recognised, by all school heads,
that nurturing positive attitudes among teachers would facilitate their
engagement in the suggested PL activities; to this end, they reported often
spending time with their teachers, trying to motivate them and to convince them
of the benefits to be gained from attending PL activities and interacting with each
other. They also claimed to have taken up teachers’ suggestions and responded to
their inquiries and complaints.

Creating future PL plan: All head teachers claimed to have tried to anticipate the
future direction of their schools and to be proactive in setting the priorities for
development for the next year, especially with regard to what PL activities would
be needed. Examples provided by head teachers included their own observations,
discussions with their school leadership teams and analysis of the available data
on what their teachers needed and lacked.

Distributing leadership responsibilities and identifying teachers’
professional needs collectively: In all the schools, head teachers have engaged
many senior and long-experienced teachers in analysing teachers’ performance
and deciding on areas of priority. The three main resources used to do so were
classroom observation, analysis of students’ work and discussion with teachers.
Decisions on what to include in the school’s PL plan were based on feedback from
and discussion with the school leadership teams, which included school
administration members and teaching staff from all subject areas. All head
teachers appeared well aware that in order to persuade teachers to change, it was
important to properly identify, understand and meet their needs.

Providing psychological and emotional support: All head teachers reported

incidents illustrating the attention they had given to the psychological needs of
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their teachers. They all considered providing psychological and emotional support
for teachers an essential element in helping them to cope with challenges and to

continue with their careers.

Individual strategies used by some head teachers

Acting beyond the strict bounds of their authority: Head teachers differed in the extent
to which they were ready to seize the initiative in order to support their teachers’
learning. For instance, while most head teachers used whatever room was available for
conducting PL activities, Reem showed more persistence and allocated a permanent room
with an interactive board to host PL events at her school. In the same vein, Reem was
bolder than her fellow heads in providing external PL opportunities to her teachers
without seeking the approval of the education office. This led Reem to find alternative
ways to overcome the shortage of funds received from the education office, as this

example shows:

Last year we conducted a workshop presented by a good trainer but it cost us 700
riyals, which was collected from the teachers and the other requirements were
provided by the school administration.
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Modelling: A strategy adopted by three of the four case study schools (Rural, Outer and
Town schools) was for senior or long-experienced teachers to prepare model lessons and
deliver them to other teachers, enabling them to see in practice how good teachers taught
their lessons. At the end of each lesson, there was a discussion and group reflection on
how the lesson had gone and how teachers could benefit in their own classrooms from

what they had seen.
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Promoting partnership and support among teachers: Another strategy involved
obtaining the approval of a good teacher to spend time working closely with an
underperforming colleague and thus influencing him or her. The strategy was explained

by Reem, who had adopted it at the Rural School:

What we do in our school is that we make sure that active and hardworking teachers
are mixed up ... intelligently ... with lazy teachers and spend time together in the
school and even outside while coming or leaving the school ... this has led the good
teachers to have influence on the lazy ones. Of course, we have the agreement of the
good teacher but we make sure that the other teacher is not aware of what is
happening.
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Assigning teachers to appropriate PL activities: Through their observation and
discussion with school leadership teams, the head teachers of the Rural, Outer and Town
schools showed awareness of the importance of matching teachers’ PL modes and

activities with their individual preferences and needs.

Getting teachers to reflect on what they had learned: Female head teachers seemed
more aware than their male counterparts of the importance of facilitating teachers’
reflection at the end of PL events. Reem and Raya of the Rural and Outer schools said that
they made sure to ask their teachers about what they had gained and to encourage them
to convey to their colleagues what they had learned from external PL activities. The idea
was to put some positive pressure on their teachers before attending any given PL activity
so that they would pay full attention and try to grasp most of the materials presented; this
was intended to make the teachers aware that their individual learning contributed to

that of the whole school.
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Developing partnerships with other schools: The head teachers of the two girls’
schools reported working collaboratively with other nearby schools by exchanging

teachers’ visits and inviting the other schools to PL events.

Creating an ethos of motivation and support: In the two girls’ schools (Rural and
Outer) and to some extent in the Town School, there was evidence that the head teachers
realised the importance of the ethos of the school in creating a culture of cooperative
learning. This was evident through their fostering of networks and support groups where
developing individual teachers’ knowledge and skills was considered to contribute to
improving the whole school’s performance; thus, attending an external PL activity was

described as a collective gain for the whole school.

5.4.3.4 Existence of a learning environment in the school

School infrastructure

Although all four schools had the essentials for improving teachers’ quality, including
learning centres resourced with books and internet facilities, some basics were reported
to be missing, which might have hindered teachers’ learning. For example, no permanent
space was formally allocated to the running of PL activities, some of the latest educational
technologies like interactive boards were missing and teaching aids were inadequate.
Participants claimed that providing these fundamentals would have encouraged more
teachers to take advantage of them and would have contributed to creating the feeling

that the school was a hub for teachers’ learning.

External experience
Exposing teachers to external expertise was crucial and had the potential to drive

teachers to accept change, according to most of the participants. Many thought that
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experts from outside the school had more impact on teachers than did their colleagues, as

exemplified by this remark of Ahmed, head of Town School:

One session conducted by an expert can convince teachers who might not be
convinced by their colleagues even if they attended tens of PL activities run by them.
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Participants used the term ‘external experience’ to include both PL trainers and
presenters from the MOE and abroad. They gave some examples of how exposure to
external experience had affected their teaching. Faizah, a female science teacher, argued

for the benefits of such exposure:

We need experts from outside the Sultanate and we need to be introduced to other
countries’ experience in teaching. I once attended a course presented by a British guy
who presented many teaching techniques different from what we are using in Oman
... most of the materials was new to us and thus we benefited a lot... introducing
foreign experience to teachers would be very useful.

Lol 5 e a0 sl et e g 3LV I i g Ll 2 s ol gl am I 2l e
slinge Lo il o poll (330 o el I 50 gl ey gy s a6 )50 Dl pnl 3 e
sl e sl p ks a0 Uit W 2panily s )8 By el silal) plnas plae 3 linic
s i (S s sl

Many participants reported having attended PL events during the last five years delivered
by good speakers, and occasionally by international experts, especially at the beginning
of the school year. This was part of a recent MOE initiative to employ the services of well
known figures, aiming to create positive attitudes to teaching and to stimulate teachers to
work harder. Overall, however, such external input to teachers’ PL was reported to be
very limited and rare. Most of the PL offered in schools was conducted by colleagues or

by the same training team in the education office; over time, it had become less convincing
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to many teachers. Thus, many participants thought that new blood needed to be injected

into the training team and that there should be partnership with universities.

This negative attitude towards the training team seemed to arise partly because most of
the materials presented were theoretical and unrelated to actual practice and conditions

in classrooms; thus, one teacher, Hilal, argued for a more practical grounding:

Also the presenters who present studies they have conducted themselves ... those are
the specialists who have practical experience and who introduce things they have
experienced themselves and been through in curriculum or teaching strategies
instead of presenting concepts and ideas that anyone can find in books.
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Collective learning and shared experience
Collective learning took many forms which varied between schools and individuals,

although it was limited overall. It can be divided into formal and informal opportunities.

Formal collective learning opportunities
The formal type took the form of experience being shared by centrally organised groups,

often run by the MOE or the school.

The form of MOE-linked collective learning most often reported by interviewees was the
online discussion forums administered by MOE officials, to which all teachers had
access. The aims were to present the latest developments, new initiatives and common
issues of interest to teachers, and to offer a platform for discussion between MOE staff

and teachers.

Formal meetings occurred in schools and often involved the whole school staff or took
the form of scheduled weekly subject area meetings and workshops. The aim of the
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former was to discuss matters that concerned all staff members, whereas the latter aimed
at sharing experience, reflecting collectively and discussing issues of concern to teachers

in a particular subject area, including any challenges they might face in their classrooms.

Two of the inspectors reported using the technique of conducting model lessons with
their teachers, which they claimed had been very influential and had had a positive impact

on teachers.

The English Language Department of the education office organised annual two-day
English language forums, which usually accommodated around half of the English

teachers in the district each year.

Microteaching lessons were used in the two girls’ schools as a collective learning and
reflection technique to overcome weak confidence and to help underperforming teachers
to improve their teaching by providing them with a secure atmosphere and their

colleagues’ support.

PL weeks were INSET programmes conducted in schools at the beginning and sometimes
at the end of term, when students did not attend school. Workshops were presented, some

targeting the entire school staff and others the teachers in certain subject areas.

One inspector, Fahad, reported having used the technique of inspector-led discussions
to stimulate high-performing teachers to do better. These teachers would be invited to
discuss a topic usually related to a teaching weakness commonly observed by officials of

the education office.

Fahad also used directed reading to stimulate and challenge high-performing teachers.
When visiting a school, he would propose that they read certain books, which would then

be discussed during his next visit to the school.
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Although these seven or eight types of formal collective learning were identified by
interviewees, many teachers reported that their use was rare, especially at the boys’

schools.

Informal collective learning opportunities
A few informal alternatives were initiated voluntarily by the teachers themselves,
triggered intentionally or unintentionally, and reported to be more frequent at the two

girls’ schools than the boys’ schools.

WhatsApp discussion groups were held in all four schools, but were often limited to
teachers from a single subject area. Sameer, head of City School, asserted their

importance:

Teachers of each subject area have a group that meets through WhatsApp. These
groups work as families for teachers ... teachers feel secure ... so whenever a teacher
has a problem or something he doesn't know he raises the issue in the group and
receives suggestions and help from his colleagues.
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In addition to the ability of almost all smartphones to run WhatsApp, the widespread use
of this technique among teachers seems to have been facilitated by the ease with which

colleagues could be contacted and help could be obtained.

Spontaneous discussions constituted a very common unplanned type of informal PL
which occurred between teachers during their non-teaching time, in common rooms,
corridors or elsewhere. In some cases, this was intentionally used as a collective problem-

solving technique, although many teachers seemed not to be conscious of it.

Socialisation was another form of unintentional learning which occurred during regular

informal teachers’ gatherings, at which they talked, asked for and received advice from
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their colleagues during their breaks or other non-teaching time. This kind of tacit learning
was clearly more common in girls’ schools than boys’ and seems to have contributed to

creating a positive school learning culture.

However, there was no overall evidence that the majority of teachers had improved their
PL with the clear purpose of contributing to the collective learning of their colleagues or

schools.
5.4.4 Overall perceptions of PL

5.4.4.1 Formal PL
The overall perceptions of most of the participants were negative; they described most
formal PL as nonspecific, irrelevant to teachers’ needs and boring. This confirmed the

findings of the questionnaire and offered some explanation.

Three of the head teachers felt that most formal PL events added nothing new and had
changed nothing in teachers’ practice, while many teachers thought that most of the time
these were too general and had not focused on the specific skills and knowledge each
teacher needed. Moreover, in addition to the boring and theoretical nature of the formal
PL, as six teachers described it, most PL activities were said to have repeated the same
content year after year, bringing nothing new. Hilal complained that most of these events

were irrelevant to his real needs, an opinion supported by seven other teachers.

Fahad, an inspector, expressed the same opinion, that most formal PL was irrelevant to

teachers’ needs:

Many programmes and workshops we have do not reflect the real teachers’
professional needs.
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Many formal PL events were also of poor quality, according to three male teachers.

5.4.4.2 PL in the school

The impact of school-based PL appeared to be perceived more positively, in line with the
majority view emerging from the questionnaire data. Most of the interviewees described
it as more effective, more useful and better aligned to their contexts and professional
needs; they also considered the school to be the best place for real teachers’ learning to
occur. The interview data thus confirmed the finding of the questionnaire, while offering

many potential explanations of this perceived greater effectiveness.

Head teachers of those schools that were located far from the education office training
centre linked this effectiveness to the valuable time saved by conducting PL activities on
school premises. Four teachers expressed a similar belief, attributing the effectiveness of

school-based PL to having a shorter distance to travel.

All head teachers also related this effectiveness to the ability of the school leadership to
identify each teacher’s professional needs more accurately. Raya, for instance, highlighted

her senior teachers’ role in this regard:

Yes, PL is more effective in the school, because the senior teachers are closer to the
teachers and know that not all of them have the same needs or the same weaknesses.
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The closeness of the school leadership team to the teachers seems to have helped them to

meet their needs more effectively.

Among two inspectors who expressed a similar view, Sultan credited this significantly
more positive perception of the impact of PL in schools to the particular attention each

teacher was likely to receive, which often helped them to overcome their particular
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teaching weaknesses. This was consistent with the opinions of teachers, most of whom

highlighted the potential ability of the school to identify teachers’ needs more accurately.

Nassir was one of eight teachers who attributed this positive impact to the interactions in
which teachers had often engaged in their schools and the feedback they easily got after

PL events.

Moreover, it was evident from many participants’ responses that the types of PL events
held in schools had provided teachers with more diversified and practical experience and
that they corresponded better with their needs. For example, Hind, a social studies

teacher, disclosed some of the diversified forms of PL happening in her rural school:

In the school, we have many PL forms like microteaching, where a teacher delivers a
lesson and the other teachers attend and work as students. We also have a plan of
exchanging visits to each other’s classrooms to see how others are doing things.
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Faizah, a science teacher at the same school, offered a different explanation, ascribing the
positive impact of school-based PL to the fact that teachers often had PL activities on
school premises and rarely in other places, which seems an unsurprising explanation,

especially if some teachers had rarely or never attended PL outside their schools.

5.4.4.3 Impact of PL types

Participants varied in their opinions of the most effective types of PL in improving
teachers’ learning, but with a clear emphasis that the most highly valued were those types
that involved more interaction and those which reflected teachers’ contexts. There was a

view that all PL activities had potential, as Ahmed, the Town School head teacher, argued:
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Any PL activity that aims at improving teachers' knowledge and skills or increasing
their experience and enhancing their teaching can be useful and effective.
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However, most of the participants attributed the effectiveness of any PL activity to its
particular characteristics and nature, rather than its type. Most effective PL activities were
described as having four main features: interaction, observation, self-direction and

practicality.

Genuine discussion and interaction with others

Most inspectors, head teachers and teachers agreed that planned and simultaneous
conversations and discussions appeared to have had a positive effect in changing
teachers’ practice. The main benefits of these discussions were that they were often
related to things that concerned teachers and were often based on teachers’ experience,
while many teachers thought that simultaneous conversations had positively affected

their reflection on their own practice.

Observation of other teachers

Most teachers appeared to believe that watching how others teach was a very effective
technique in improving their learning. Laila was one of those who used such observations
to improve her teaching, of Arabic. The benefit of this technique seems to have resided in
the opportunity it gave teachers to acquire better explanations and understanding of why
things were done in a particular way. Hilal was one of three teachers who stressed the
practical value of observing others’ work, while an inspector, Talal, thought that observing

others’ teaching was more useful in improving practice when done willingly.

The only participant who seemed to have an opposing opinion was Nadir, who argued

that he and his fellow teachers might be distracted during exchange visits by having to
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pay attention both to the teaching and to the students, and who was concerned that the

goal of these visits might not be very clear.

Self-directed learning

A few participants advocated self-directed learning as the most useful way to improve
teaching. Hilal was one of the few teachers who seemed to rely on themselves to improve
their own practice. Those who were more active in self-directed learning, like Nassir, also
thought that self-directed learning provided them with the autonomy to choose what

suited them best.

Practical elements
The majority of the participants stressed the value of the practical elements of PL events
in improving teachers’ learning. This recognition was reflected in how two inspectors,

including Sultan, said that they dealt with poorly performing teachers:

I think for those poorly performing teachers what is more effective is practical
lessons where they attend a lesson delivered by the inspector or by a good teacher
and then they try to teach the lesson in their own classroom as they have seen.
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Reem, a head teacher in Rural School, advocated a similar technique, which she called

‘microteaching’:

In the school, what I have observed to be very effective, and what we use a lot in our school,
is microteaching.
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The teachers in the two girls’ schools also highlighted the effectiveness of this practical PL

technique, which seemed to involve the mechanism of ‘learning by seeing and imitating’,
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although some might argue that it might inhibit teachers’ creativity and lead them to
mechanically follow alleged ‘best practices’ without considering contextual factors like

students’ level.

It is evident that techniques characterised by observation, practicality, discussion and
self-direction were seen as having a positive influence on teachers’ learning. The
explanation offered by one teacher, Hind, was that they sought to change teachers’ beliefs

in appropriate ways:

They indirectly convince teachers of the need to change without hurting their
feelings, because they have a particular weakness in their teaching or that they lack
a particular skill or that they are old-fashioned teachers.
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This line of argument was supported by head teacher Sameer, who highlighted the

attention that should be given to dealing sensitively with teachers’ feelings.

5.4.4.4 Recognition of improvement
Although the overall perception of formal PL was negative, the participants recognised

some areas of improvement, albeit varying in describing their extent.

This variation was clearly apparent among head teachers. For instance, Ahmed saw a
dramatic improvement in formal PL, whereas Reem was less enthusiastic but mentioned

some particular good initiatives:

Recently, some newly introduced programmes like those offered by the Specialised
Centre, the Educational Visitor Programmes and the Academic Programme in
coordination with SQU have had real positive effects on teachers' practice and
convictions.
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Inspectors also recognised other areas of improvement. For example, Talal argued that
the MOE had started to introduce teachers to international expertise more effectively and
that education offices were more closely involved in making decisions about improving

teachers’ quality, while Sultan saw an improvement in the timing of PL events.

It was notable that fewer teachers shared this positive opinion, especially English
language teachers, which confirms the findings of the questionnaire. Teachers had
nevertheless become more engaged in PL activities in recent years, according to Maria, a
maths teacher, and three others. Many other teachers mentioned some specific examples
of good formal PL activities they had experienced recently which had had a positive
impact on them. These included microteaching lessons in schools, training offered by the
specialised centre, an educational visitor programme and professional weeks in schools

at the beginning of the school year.

There were many explanations for the positive impact of these programmes. They were
student focused, had better links to taught subjects and reflected the reality in classrooms
and schools. They were also more stimulating, offering additional discussions and
interaction, while offering teachers more flexibility and autonomy. Thirdly, they offered
better follow-up, were more diversified and were conducted in various locations. Finally,
they were conducted by competent presenters, used online communication and offered

external expertise.
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5.4.5 Barriers to effectiveness
The participants offered various explanations of the low effectiveness of formal PL, which
generally confirmed the findings of the questionnaire phase, and added clarifications,

examples and justifications.

Inspectors focused on the mismatch between what was planned and what teachers
needed, because weaknesses were not properly identified. Fahad, for instance, argued
that formal PL events were not focusing on the right areas and were irrelevant to what
teachers’ actually needed, while Sultan attributed this wrong focus to the idea that the
design of formal PL events was based on MOE officials’ perceptions and desires, leading
to the perception that they were imposed on schools and thus to them being artificially

rather than genuinely implemented.

This claim was supported by most teachers, including Hilal, who said:

I think most of the PL activities are imposed on teachers by the ministry.
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In the same vein, another teacher, Maher, maintained that schools were ‘marginalised’
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when decisions were made regarding teachers’ PL. All head teachers seemed to
agree with this perception of school marginalisation and to feel, as Ahmed argued, that
they were sometimes asked to improve teachers’ PL but with no clear idea of how to do

so, which indicates that they had not received the necessary training that would have

helped them to achieve this goal.

In addition to the claims of school marginalisation and imposition of PL, three head

teachers argued that the lack of involvement by schools and teachers in making decisions
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regarding PL had contributed to a mismatch between what was planned and what was

achieved.

A few teachers, including Nassir, related this ineffectiveness to a gap between what
teachers knew and what they were required or wanted to implement, especially if they or

their students’ lacked some basic skills or requirements.

Planning also appeared to have attributed to this ineffectiveness. The lack of what head
teacher Ahmed called ‘strategic planning’, over a three to five-year term, had created a
short-term planning culture that operated reactively instead of proactively and with no
coordination between the involved parties. An inspector, Sultan, also advocated an

emphasis on planning and stressed the lack of coordination:

We found no coordination between different departments in the Educational Office....
we offered training for teachers and discovered later on that some of them were
nominated at the same time by other departments for other tasks.

A A e ey o LY LS g el o Ui 8 Ay gl AL s el 2
dﬁ‘uﬁgj \.5"_)3‘; adasid 4y 5yl L;"'JJ"": ?L“jidj.ﬁ

There was a widespread belief among teachers and head teachers that this chaotic
planning had resulted in many PL activities being inappropriately timetabled, often
clashing with the time that teachers needed to spend with their students; thus, they were
seen as an additional burden, rather than of benefit to the teachers. Formal PL events were
also described by many participants including one inspector as traditional and lacking the

element of interest.

What is more, the lack of follow-up to evaluate the impact of PL events was seen as having
contributed to their limited effectiveness. As most PL evaluations were done directly at

the end of each activity, they may have reflected how satisfied the teachers were with the
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conduct of the activities, without providing any evidence as to whether they had learned
anything new or would change their practice when they returned to their classrooms. This

lack of follow-up was clearly admitted by an inspector, Fahad:

There is no real follow-up or measurement of the impact of training.
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This may be one of the causes of the gap between what teachers were assumed to have
learned in PL events and what they delivered in their classrooms. Inspectors may also
have contributed to creating this gap through their misunderstanding of impact follow-

up, as suggested by another inspector, Sultan:

To be honest, inspectors often follow up teachers in things they have trained them on, but
not on the skills they haven't taught to them or those trained by others. Inspectors are often
asked to select one topic from many and conduct a workshop for their teachers, and thus
when they visit their teachers in their classrooms they only focus on the content they
delivered in their training ... I know the evaluation and follow-up by inspectors should be
much wider, but actually this is what happens in schools. So there might be good training
but there is a gap ... the lack of follow-up makes it difficult to have sound feedback that
shows the teachers' real needs or the real impact of the training.
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Most inspectors and head teachers also said that teachers were sometimes the main
barrier to their own learning. Head teachers attributed this to the lack of internal

motivation and desire to change, a perception supported by a few teachers including Nora.

Most participants also perceived a lack of flexibility, due to centralised control, as a barrier
to the effectiveness of PL. All head teachers, for instance, agreed that the rigidity of the

centralised plans and the strict guidelines from the MOE had narrowed the possibilities
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for meeting the changing situations in their schools and had hampered their ability to

respond appropriately to their teachers’ needs.

Two inspectors, three heads and a few teachers also identified culture as having
contributed to limiting the effectiveness of PL. Hilal, for example, pointed out that Omani
society considered it undesirable to criticise the work of others to their face, even if the

criticism was constructive:

There is still the issue of our social relations and culture, which prevent us from critically
evaluate our friends and colleagues. We often prefer to keep good relations at the cost of
work efficiency.
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Finally, many participants, especially teachers, reported the low quality of many PL

presenters and trainers as a major factor limiting PL effectiveness.

5.5 Chapter summary

This chapter has presented the results of this study in three sequential parts. The first
part clarified the purpose of the pilot study and highlighted some changes that resulted
from it. The second offered a descriptive analysis of the data obtained from the
questionnaire survey, organised in tables and figures to show the general trends and the
main variations between groups. In the third part, the data obtained from the semi-
structured interviews were organised, analysed and presented thematically, supported
with interview extracts and triangulated with the questionnaire findings. The next
chapter discusses these results and relates them to the literature and to the theoretical

ideas discussed in Chapter 3.
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Chapter 6 Discussion of the findings

6.1 Introduction

This chapter is devoted to analysing the main issues suggested by the findings of this
study (as shown in Chapter 5), with the aim of relating them to the literature and to the

theoretical ideas discussed in Chapter 3.

Chapter 5 presented the findings of this study in relation to the main research question,
‘To what extent do Omani teachers working in Post-Basic Education Schools (students
aged 16-17) perceive their professional learning to be effective in the light of recent

educational reforms?’, and the following research sub-questions:

RS1: What does PL mean to teachers?

RS2: To what extent do teachers perceive themselves as having an active role in
improving their own PL?

RS3:  What sort of PL opportunities do teachers consider to be the most useful in
their professional development?

RS4: To what extent have these opportunities led to enhancements in teachers’
practice?

RS5: What factors hinder the improvement of teachers’ PL?

RS6: To what extent are teachers supported in improving their learning?

The key findings highlight four main common issues or areas for debate linked to the
planning, implementation or evaluation of teachers’ professional learning that were
identified across the four case study schools. The first relates to underestimating the
complex nature of the actual practical challenges involved in the planning for improving
teachers’ PL (see Section 6.2). The second issue relates to the incompatibility of existing
PL opportunities with teachers’ actual needs in the implementation, as the findings
suggest a mismatch between what teachers reported benefiting ‘the most’ from and what

was offered to them (see Section 6.3). The third issue relates to the difficulty involved in
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the evaluation of teachers’ learning due to a complex range of contextual factors (e.g.
school environment and culture), external factors (e.g. funding and central controlling
regulations) and interrelated dynamics (e.g. internal motivation and work conditions)
that were found to influence teachers’ beliefs and practices related to PL (see section 6.4).
The fourth issue relates to the inadequacy of support during implementation (see section

6.5). These four issues now guide the discussion of the findings.

6.2 Challenges involved in planning to improve teachers’
professional learning

One key issue that emerged was that improving teachers’ PL was implicitly promoted by
planners (policymakers and PL providers) as a simple and straightforward task.
Educational reforms in the MOE seemed to favour a mandated change based on simple
cause and effect and relying on linear sequential activities, which reflects Fullan’s change
model (Fullan, 2007). This had led to a focus on the planning stage and on how the reform
should be implemented, while little attention was paid to how teachers enacted the
reforms; how they interpreted, understood, reacted to, engaged in and coped with their
new learning experience and more importantly how the centralized PL plans affected
their teaching practice. This finding is consistent with that of Maguire, Braun, and Ball
(2015), that teachers in four English secondary case study schools varied in their
responses to centralized educational policies and enacted them differently, prompting the
suggestion that the implementation of educational reforms is affected by the
implementers’ interpretations and understanding, which is a more complex process than
is sometimes imagined (Braun, Maguire, & Ball, 2010). Thus, from a complexity theory
perspective there is a need to question how effective educational interventions can be if

they ignore such important factors and variations in the system.
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Analysing the data from this study reveals that the teachers in the four case study schools

varied in their understanding, attitudes, involvement, reflection and reaction to change,

as shown by Fig. 6.1.
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Figure 6.1 Classification of the participants based on their understanding of and attitudes towards
PL

Figure 6.1 shows a grid that paints a picture of the teachers who participated in the second
phase of this study and places them under four main categories based on their
conceptualization of PL and attitudes to change. It is noticeable that whereas teachers in

City School varied in their attitudes to PL, all of the teachers in Rural School had positive
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attitudes. This indicates that teachers’ reactions to change may have been shaped not only
by the organizational climate or leadership of each school; other factors might have had
an effect. It is noticeable also that female teachers showed more positive attitudes
towards their PL, which reflects better social interaction (see Section 6.3.4) and higher
actual involvement of school leadership (see Section 6.4.2) in improving teachers’ PL. This
indicates the possibility that the culture in the two girls’ schools promoted a sense of
identity that was informed by ‘professional socialisation’ and values of subject areas
(Weidman et al.,2001), whereas ‘organisational socialisation’ and mandates of the
school/ workplace (Chao et al.,1994) dominated in the two boys’ schools (see Section

3.5.3).

The data from this grid highlights two deficiencies of the centralized ‘linear’ PL design.
The first is related to the underestimation of the variations in understanding, aspects and
purposes of PL, which resulted into inadequate attention being paid to the diverse ideas
and paradoxes that might exist in the educational system, a core theme in complexity
theory (Walby, 2007). The second is related to not considering the differences between
schools and the various contexts and situations of reform actors (teachers and head
teachers) and not allowing them to adapt what suits their circumstances best, a key
concern of contingency theory (Dambe & Moorad, 2008). These two deficiencies are now

discussed.

6.2.1 Underestimating the variations in understanding, aspects and purposes of PL

Several studies have demonstrated that involvement in and commitment to improving PL
are affected by how it is understood by teachers (e.g. Netolicky, 2016; C. Watson &
Michael, 2016). Likewise, this study found a positive link between how teachers

conceptualized their PL and the extent to which they were willing to become involved in
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formal, informal and self-directed PL activities (see Section 3.3.2 for differences among
these). The findings of this study further reveal a complex picture of how PL was

conceptualized, taking the form of a broad continuum of understanding (see Figure 6.2).

- Limited change in practice {mmm==)  Broader change in practice
« One-off session =) Continuous process
« Purpose: Teacher-focused ) syydent-focused

* Driving force: External/ imposed ﬁ Internal motivation/ willingness
* Responsibility: Individual ﬁ Collective

Figure 6.2 Continuum of teachers', head teachers’ and inspectors’ conceptualizations of PL

Unsurprisingly, these variations in conceptualizing PL reflect the argument presented in
section 3.3. The left-hand end of the continuum reflects the conventional PD perspective,
where the change required was predictable, limited, specific and time-bounded, whereas
the right-hand end represents the perspective of several studies urging that PL be
conceptualized as a holistic and complex process of change involving dynamic interaction
between several components (such as people, beliefs and influences), rather than as
separate knowledge- and skills-building events (e.g. Opfer & Pedder, 2011). This echoes
the argument of some studies that PD is an outdated term and that using PL widens the
perspective to take in both the input (enhancing teachers’ ability) and output (impact on

practice) of teacher quality initiatives (e.g. Timperley, 2011; C. Watson & Michael, 2016).

However, although there were some participants at each end of the continuum in Fig. 6.2,
the conceptualization of most of the teachers, head teachers and inspectors were
somewhere in the middle, which highlights the difficulty and variation that might be

involved in deciding teachers’ professional needs, even when they work under similar
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conditions, in one system or in the same school. This seems to have been overlooked at
the national level in the MOE, because the PL plans were created centrally and were

imposed on schools regardless of these differences.

It is useful to analyse the variations between teachers at the two ends of the continuum in
conceptualizing PL, to understand what had driven their engagement in PL, how they
perceived their roles and what sort of PL they considered more effective in enhancing
their teaching. For planners and head teachers, knowing such variations would help to
guide expectation, inform strategy and facilitate identification of the best ways to support

teachers in their learning.

Teachers’ responses indicate that those whose understanding captured the traditional
form of PD, comprising nearly third of participants, seemed to prefer being involved in
individual learning activities with little or no interaction with others and to attend events
to listen to ‘experts’ rather than to express their real anxieties and needs. They had limited
themselves to what was formally offered and assumed it satisfied their needs. They
wanted to improve basic skills, knowledge and pedagogical competence, seeing learning
as a one-off event that ends with the training day or workshop, and were interested in
increasing their stock of pedagogical knowledge, which might explain their satisfaction
with attending one-off events. Improving their performance was largely seen as the
responsibility of others; thus, although they expressed a commitment to improving their
PL, they showed less readiness to be held responsible for their learning through their
actual practice. PL meant to them reproducing formally advocated ‘best practices’ and
what has been proven to have worked with others. They often preferred to learn
individually, driven mainly by a desire to develop their practice, while rarely linking it
directly to improving their students’ performance, yet they often required external

pressure, from the MOE, school leadership or students, to invest more in their PL. Eraut
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(1994) argued that addressing specific problems they might face in their daily teaching is

what motivates such teachers to attend a specific course or speak to a colleague.

In contrast, those teachers whose conceptualization of PL was broader (more than half of
participants), wanted to improve a wider range of knowledge. This included knowledge
about their students, better ways of reflection (individual, on others’ work and with
others), more involvement and chances to interact with others and learn from their
experience. They cared about changes in their practice and their students’ performance.
Active and dynamic collaboration with others was an essential element in their learning,
so they valued collective learning opportunities highly and sought them actively. These
teachers showed more commitment and better readiness to take responsibility for their
own learning and even for others’. PL meant to them an ongoing transformative learning
experience that enabled them to adapt what they had learned to suit their context and
needs. They clearly linked improving their learning to enhancing their students’
performance and were often driven by an internal desire and willingness to improve their
practice. Noticeably, similar differences were also evident between head teachers in their

conceptualization of PL.

The former perspective, which dominated the earlier years of educational reforms in
many developed countries (Little, 1993), was later shown to be disconnected from
teachers’ actual practice in their classrooms, triggering the need to rethink the meaning
of PD (Sparks, 2002) and leading eventually to the emergence of calls to adopt the wider

perspective of PL (Netolicky, 2016; Stewart, 2014).

This distinction in conceptualizing PL suggests that it is possible that the first group
misunderstood the complex nature and simplified the many existing dynamics involved

in improving teachers’ PL (Kekang, 2014; Walby, 2007). In other words, they linked their
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learning to one level of the system: ‘the teacher themselves’. An alternative explanation is
that they were satisfied with what they had because they thought they were doing well
and could predict any changes needed in their teaching. This may have led them to narrow
their aim to achieving little change in the quality of their teaching, like knowing about a
new specific teaching technique or being introduced to a new educational technological
tool that might reduce the time and effort required to prepare for their lessons. Their
narrow conceptualization could also be attributed to their overall experience of one-off
events and their limited experience of other PL modes of delivery, which may have left

them unable to compare the two.

In contrast, the group of teachers at the other end, who were obviously proactive towards
their own learning, seemed to link their learning to a wider set of components including

themselves, their students, their school and other teachers and schools.

This comparison shows that teachers differed in their reaction to and engagement in new
learning experiences. It seems that the main differences between the two groups were in
whether the change they wanted was minor or major and in the extent to which they
associated and linked their learning with interaction with others. For example, Nassir (a
male English teacher, City School) thought he was a good teacher who did not need much
training. He admitted, however, that he sometimes needed to increase his knowledge of a
particular topicin his subject area or to learn how to use an unfamiliar teaching technique.
Therefore, he attended PL events with a particular goal in mind, to improve something
specific. In contrast, Nora (a female social studies teacher, Outer School) was open-
minded when attending PL events, believing that she would learn something new from
either the content presented, the presenter, or conversations with other participants. For
her, these events represented potential opportunities to reflect on others’ practice and to

develop her own.
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[t can be assumed that those teachers on the left-hand side of the continuum in Fig. 6.2 let
the change imposed by the MOE control and decide how they should teach in the
classroom, whereas those on the right-hand side seemed to have been more aware of the
uncertainty that changes might bring and better prepared to adapt these to suit their

contexts, while being in charge of what to apply in their classrooms.

If the above discussion is viewed through the non-linear approach to change that
complexity theory adapts (Morrison, 2008), two limitations of the top-down, centrally
directed, one-size-fits-all model of change can be identified. The first relates to the
linearity of this model: it is questionable how changes in classroom instruction can be
derived from a linear change model which does not help teachers to challenge and
question their long-held ideas and methods and which denies them adaptation to their
own context. It is evident that such a model promotes commitment to implementation,
rather than to learning, among teachers. Teachers’ reactions to this change model ranged
from feeling comfortable at avoiding new areas where they lacked competence and
experience, to implementing the kind of change they thought most suitable, even if this

differed from what was centrally intended.

The second limitation relates to the predictability and controllability of the outcome of
educational change initiatives and to the difficulty of achieving teacher change when
social behaviour is isolated from its setting and when diverse ideas and paradoxes that
exist between schools and teachers are ignored. What is evident here is that changing
teachers’ practice and attitudes is a long and difficult process that needs not to be
simplified and cannot be achieved by attending one-off sessions (W. Jones & Dexter, 2014;

Zehetmeier et al., 2015).
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Having recognized the main differences between the two ends of the continuum, it is
nonetheless evident that both views remain important in achieving real change, because
teachers must ‘internalise a tremendous amount of new knowledge about learning and
teaching’(Earl et al.,, 2003, p.16), to keep up with the rapidly increasing knowledge base
related to their subject areas, but must also be ready and able to challenge their existing
beliefs (see Eraut’s model in Section 3.3.2). Thus, it is crucial that PL events go beyond
increasing teachers’ abilities, to changing their beliefs in order to minimize their
resistance to change. Maher (a male science teacher, City School) clearly resisted change
promoted by the MOE; he admitted that he never used any of what he had learned in PL
events in his classroom, because he did not think they were useful. Indeed, his attitude
towards anything formally offered by the MOE was very negative. In contrast, those who

were more open to change were more likely to alter their beliefs.

Although such a variety of reactions to change might not be surprising, identifying the
stages of change that teachers go through (Carnall, 2007) is crucial to highlighting and
being alert to differences between teachers and to supporting them (see Section 3.2.3). It
appears that understanding teachers’ reactions to change is crucial in evaluating the
effectiveness of teacher improvement programmes and identifying what has gone wrong
(Guskey, 2002) and that targeting teachers’ beliefs is key to the success of the

implementation.

This shows that change in practice is the result of an interactive process mediated by both
increased capacity for practice (enhanced subject and pedagogical knowledge) and
alteration of beliefs. Nevertheless, since the findings give no indication that the existing
formal PL opportunities have helped teachers to challenge their beliefs, the
conceptualization of those who captured the wider change perspective can only be

attributed to their experience, to internal motives or to the influence of colleagues, of

259



school leadership and of culture. Indeed, these teachers were found to be more engaged

in self-directed PL activities, as shown in Figure 6.1.

Having clarified the teachers’ various responses to change and considering the common
and individual strategies of head teachers to improve teachers’ professional learning
(Sections 5.3.9 and 5.4.3), Fig. 6.1 can now be modified to indicate the possible support
approaches that head teachers can use with each category of teachers, as shown in Fig.

6.3.
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Figure 6.3 Possible support approaches for teachers with varied understanding of and attitudes

towards PL

To simplify the ideas in Fig. 6.3, deciding the appropriate support each teacher needs in

her/his PL requires a clear analysis of what s/he prefers to learn, how and why, to

facilitate the creation of a framework of action aiming either to widen her/his

understanding or altering her/his negative attitudes, or both. This may be a complex,

time-consuming and expensive process, however, as problems are easier to identify than

solutions.
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6.2.2 Restricting the role of teachers and school leaders in the change process

The need to involve teachers in determining their professional learning needs is widely
stressed (Beswick, 2014). However, a common theme raised by inspectors, head teachers
and teachers in this study was that little attention was paid to involving teachers in
decision-making regarding their PL, especially with regard to forming PL plans,
identifying their professional needs and nominating them for PL events. This supports the
findings of two previous studies which investigated teachers’ participation in decisions
related to their continuous professional development in Oman (Al-Lamki, 2009; Alyafaee,
2004). This study also reveals a link between the extent to which teachers were
committed to the formal PL activities and the degree they were involved in shaping their
PL, reaffirming the findings of other studies (e.g. Gill & Hoffman, 2009; Zehetmeier et al,,
2015). This limited involvement might be understood, according to complexity theory, as
a direct effect of the linear change model that the MOE adopted in planning for PL.
Comparing this model to Fullan’s model of the process of change (Section 3.2.1), it can be
inferred that the linear rational planning approach and the one-way communication that
the MOE adopted had left schools little room for participation in decision making. This
had led to the central change being viewed as a mandated blueprint to follow and limited

chance for innovation.

The belief held by most teachers that their voices were not being heard seems to have
engendered negative attitudes in many of them towards changes advocated by the MOE
and to have resulted in an overall negative evaluation of the contribution of the MOE and
the Educational Office officials in improving their PL, as revealed in Phase 1 and confirmed
in Phase 2 of this research. A reasonable explanation might be linked to the dominance of

the effect-limited, top-down way in which the MOE communicated with teachers and to

262



inadequate school consultation, which were apparent, via the survey, from teachers’
limited knowledge of the latest events and updates in the MOE, all of which further

suggests a lack of genuine teacher involvement.

This underestimation of the importance of communicating with teachers, along with the
lack of clear criteria for nominating teachers for PL events, seems to have resulted in a
kind of mistrust between the teachers and the MOE, which was apparent from claims of
preferentialism and scepticism of the seriousness of any consultation with teachers and
from their feelings of under-appreciation. Whilst this might imply that overall, most
teachers were keen to take part in PL, yet many of them showed negative and
contradictory attitudes towards formal PL. This suggests that the MOE’s inadequate
communication may have led to a lack of clarity about the aims and mechanisms of reform,

which in turn may have affected teachers’ willingness to participate in formal PL events.

In addition, head teachers were found to be almost completely excluded from making
decisions regarding their teachers’ MOE-based and Educational Office-based PL; their
autonomy was restricted and they had limited control of school-based PL. This seems to
have weakened the potential contingent leadership of some head teachers and denied
their important capacity to adapt their approach to helping to improve classroom
teaching and to fit and respond differently to various circumstances (Bush, 2011; Fiedler,
1978). However, their reactions to this marginalization varied unexpectedly from
expressing their powerlessness to influence PL (e.g. the head teacher of City School) to

ignoring/disregarding the guidelines of the MOE (e.g. the head teacher of Rural School).

Likewise, school leaders, and surprisingly inspectors, lacked the necessary autonomy and
authority to hold teachers accountable for improving their PL because of the many loose

and dated regulations and bureaucracy. Both head teachers and inspectors attributed
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teachers’ weak commitment largely to the lack of accountability and to teachers’ feeling
that their status would not be affected either positively or negatively, however hard they

worked to improve their PL.

The importance of this suggested missing link between accountability and teacher
involvement in improving their performance reflects the findings of other studies. For
example, Hilal (2012) found that the process of teacher evaluation adopted by the MOE in
Oman was not linked to teachers’ participation in professional development
opportunities, which he argued would have hindered the improvement of their
commitment to engaging in PD activities. Conversely, published research indicates that
teacher evaluation can play a crucial role in supporting and convincing teachers to
enhance their teaching performance (Goldhaber & Anthony, 2007). Therefore, it can be
inferred that the inadequate arrangements related to teachers’ accountability and
performance appraisal adopted by the MOE have not helped to increase teachers’
involvement and commitment to improving their PL, mainly because of the lack of
adaptive structures reflecting the extent of changes in how teachers learn. Complexity

theory sees such adaptive structures as vital for the effectiveness of change.

This indication of the need for more accountability seems to be driven by two different
perspectives: an emphasis on individual teacher responsibility, which was mostly raised
by inspectors and head teachers, and the need for incentives and a reward system, a
common theme raised by all participants. However, whether more accountability
measures would lead to improvements in schools is yet another controversial question

(O'Day, 2002).

In addition, the findings reveal a mismatch between one of the key policy aims, to promote

the schools’ role in improving teachers’ practice (see Section 2.4.3), and the centralized
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direction that the MOE had imposed on schools. Restricting schools’ autonomy in seeking
external PL opportunities and setting controlling guidelines on how to spend the
‘inadequate’ budget received from the MOE, as maintained by all head teachers, are
examples of this contradiction. The very limited financial support schools received seems
also to have affected the head teachers’ strategic leadership, consistent with the argument

of Day (1999) on the importance of the availability of resources for school effectiveness.

This invites the suggestion that the bureaucratic structure of the MOE has denied schools
the autonomy to decide what suited their context best or to plan strategically for what
would be needed in the immediate and mid-term future. Leithwood et al. (2004)
maintained that school heads’ ability to plan for and develop their staff is an essential part
of a strategic leader’s role. However, while some school heads responded by maximising
their use of resources available in their schools to promote and facilitate their teachers’
learning, others seemed to have used this bureaucracy as a justification to excuse their
low involvement in improving teachers’ PL. Therefore, enabling the enthusiastic school
leaders by increasing their space of autonomy in managing their schools would contribute

positively to supporting teachers’ PL.

It is unsurprising that a centralized educational system, which adopted a predetermined
one-size-fits-all approach to planning for teacher quality improvement in the MOE, had
not sufficiently accounted for the various contexts and settings of the schools; indeed, it
was likely to be responsible for a mismatch between what the MOE planned and what
schools needed. It can also be argued that the imposition of this linear direction actually
inhibited the ability of both teachers and head teachers to initiate and adapt responses
fitting their situations and limited their ability to be proactive, which Fiedler (1978)
identified as crucial in responding appropriately to the changing conditions and

requirements in schools. School leaders’ space of autonomy and their ability to decide
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what fits their schools’ and teachers’ changing circumstances is also a key element

stressed by contingency theory (Dambe & Moorad, 2008).

Thus, it is important when planning for educational change to consider the various
contexts and situations of implementers and to allow them to adapt programmes to their
circumstances. The controlling, centralized change model adopted by the MOE and the
rigid, standardized PL plans that were imposed on schools restricted schools’ leaders’
space in dealing with many contextual challenges facing their schools. It seems that while
this controlling change model ensured the implementation of the imposed plans, it had
little effects in promoting commitment to change among teachers, thus preserving the

status quo in classroom instruction.

The above inference is also supported by the finding that teachers had a passive role in
the education reforms in Oman; they had very little input in deciding the design and
content of these reforms. Besides, many teachers reported attending professional
activities that they did not want or need. This seems to have affected their attitudes to
centralized PL and to have triggered negative beliefs and emotions among some teachers
that the PL plan was created to suit the agenda of MOE officials only, which might indicate
that restricting teachers’ role to implementation has contributed to creating a mismatch
between the MOE'’s expectations and teachers’ aspirations. This might be seen as a
paradox, because although the MOE acknowledged that teachers needed to be
empowered to learn, this was prevented by their passive role in shaping their own PL.
Solving such a dilemma might require being open to the wider factors and dynamics that
influence teachers’ performance, as argued by Mason (2011). For the MOE, this might
necessitate obtaining a variety of perspectives, wider consultation and continuous

feedback from schools.
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6.3 The incompatibility of existing opportunities with
teachers’ actual needs in the implementation of PL plans

Overall, the current study reveals a discrepancy between policymakers’ expectations and
teachers' beliefs regarding the potential for improving teachers’ practice of a centralized
PL based on the decisions of the MOE or the Educational Office, a common theme raised
by teachers, by head teachers and unexpectedly by two of the inspectors. This finding is
in line with those of previous studies (e.g. Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Timperley, 2008).
Teachers perceived the impact of school-based PL more positively, by contrast, in line
with several studies (e.g. Brezicha et al.,, 2015) which support the idea that ‘providing
teachers with differentiated support [in the school] improves teachers’ understanding of
the reform and supplies teachers the necessary tools to implement the new idea, facilitate
teacher voice and participation in the process’ (Brezicha et al., 2015, p.97). The findings
suggest that this discrepancy can be attributed to four main causes: disconnectedness
from the classroom; little attention to teachers’ beliefs and attitudes; insufficient
consideration to promoting teachers’ reflection; and inadequate focus on sharing

experience.

6.3.1 Disconnectedness from the classroom

The findings of this study on the reported impact of the centralized formal PL largely fit
with the outcomes of research on teachers’ professional learning (e.g. Barber & Mourshed,
2007). For instance, they confirmed the warning by Mayer and Lloyd (2011) that when
the focus is on enhancing teachers’ content and pedagogical knowledge, the classroom

outcome is overlooked.

Overall, teachers felt that formal PL had the strongest impact on enhancing their content

and pedagogical knowledge (Doran, 2014; Ingvarson, Meiers, & Beavis, 2005), however,
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there was no indication that this had led to better teaching practice in classrooms or
developed new ways of thinking among teachers. This inconsistency may be due to the
traditional way in which PL events were conducted, with a focus on providing teachers
with transitional learning experiences and updating their content knowledge, while
giving less consideration to practical matters and to interactions between PL facilitators
(mainly inspectors) and teachers or among teachers themselves, which is a key concern
of social constructionism. Prior studies have noted the impact of teacher interaction on
enhancing teaching practice (e.g. Loughland & Nguyen, 2016). Thus, the status quo in
classroom instruction could be attributed to the rarity of planned opportunities for
collaborative problem solving, enquiry and dialogue about how to face daily challenges in

the classroom.

Furthermore, it was a common belief amongst teachers, head teachers and inspectors that
the content presented on formal training occasions was often too general and not directly
linked to what went on in the classroom or to various learners’ needs and settings, which
justifies teachers’ demotivation in applying what they had learned in their classrooms.
This corroborates the suggestions of Kekang (2014) and Turner (2006) that not paying
adequate attention to the context of implementation (teachers and classroom) lessens the
likelihood of change in practice. It can thus be suggested that the lack of connection/
relevance between what was introduced in PL events and what was needed in the
classroom demotivated some teachers from applying it and led them to sticking to their
old methods, reinforcing the warning of Hoekstra and Korthagen (2011) against the gap

between the content presented in PL events and what is taught in classrooms.

The finding of this study that PL was most effective when done in schools is consistent
with various other studies (e.g. Cole, 2012; Lunenburg, 2011). Indeed, analysis of this

positive belief about the impact of school-based PL reveals two interesting possibilities:
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firstly, that the positive impact of PL resulted from its being more diversified, collective,
contextual and needs-linked; and secondly, that the teachers were describing their
satisfaction with the events rather than with their effectiveness. If the first possibility is
true, it may be explained by the active and collaborative climate teachers enjoyed and by
their needs and preferences being met. It may also be linked to the practical knowledge
teachers experienced in school-based events, which could have facilitated applying what
was seen, discussed or practised in their own classrooms. This is in accord with recent
studies indicating that the affordance of ‘professional space’ (Admiraal et al., 2016) and

communities of practice (Sanders, 2016) in schools promote interaction and learning.

6.3.2 Little attention to teachers’ beliefs and attitudes

This study suggests that teachers’ beliefs and convictions are key elements in realizing
changes in their teaching practice. This fits with the outcomes of other research (e.g.
Fenwick, 2003). However, the findings indicate that teachers’ beliefs were overlooked and
neglected when initiating and implementing PL activities. This seems to have contributed
to a planning-implementation mismatch by creating overall negative attitudes among
teachers towards the centralized change process. It was also evident that neglecting
teachers’ views in the planning phase of PL has reduced the effectiveness of mentoring
and providing support for teachers in their learning during the implementation phase.
This finding reinforces the observation of Talbot and Campbell (2014) that teachers’

beliefs and perceptions are rarely the core focus of many educational reforms.

The findings also reveal that although all teachers shared their strong convictions of the
importance of improving their professional learning, their actual engagement and
commitment to formal PL was relatively weak. This discrepancy between beliefs and
actions can be attributed to three factors. The first is the lack of change ownership,

because many of the teachers perceived themselves as objects in their PL, while trainers
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decided in most cases what and how teachers should learn; this confirms the importance

of teacher ownership in creating active change agents in the school (Pyhalto et al., 2011).

The paradox, as seen through the complexity theory perspective, which argues that social
behaviour cannot be controlled or predicted, is that if learning is an attempt to ‘adapt’ to
an ever changing world and contextual circumstances, then PL events controlled and
prescribed from the top down, lacking teacher input cannot be expected to improve
teachers’ learning. The second causal factor is the mismatch between what teachers
needed and what formal PL events targeted, which has been shown to lead to change
resistance (Towndrow etal., 2010). Thirdly, the inconsistency of central PL with teachers’
own conditions and the compromise teachers had to make in order to attend out-of-
school formal events, like travelling long distances or missing a school day, may have
contributed to creating negative attitudes towards engagement in formal PL activities.
Hoyle and Wallace (2005) found that such difficult conditions triggered teacher

dissatisfaction.

In contrast, Burns (2008, p.21) argued that ‘competencies learned informally are
perceived to be used more often’. The findings of this study support a similar conclusion,
although teachers varied in their engagement in informal PL. This might be attributed to
some of the learning or contextual influences highlighted by Eraut (2004); mainly the
challenges of the work, school-based relationships and daily interaction, and the support
of colleagues. Alternatively, it may be because these informal learning opportunities often
focused on ways of improving students’ achievements. The control and autonomy
teachers had in these informal learning modes may also have led to this consistency and

better impact on practice.
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Hence, it could conceivably be argued that although students’ achievement was often
linked to teachers’ enhanced subject knowledge (Hopkins, 2000), changes in teachers’

practice is unlikely to happen if their attitudes remain negative.

6.3.3 Insufficient consideration to promoting teachers’ reflection

Reflection, a cognitive process that draws upon one’s own and others’ experience to
resolve problems and decide changes in practice, has been shown to enhance practice-
based learning and to promote teachers professional development (Loughran, 2010;
Luttenberg & Bergen, 2008). The results of this study, in agreement with those obtained
by Doecke and Parr (2011), show that teachers’ reflection was an important factor in
developing teachers’ knowledge and teaching and in improving their learning. However,
it seems quite neglected in centralized PL activities, which have not focused directly on
what teachers face in their classrooms. This missing link to the classroom environment
seems to have restricted teachers from reflecting on their practice and to have reduced
opportunities to change classroom instruction. This supports the finding of Camburn

(2010) that embedded learning is crucial to reflective practice.

Furthermore, many teachers reported attending several formal PL activities unaware of
their objectives and sometimes being placed in non-interactive or inconsistent groups
(e.g. teaching different age groups). It is possible that this hindered collective reflection

among them.

In contrast, the results of this study have shown that reflection was reported to have been
used more as a result of engaging in informal learning activities in schools, although some
teachers were sometimes unaware of this kind of learning, as argued by Shulman (1987).
This noticeable significance of informal reflection supports the findings of Camburn and

Han (2015) and may be attributed to the daily challenges facing teachers, as many
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reported that they had often tried to find solutions to problems in their classroom

teaching by speaking to colleagues.

This study also suggests a link between how teachers conceptualized PL and the extent to
which they were engaged in reflective practices, as shown by Figure 6.1. Those with a
narrower and more conventional PD perspective reported incidents of reflection during
their actual teaching (reflection in action) or based on others’ judgement of their practice,
whereas those with a wider perspective reported more incidents of reflecting on action
that involved evaluating previous experience. These differences in reflection are widely
highlighted in the literature (e.g. Schon, 1987). A possible explanation for these variations
lies in whether teachers preferred to learn individually, rather than collectively through
daily social interactions, or in their awareness that such interactions help to enhance their

teaching.

This leads to the suggestion that the extent and type of reflection teachers apply to their
daily experiences influences the extent of change in their practice. While reflection in
action is important, reflection on action and on others’ work is more useful in achieving

broader change.

6.3.4 Inadequate focus on sharing experience

This study reveals that interpersonal relations and daily interactions with colleagues
played a significant role in shaping teachers’ attitudes towards involvement in improving
their PL, a key aspect of social constructionism (watson & Evans, 2012). For example,
some participants talked about occasions where they had tried new teaching techniques
or attended a particular PL event because a colleague described a positive experience to
them. Such positive influence was more noticeable among teachers who had positive

attitudes, which was the case for all three female teachers in Rural School, for instance.
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These teachers were found to engage more in informal and formal collective learning
activities (see Fig. 6.3) and in different types of PLCs (see Section 3.3.4) that helped them

to construct their knowledge.

Such positive connections can be understood through Vygotsky’'s constructivist ideas
about learning, which suggest that people construct their meanings and build their
knowledge through their daily interaction in the workplace (Vygotsky, 1978). These daily
interactions seem also to have led to the creation of informal learning communities, or
what Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger refer to as ‘communities of practice’ (Harris & Jones,
2010), which have facilitated knowledge sharing among teachers. Collective learning has
also been advocated by many studies as valuable in changing individual teachers’
practices (e.g. Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011) and recognised to be useful in
driving broader improvement in the school as a whole. The real value of the collective
learning for those with the broader PL conceptualization could have been in helping them
to see things from a new perspective by observing, engaging and reflecting on others’

practices and experience.

Social constructionism (Denscombe, 2014) perceives engagement in daily social
interactions as a key contributor to shaping teachers’ understanding and attitudes
towards involvement in PL. This was made evident in this study by many accounts, such
as the Rural School head teacher’s description of the changes she observed in the attitudes
of a change-resistant teacher as a result of spending more time with other teachers with
positive attitudes, in the teachers’ room and travelling to and from school. Social
interaction was a type of daily spontaneous informal learning experience that almost all
teachers had been through, as suggested by many of the examples given, although most

of the teachers did not refer explicitly to it as a source of learning.
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Hansman (2001) highlighted the link between teachers’ learning and their interactions
with colleagues in their context. Engaging in PLCs, as a kind of social collective learning,
is also argued to offer ‘a very powerful way of engaging teachers in reflecting upon and
refining their practice’ (Harris & Jones, 2010, p.174). In the same vein, the findings of this
study reveal that improving teachers’ PL was strengthened when there was a collective
social environment in the school that promoted both developmental and reproductive
learning among teachers. This confirms Fuller and Unwin (2004) conclusion on the effects
of the workplace on the learning process: that creating an ‘expansive-learning’
environment in the school (see Section 3.3.4.4), where collaborative working is linked to

daily practices, is likely to have a positive impact on teacher learning.

However, there was more evidence in the two girls’ schools studied, compared to the boys’
schools, that collective learning was explicitly linked to whole-school improvement and
embedded in the culture of the school. Female teachers seemed more engaged in formal
collaborative learning events in their schools, which can be linked to the climate of social
interaction that the head teachers in the two girls’ schools planned for and encouraged
(Porcaro, 2014); e.g. mixing demotivated with hardworking teachers in working groups
and in the teachers’ room to inspire them and making better use of coaching techniques.
This confirms the finding of Loughland and Nguyen (2016) that teachers’ practice and
beliefs changed as a result of their involvement in organized collaborative learning
experiences. It also reinforces the findings from the OECD countries:

In a majority of participating countries, female teachers endorse direct

transmission beliefs less strongly than male teachers. They also report greater use

of structuring and student-oriented practices than their male colleagues. Also

according to their self-reports, they are more often involved in co-operative
activities (Baker, Grisay, Klieme, & Scheerens, 2009, p.113).
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Thus, it can be argued that teachers’ involvement in PL can be enhanced partly but not

solely by diversifying and increasing their opportunities to interact with each other.

Nevertheless, the findings suggest that formal PL opportunities in Oman often promoted
individual learning and were rarely designed to encourage collective learning, which
resonates with Thibodeau (2008) assertion that collaborative learning is not often part of
the formal PL experience. Overall, most of the participants reported inadequate
opportunities to share ideas with colleagues due to contextual factors like excessive
teaching load or the limited time for discussion during formal PL events. Seen through the
lens of social constructionism, the above findings suggest that the disappointing impact
of formal PL in developing new knowledge among teachers can be explained by how little
attention was paid to the social aspects of knowledge building and the scarce
consideration of the models teachers created of their social world (Foucault, 1972). The
problem seems to lie in viewing learning as a linear process, which clearly does not fit the

constructionist perspective.

In contrast to formal PL, substantial learning, in the form of constructing new knowledge,
which was reported as a result of informal learning opportunities, involved some sort of
interaction with others. It seems that the greatest value and most positive impact of
participating in informal PL activities were in interacting with more experienced teachers,
resonating with Vygotsky’s ‘more knowledgeable other’ theory. Besides, it could be
attributed to the voice teachers had in deciding how to learn, especially in PLCs, as
suggested by Harris and Jones (2010). It may be that the non-linearity of teachers’

interactions facilitated more natural and contextual learning.
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Interestingly, however, a few teachers preferred to learn individually and reported less
involvement in group activities. Their attitude could be explained by a narrow

understanding of PL and by their aim being restricted to improving their own teaching.

What is more, it seems that even in informal, spontaneous discussions, the knowledge and
ideas teachers exchanged may have contributed to their negative or positive attitude
towards change (Fullan, 2007), because they were based on their individual
interpretations, which may have contradicted the MOE vision (Hargreaves, 1993). These
findings suggest that interactions between teachers can potentially lead both to sharing
experience and to altering attitudes and beliefs if carefully designed so that teachers with

positive attitudes are involved and taking the lead.

6.4 The difficulty of evaluating teachers’ learning due to the
influence of multi-level factors
Several interrelated factors were found to affect teachers’ learning at the national, school

and classroom levels.

6.4.1 Factors at the national level

Many education reforms have been accused of underestimating the contextual realities of
teachers and schools (Wedell, 2009). The findings of this study show that although formal
PL was argued by educational planners to be based on analysing schools’ contexts and
teachers’ needs, many teachers and head teachers expressed their dissatisfaction with
how it was designed and implemented, perceiving it as mostly reflecting policymakers’
agendas. This incongruity seems to be caused by inadequate consideration of two key
features stressed by complexity theory, mainly the importance of sharing knowledge and
enhance internal connections and communication between various components of the

system. The first relates to a lack of clarity about the mechanism used in deciding PL
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programmes and nominating teachers for PL events, which was widely believed to be
blurred and criticized for lacking teachers’ voice. The second relates to insufficient
attention that was paid to the importance of communicating, connecting with and
convincing teachers of the need for the changes to be adopted (Fullan, 2013), which
resulted in low commitment to centralized change that was widely argued by teachers
and head teachers to be fragmented and not to have targeted teachers’ true professional
needs. This suggests an enactment fracture in the system (Davies & Hughes, 2009), where
the changing professional needs of teachers have increased well beyond the capacity of
the centralized system to identify them. In addition, the lack of clarity affected teachers’

learning negatively.

The linear change approach seems also to have contributed to creating bureaucratic
issues, in the form of long and complex decision-taking processes and requirements,
creating negative pressure on schools (Fullan, 2013) and hampering their inspiration,
adaptation and autonomy in enhancing teachers’ quality, thus making planning for PL a
challenging and undesirable experience. According to Hoyle and Wallace (2005), a lack of
change autonomy triggers dissatisfaction and contributes to a discrepancy between what

is planned and what is achieved.

Similarly, many problems that appeared at the implementation phase could be linked to
a lack of coordination between various units in the Education District, e.g. nominating the
same teacher for two different PL events at the same time. Lack of coordination was also
apparent in relation to pre-service training like communicating with the SQU (the
government University responsible for pre-service training) to make sure that the
modules taught corresponded well with the curriculum in schools, which can be
considered an external factor influencing implementation (Fullan, 2013). Mason (2011)

argues that coordination is essential for a smooth implementation of change.
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Fullan (2013) asserted that one cause of the failure of educational reforms is that
‘government agencies have been occupied with policy and programme initiation, and
have vastly underestimated the problems and processes of implementation’ (p.119). It
seems that this underestimation has led to a misconceived understanding of impact
follow-up, as most PL events were evaluated at the end of each event itself, rather than by
observing their effects in the classroom. This misconception could be a result of trying to
implement the central PL as precisely suggested by planners (Ball et al, 2008), which led
inspectors to pay less attention to assessing the impact on teachers’ practice in the
classroom (Fullan, 2001; Grace & Gravestock, 2009); there was commitment to the plan
but not to the change. The paradox, from the perspective of social constructionism, is that
the evaluation mechanism focused on how teachers responded to PL events but not on
the meanings they associated with these events (Eraut, 1994). It is no wonder that such a
misjudged feedback mechanism has not helped in providing the appropriate support for

teachers in their learning (Eraut, 2004).

The low quality of some PL events and presenters was also found to have contributed to
their ineffectiveness, lending supportive evidence to the key barriers identified by Eraut
(2004). Teachers described many PL events and presenters as traditional and lacking the
element of interest and practicality, which negatively affected teachers’ willingness to

attend formal PL events.

Nevertheless, the findings of this study revealed variation among teachers in their
commitment to improving their PL, which was affected by the external motivation that
they received. Different types of incentives, like extra payments, attending a conference,
receiving an appreciation letter, seemed to have made a difference to teachers’
commitment to improving their PL. However, most of these were seldom from the MOE

or the Education Office and more often from the school.
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6.4.2 Factors linked to the school

Although the MOE had ambitious policy expectations of making schools ‘training units’,
the findings suggest that the centralized control of formal PL and the little autonomy
granted to schools had contributed to the school being conceived as the place where
reforms were implemented, rather than a key player in shaping teachers’ attitudes,

interactions, beliefs, commitments and practices.

A contingency theory view of this finding might help to explain what went wrong, the
divergence between the vision of the MOE and the results in schools. While the MOE held
schools accountable for initiating more school-based PL, it marginalized them from
decision-making related to shaping teachers’ PL, limited their autonomy in enhancing
teachers’ quality and controlled how they worked. This denied schools the possibility of
meeting their contextual demands and limited their ability to respond appropriately to
their teachers’ particular needs. Many controlling guidelines were imposed on schools,
restricting them from deciding what suited their environment best, leading most head
teachers’ to express the concern that while being asked to manage the implementation,
they were restricted from deciding what was best for their schools. Head teachers also
had to find time slots to fit in PL activities, as these had not been considered basic
components of the school day right from the beginning of the school year. All schools also
reported lacking the basic infrastructure that could have helped in promoting teachers’

learning, like PL coordinators and designated rooms in which to conduct PL events.

While engagement in PL varied among and within the four case study schools, the
variations between head teachers on the extent of their involvement in improving their
teachers’ PL might indicate that schools had many potential opportunities to develop
teachers’ practice, which those head teachers who thought they were powerless had

missed. Head teachers’ willingness to be involved in enhancing teachers’ practice was
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found to be crucial to its effectiveness, reinforcing the arguments of Bransford et al.
(2000). However, they were found to differ in their readiness to meet this task and on
how they believed this should be done, which ranged from focusing on the need for more
funds to demanding more autonomy. Accordingly, the strategies they used to support

their teachers’ learning varied in their extent and impact (see Section 5.4.3).

School culture was found to be another factor that affected teachers’ learning in the
workplace in various ways, reinforcing Eraut (2004) model of the effect of relationships
with people at work (see Section 3.3.2). Colleagues’ influence and support, and the
existence of learning communities were found to be crucially influential in enhancing
teachers’ learning. Loughran (2010) argued that the availability of such supporting
factors in a school can have a positive impact on convincing teachers of the need to change.
However, the centralized linear change approach seems to have ignored such effects and
underestimated the influence of parallel interactions between teachers, head teachers
and even inspectors on how they understood and implemented educational reforms.
What is evident from a complexity theory perspective, which challenges the predictability
of outcomes in complex systems, is that what has resulted out of these interactions went

beyond the path predicted by educational planners.

6.4.3 Factors linked to the classroom

Not surprisingly, work-life balance and teachers’ working conditions represented a
challenge and led some teachers to spending less time in learning, which is consistent with
the key inhibitors established by Harris and Jones (2010) as limiting teachers’
involvement in professional learning communities. These hard circumstances

contributed to demotivating some teachers from investing in developing their PL.
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However, the way teachers viewed their roles and responsibilities in the change process,
as reactors or as initiators and partners, was found to be linked to their reactions and to
the amount of time and effort they devoted to improving their PL (Moore et al., 2002;
Wheatley, 2005). The teachers in this study reacted to education reforms in three
different ways: by adopting, ignoring or adapting them to their context. These could be
linked to Carnall (2007) five-stage cycle of change (denial, defence, discarding, adaptation
and internalisation), although, as this study found, teachers’ reactions are influenced by
many other contextual, internal and external factors at various levels (see Section 6.4).
Deciding what motivates each teacher can be challenging, because of the complex and
dynamic environments of schools and the diverse contextual differences that were found
to influence teachers’ reactions, which have been shown to be strongly associated with
teachers’ understanding of and attitudes towards PL (see Fig. 6.1). This is in line with the
assertion of Damsa et al. (2010) that policymakers need to analyse, understand and
consider teachers’ reactions and attitudes during the implementation phase of

educational reforms.

Furthermore, the findings suggest that stagnation in teachers’ practice might be because
they were not challenged to change their mental models of how to teach (Bandura, 1997);
most appeared to believe that the curriculum promoted memorization and that exams
tended to focus on testing low-level thinking skills. It can be inferred that because what
was required from teachers in formal PL interventions had not challenged or required

them to question their long-held ideas, many were not convinced of the need to change.

Moreover, while there were variations related to experience and gender in how teachers
engaged in and valued PL in various locations, internal motivation was also found to be a
key factor in determining their involvement in PL, which confirms reports in the literature

highlighting the significance of teacher motivation in promoting more involvement (e.g.
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Kelani & Khourey-Bowers, 2012). It also supports the findings of McMillan et al. (2016),
whose study of the motivating and inhibiting factors in CPD in Ireland gave more credit

to internal than to external motivation in promoting teacher involvement.

What this might mean is that teachers’ beliefs and convictions are key elements in
generating a change in their teaching practice, as suggested by other studies (e.g., Grace
& Gravestock, 2009); those teachers with the wider change perspective believed that they
needed to change and were able do it. However, this seems not to have received adequate
attention, with clear evidence and multiple examples indicating that teachers’ beliefs and
motivation were not considered when shaping and implementing PL activities (see
Section 6.3.2). Hammond and McLaughlin (2011) cautioned against such a discrepancy

and argued that it is a result of the lack of teachers’ voice.

This study has also found that different teachers used various kinds of informal PL, e.g.
experimenting with new teaching techniques they had read about, reflecting on their
practice, observing others’ teaching and engaging in discussion with them. These
activities fit in with the main categories of informal learning activities that Meirink et al.
(2007) identified as being undertaken by teachers. The findings of this study reveal a link

between being active in self-directed PL and reported changes to teaching practice.

However, engagement in informal PL varied among teachers and between the four case
study schools. For instance, it was more obvious in Rural School compared to the other
schools. This variation was found to be influenced by many personal and contextual
factors, e.g. teachers’ interests and internal motivation, colleagues’ influence and head
teachers’ role (see Sections 6.4.2 and 6.5), which is in line with what Berg and Chyung
(2008) concluded as to influences on teachers’ engagement in informal learning.

However, there were indications that informal learning was not formally recognized or
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supported. This was apparent in the difficulties that teachers faced when wanting to
become involved in self-directed learning activities outside their schools, such as visiting
another school or attending a conference. Nevertheless, there were differences between
male and female teachers in their perceptions of the frequency and value of PL in various
locations: most female teachers reported that informal PL in their schools had helped
them to enhance their teaching practice, whereas male teachers valued more out-of-
school informal learning activities. This reinforces what the data revealed of better social
interaction in female schools, but it could indicate that male teachers were favoured in PL
events that required travel arrangements. It could also be attributed to an aspect of Omani
social culture whereby women are expected not to drive far from their homes, which

further shows that women face more work-life balance pressure.

The gap between what is planned and what is realized, as seen through the lens of
complexity theory (Morrison, 2008), which stresses the importance of understanding the
diverse ideas, relationships and contradictions that might exist in complex systems, can
be attributed to the insufficient consideration that was paid to the various interconnected
factors at different levels which affected improving teachers’ quality (see Fig. 7.1). This
includes the teacher (his/her beliefs, attitudes, experience and working conditions), the
school (its culture, infrastructure and leaders’ willingness and capacity), other schools
(other teachers and links between schools) and the MOE itself (coordination,
communication, structures and regulations). What the data from this study reveal is that
although the change model adopted by the MOE was based on the uniformity of what was

offered to all schools, the schools and individual teachers responded to it differently.

The solution, from a multi-level cause-effect perspective that complexity theory
advocates, lies in adapting a non-linear change approach that promotes the distribution

and sharing of knowledge by considering and involving various components of the whole
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system (Kelani & Khourey-Bowers, 2012; Stewart, 2014) and ensuring continuous two-
way communication between them. Similarly, Fullan (2007) stressed the importance of
keeping a balance between all these various components. This inference is supported by
Walby (2007) contention that policymakers need to admit that various contextual factors
might influence their educational institutions’ performance and that they should adopt

non-linear and dynamic educational plans.

6.5 The availability & nature of the support provided

The findings from this study have identified a link between supporting teachers in
improving their PL and the impact on their learning and involvement in formal and self-
directed PL. This confirms the findings of other published research in this area (e.g., Eraut,
2011; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2005). Both Knight (2011) and Truesdale (2003) found
that teachers who were supported by being coached by their peers after having a PD
activity were more likely to change their teaching practice compared to those who only
had the PD activity, but no support later on, and were left to implement the change by

themselves in their classrooms.

The importance of support for the sustainability of the change process is also highlighted
by Guskey (2002, p.388), who argued that ‘support allows those engaged in the difficult
process of implementation to tolerate the anxiety of occasional failures’, which implies
that PL designers need to consider ways of making implementation smoother and easier

for teachers.
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However, the findings of this study indicate that the focus in the MOE was more on the
delivery of PL activities (e.g. providing workshops and orientation on changes in
curriculum), while very little attention was paid to understanding variations in the
support needed by individual teachers or schools during implementation in the
classroom. Although several forms of formal support were acknowledged, including
online discussion forums, workshops, meetings, guided discussions and various kinds of
incentives, most of these were school based and resulted from school leaders’ or
inspectors’ initiatives rather than being basic components of how PL was formally

advocated by the MOE.

Furthermore, Guskey’s (1998) attribution of the limited impact of some PD activities to
the mismatch between ‘incompatible organizational policies’ and ‘implementation efforts’
is supported by this study’s finding that the regulations and arrangements in place in
relation to improving teachers’ quality did not echo the aspiration of the schools and
teachers. In many cases, this divergence demotivated and impeded teachers from
adapting what they had learned to their own classrooms and denied them further
involvement in learning activities outside their schools, such as attending conferences or
visiting other schools. This suggests a contradiction between one of the goals formally
stated by the MOE, ‘to prompt more self-directed PL’ (see Sections 2.4.2 and 2.4.3), and
the flexibility and autonomy teachers had. It can be inferred that organizational support
in the form of compatible regulations and adaptive structures are key to the effectiveness

of PL, which corresponds to a core concern of complexity theory.

Furthermore, there was clear evidence that ‘supporting teachers’ was confined to offering
them formal PL activities and providing some basic infrastructure in schools (e.g.

educational technology). This was apparent in the other examples the participants
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provided in relation to what was missing and what was needed to make teachers’ PL
effective. These showed that teachers’ and head teachers’ expectations and aspirations
were much wider and extended to ensuring that regulations were revised and aligned to
changes in other areas related to improving teacher quality, providing adequate financial
allocations, allowing autonomy and flexibility for teachers and schools, having better

infrastructure and paying better attention to the quality of PL events and presenters.

In contrast, the four case study schools provided wider ranges of support, although with
variations amongst them. The support teachers received was the highest in Rural school
and the least in City School. All head teachers regarded supporting teachers in improving
their PL as an essential part of their role; however, in practice there were distinctions
among them in how they translated this commitment into action. Noticeably, the head of
Rural school, who was studying for a master’s degree at a private university in Oman, was
more involved in her teachers’ PL than were the other heads, finding innovative solutions
that enabled them to overcome various obstacles. This could be attributed to two factors:
her higher degree studies may have widened her perspective, sharpened her reflections
and increased her awareness of the importance of teachers’ learning; alternatively, her
internal motives and personal beliefs may have been positively influenced by her
experience. Her noticeable positive attitude towards her own learning was echoed in her

teachers’ obvious motivation and commitment to both self-directed and collegial learning.

It can be inferred from the above that school leadership support can play a crucial role in
leading teachers to change their practice, a link consistent with widely reported research
findings (e.g. Bottery, 2004; Bush, 2011). This stresses the attention that PL planners need

to pay to school leaders’ capacity and willingness to improve teachers’ quality.
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Furthermore, although a link was found between colleagues’ support and
conceptualization of PL, it is noticeable that most of the reported instances of interaction
between teachers took place in formal structured events in the schools, rarely as planned
initiatives carried out by the teachers themselves, except for the most commonly reported
forms of informal collective learning, spontaneous discussions, which happened during
non-teaching time. This appears to question the existence of a genuine culture where

seeking colleagues’ support is seen as a strength rather than a weakness.

In the MOE, the restricted view of support needed to make PL effective and the likely
failure to realize its complex nature and connectedness to a wide range of components
(e.g. teachers, schools, infrastructure and regulations) might explain both the mismatch
between the aims and outcomes of several PL activities and their reported limited

effectiveness. Three inferences could conceivably be drawn.

The first inference reflects the ideas of complexity theory that change should be non-
linear. The linear and limited communication between the MOE and schools has led to a
lack of ‘joined-up thinking’ between the two, as it promoted top-down control and
minimized bottom-up feedback. This has reduced school input into decision-making
about improving teachers’ PL and contributed to a reduction in PL effectiveness by
creating a relation of mistrust between the MOE and some teachers, particularly those
with negative attitudes. Therefore, ensuring a two-way communication and feedback
between the MOE and schools, a ‘dialogue’ as seen by complexity theory, would create a

balance between the expectations of PL designers and teachers.

The second inference reflects the ideas of contingency theory. The low commitment to the
central change advocated by the MOE can be attributed to the little reflectiveness of its

design to each school’s situation and diverse requirements, which Day and Gu (2007)
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maintained is a prerequisite for the sustainability of commitment and the effectiveness of
change. The strict guidelines the MOE was trying to impose on schools and its attempts to
unify how things were done, especially in regard to teachers’ quality improvement, seems
not to have helped in responding suitably to various schools’ settings. This may explain a
belief widely expressed in the interviews that many PL events were conducted to satisfy
the desires of the MOE officials. This challenges the assumption by the MOE that one
unified PL plan would suit all schools. What seems to be missing is a consideration of the
special context of each school and of the need to explicitly link training content to

teachers’ practice in their classrooms (Turner, 2006).

The third inference reflects the ideas of social constructionism. Supporting teachers in
their learning should be seen as a core component of the planning for teachers’ quality
improvement; thus, it needs to be embedded in the school culture and treated as a daily
routine. This would require promoting knowledge building as a natural result of
providing space and opportunities for interactions, discussions and the sharing of

experience among teachers.

Consequently, considering a broader perspective of support is critical for the
effectiveness of PL. Support needs to be seen as a key element in understanding PL and to
be widely considered when planning for and implementing PL activities. It seems that
supporting and ultimately achieving genuine sustainable change in teachers’ practice will

require rethinking the meaning and process of PL.
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6.6 Synthesis of the findings

This chapter has discussed the findings of the study and related them to the relevant
literature and key theoretical ideas set out in Chapter Three. The findings reveal the
limitation of the top-down change model adopted by the MOE in driving changes in
classroom practice, mainly because it underestimated the variations that existed among
schools. Table 6.1 summarizes the main similarities and differences between the four case
study schools in relation to the four main issues identified in this chapter. It was
noticeable that the head teacher of Rural School was better able to contribute to
improving her teachers’ professional learning and creating a collective and supportive
learning climate and that the teachers in this school had more positive attitudes and
engaged more widely in sharing experience. The situation was similar in Outer School,
although the head teacher was less involved in practical PL activities. In Town School,
variations were noticeable between teachers in their attitudes and preferences, but the
overall climate appeared to have less effect on promoting the sharing of experience or the
offering of support to colleagues, compared to the Rural and Outer schools. In contrast,
the head teacher of City School seemed to lack the necessary practical skills to involve
himself in creating a learning climate in the school, while most teachers had negative
attitudes and restricted conceptualization of the different ways in which they could
improve their teaching practice and the organizational climate was less supportive of

teacher learning compared to the other three schools.
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Table 6.1 Similarities and differences between the four case study schools with regard to perceptions and actual engagement in central and school-based PL

Issues related to
improving PL

Evidence from case study Rural
school

Evidence from case study Outer
school

Evidence from case study Town
school

Evidence from case study City school

Challenges involved in
planning to improve
teachers’ professional
learning

e Common faced challenges:

No school autonomy, bureaucracy, marginalization of head teachers, top-down communication with little school input, little teacher

consultation

Variations between schools:

Head teacher: proactive, delegate
responsibilities, involved others in
decision making,

Teachers: All teachers had positive
attitudes and broad conceptualization
of PL, high engagement in self-directed,
collegial PL activities and collective
reflection

School climate: promotes social
interaction and engaging activities,
collective responsibility, focus on
collective learning and student
outcomes

Variations between schools:

Head teacher: Active, delegate
responsibilities, involved others in
decision making,

Teachers: Two teachers had positive
attitudes and broad conceptualization
of PL, good engagement in self-
directed, collegial PL activities and
collective reflection

School climate: promotes social
interaction and engaging activities,
collective responsibility, focus on
collective learning and student
outcomes

Variations between schools:

Head teacher: reactive, focus more on
administrative issues, involved some HODs
in decision making,

Teachers: Variation in conceptualization of
PL and more negative attitudes, low
engagement in self-directed, collegial PL
activities and collective reflection, more
individual reflection on action

School climate: promoted individual,
focused on individual teacher learning

Variations between schools:

Head teacher: reactive, focus more on
administrative issues, rarely involved others in
decision making,

Teachers: two teachers had narrow
conceptualization of PL and negative
attitudes, low engagement in self-directed,
collegial PL activities and collective reflection,
some resistant to change, more individual
reflection on action

School climate: promoted individual, focused
on individual teacher learning

Mismatch between what
was being offered to
teachers and what they
might actually benefit
from

e Central PL:

very little interaction between teachers, reflection, and chances for sharing experience, disconnectedness from the classroom; little attention to

teachers’ beliefs and attitudes

School-based PL:

Diversified formal and informal PL,
linked to classroom, attention to
individuals’ needs and references, focus
on reflection, plenty of chances for
sharing experience

School-based PL:

Various formal and many informal PL,
linked to classroom, attention to
teachers’ needs, focus on reflection,
many chances for sharing experience

School-based PL:

Many formal PL opportunities but less
informal, linked to teaching and learning,
attention to teachers’ attitudes, less
attention to teachers’ reflection, some
chances for sharing experience

School-based PL:

Various formal but rare informal PL
opportunities, linked to teaching and learning,
less attention to teachers’ references and
reflection, few chances for sharing experience
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External & internal factors
which influenced teachers’
beliefs and practice

e Common Factors:

lack of infrastructure, coordination, communication, follow-up, external motivation and clarity about PL system, low quality of some PL events
and presenters, controlling guidelines, teachers’ working conditions, low challenge to teachers’ mental models

School-related factors:

Head teacher involved more practically
in improving teachers’ learning, and
ensuring adequate the basic
infrastructure

School culture promoted various kinds
of formal and informal learning
opportunities, social interaction and
cooperation

All teachers viewed themselves as
initiators and had high internal
motivation and positive beliefs and
attitudes

School-related factors:

Head teacher was proactive in shaping
and arranging for PL activities, and in
facilitating teachers’ interaction and
learning.

School culture promoted various kinds
of formal and informal learning
opportunities, social interaction and
cooperation

Most teachers viewed themselves as
initiators and had high internal
motivation and positive beliefs and
attitudes

School-related factors:

Head teacher was supportive and active in
engaging in conversations with teachers to
motivate them but he did not involve in
practical PL activities.

School culture promoted individual learning,
average social interaction and cooperation,
and few informal learning opportunities

Most teachers viewed themselves as
reactors to change and varied in their
internal motivation and beliefs and attitudes

School-related factors:

Head teacher role was restricted to offering
encouragement and psychological support, as
long as his time and authority allowed him,
but less involved in practical activities. and
ensuring adequate the basic infrastructure

School culture promoted individual learning,
minimal social interaction and cooperation,
and very few informal learning opportunities

Most teachers viewed themselves as reactors
to change and had low internal motivation
and apparent negative beliefs and attitudes

The availability & nature
of the support provided

e National level:

incompatible organizational policies and lack of adaptive structures, little attention to understanding variations in the support needed by
individual teachers or schools during implementation

School level:

Wider supportive leadership,
colleagues, more resources, positive
school climate, different kinds of
incentive and motivation from head
teacher, two-way communication

School level:

Wider supportive leadership,
colleagues, available resources,
apparent positive school climate,
different kinds of incentive and
motivation from head teacher, two-way
communication

School level:

Good supportive leadership, less supportive
colleagues, not many resources, overall
positive school climate, a lot of motivation
and encouragement from head teacher,
mainly one-way communication but with
occasional feedback from teachers

School level:

encouragement and psychological leadership
support but Less supportive in practical issue,
less supportive colleagues, few resources,
negative school climate, mainly one-way
communication with little teacher input
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From a complexity theory perspective, which argues that variations in systems affect their
overall effectiveness, Table 6.1 suggests that the underestimation of the variations
between the four case study schools, mainly in the capabilities and efforts of head
teachers, teachers’ understanding and attitudes, and the extent to which the school
culture was supportive of learning, may have created a dilemma for the centrally-led
change approach adopted by the MOE, which assumed uniformity of implementation.
Whereas educational planners might feel contented with the situation in Rural School, this
linear model of change offered no clear way to improve the situation at City School, other
than sending in the inspectors more often. This suggests the need for an alternative
approach, paying closer attention to the contextual circumstances of each school, that
might take the form of a bottom-up model with top-down support, as suggested in Chapter
Seven, which follows. This final chapter will summarise the main findings, provide
answers to the research sub-questions, consider some limitations and implications of the

study and suggest possible future research areas.
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Chapter 7 Conclusion

7.1 Introduction

This concluding chapter summarises the findings of the study and provides answers to
the main research question (Section 7.2) and the sub-questions (Sections 7.2.1 to 7.2.6);
Section 7.2 also contains a revised model of PL based on the findings. Section 7.3 describes
the contribution of this study to knowledge. Next, there is an evaluation of the conceptual
framework and research design (Section 7.4) and a discussion of their limitations (Section
7.5). Section 7.6 considers implications for policymakers and practitioners, then Section

7.7 suggests some areas for future research.

7.2 Substantive findings

The main research question guiding this study was: To what extent do Omani teachers
working in post-basic education schools (students aged 16-17) perceive their
professional learning to be effective in the light of recent educational reforms? The
aim was to identify teachers' perceptions of the effectiveness of recent educational
reforms which may help to improve their professional learning and enhance their

teaching practice.

A key finding was the disappointing outcomes of many PD experiences in enhancing
teachers’ learning in Oman, lending supportive evidence to the findings widely reported
in similar contexts like Saudi Arabia and Kuwait (e.g. Akkary, 2014; Mansour et al., 2014)
and in the Western context (Fullan, 2007) with regard to the effectiveness of educational
reforms in improving teachers’ PL, although these differ in nature. This study found that

improving teachers’ PL was effective in some specific areas (e.g. improving the quality of
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teachers’ subject and pedagogical knowledge) but not in others (e.g. changing their
thinking, attitudes, or classroom practice), corresponding with the findings of other
studies (e.g. Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Timperley, 2011). A plausible explanation for the
observed discrepancy between expectations for teachers’ PL and its outcomes is that
while overall educational policy and reforms in Oman are centrally decided by
policymakers and planners, they must be translated into action plans that schools can
implement, yet the leaders and staff of these schools have little input to their design or
contents. These findings underscore the contention in the literature (e.g. Fullan, 2007;
Terhart, 2013) regarding the divergence between the planning of educational reforms
and their implementation; however, the literature does not always offer clear
explanations for this mismatch. This study has identified four key areas that could explain
such a divergence: (1) underestimating the effects of variations among schools or
teachers and not paying sufficient attention to the roles of those who implement change;
(2) a mismatch between what the PL system offered and what teachers actually benefited
from; (3) a set of interconnected external and internal factors which influenced teachers’
beliefs and practice and the planning and implementation of PL at various levels (Fullan,

2013); and (4) the availability and nature of support provided.

Viewing these four issues from a complexity theory perspective (Morrison, 2008), it was
concluded that although the centralised direction adopted by the MOE in Oman, which
assumed the predictability of teachers’ needs, was shown to have contributed to
increasing teachers’ content knowledge, it fell short of making fundamental
improvements to what goes on in schools and classrooms. Thus, this study has raised
important questions about the practicality and usefulness of educational reforms which

fail to have a significant impact on practice.

294



Perhaps the most serious disadvantage of centralised systems is that although they may
set high expectations for schools, they do not enable schools to respond individually to
what matters most to them. Many of the reforms seem mismatched with schools’ contexts,
offering them inadequate understanding and little room for interpretation, as they rarely
pay attention to how implementers understand, interpret and enact these reforms. The
results showed that teachers in City School and Town School were less involved in
knowledge sharing, compared to Rural School and Outer school; however, pre-

determined formal PL plans did not consider such a variation.

This study has shown that practice was generally not taken seriously when planning for
the reforms, which led teachers to resist change. It also found that the centralised
approach to change from a ‘top down’ perspective had underestimated and oversimplified
the complex nature of both the education system and teachers’ learning. It had not
corresponded sufficiently closely to the wider contextual dynamics, to the socio-cultural
context or to multiple areas of influence that were found to affect teachers’ experience,
beliefs and practice, all of which greatly limited the intended changes to classroom
practice. One might reflect that it is not the number of policy reforms that are devised
which actually matters. It is whether these affect practice and lead to improved outcomes
for schools and students. The results of this study indicate that no matter how PL
opportunities are produced and offered, no significant change in practice will occur as
long as implementers’ existing attitudes and beliefs are neglected instead of being
challenged and ultimately changed. Because of their obvious positive attitudes, teachers

in Rural School showed more readiness to change compared to the other teachers.

Although this case study approach involved a relatively small sample of participants, the

findings have important implications for practice and policy, as shown in a revised model
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of PL (Fig. 7.1), this was developed from a provisional working model which was

presented in Chapter 3, Section 3.6.
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Figure 7.1 Revised model of PL based on the findings




This PL model, as shown in Fig. 7.1, consists of three interconnected stages: initiation
(planning), implementation and evaluation. It recognises a range of procedures (e.g. wider-
involvement, continuous monitoring and feedback) and conditions (e.g. autonomy,
willingness and space for sharing experience) that should be provided and facilitated to
enable and support teacher learning at the national, school and classroom levels. PL, as this
model proposes, is a non-linear process in which what happens during each stage influences
how effective are the others; thus changing circumstances should determine actions to be

taken rather than predetermined plans.

The evidence from this research suggests that although most significant changes are only
visible in the long term, viewing the change as an accumulated process, rather than an event,
entails being attentive to the many factors that affect this process and to how the individual
elements that constitute its various phases are handled and affected by what goes on in the
other phases. Therefore, the results of this research support the idea that reforms should
allow schools more flexibility with regard to taking decisions based on contextual
understanding and continuous monitoring and feedback, rather than making decisions

centrally and evaluating the whole reform at the end.

This study concluded by establishing three other important inferences, which clearly
underpin the social constructionist approach adopted (see Fig. 7.2), as they linked teachers’
learning and their ability to construct and develop knowledge, alterations in their beliefs and

changes in their practice in their daily social interactions.
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Figure 7.2 Factors that increase the positive impact of PL

Firstly, teachers were found to learn better when the learning experience was needs-driven,
linked to their context and had a practical side, which highlights the importance of teachers
seeing and believing that they are able to use what they have learned in their classrooms.
Such a belief on the need to change was more evident in Rural School compared to the other

schools.

Secondly, the existence of collaborative learning environments, as was more noticeable in
Rural School and Outer School, was shown to be a very important factor in driving teachers
to change, as these create better opportunities for collegial learning and shared experience,
stimulating teachers to reflect more on their practice, both individually and collectively. This
underlines the need to enable teachers to meet and exchange experience, which should be

integral to PL events.

Thirdly, teachers’ self-efficacy, their belief in the need to change and their perceptions of
their roles and responsibilities in improving their PL (e.g. Moore et al., 2002; Wheatley,
2005) all affected the extent of their engagement in and benefit from PL activities. However,
this study argues that the impact will be maximised in a climate that promotes these three

necessities equally, rather than paying attention to one of them.
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Thus, it seems to be a serious weakness of top-down approaches to change that they
disregard the learning that can result from such interactions and engagement. The fact that
the effectiveness of reforms is ultimately determined by the individuals who implement
them, rather than those who create them, seems to underline the need for greater attention

to be paid to their roles.

This necessitates viewing a school as an active participant in shaping teachers’ PL and as a
place where the planning phase should start; it might require ‘backward planning’, which
clearly conflicts with the centralisation of the education system that adopts a ‘top-down’
approach. With regard to evaluating educational reforms, the focus should be on their
impact, rather than whether or not they were implemented. However, this study argues that
impact will be maximised in a climate that promotes the updating of both content and
pedagogical knowledge through interaction, space to share knowledge and collective

reflection.

The six sub-questions (Chapter 1, Section 1.3) that were utilised to help answer the main

research question are now considered in turn.

7.2.1 What does PL mean to teachers? (Sub-question 1)

The teachers’ overall conceptualisations of PL indicated the existence of a continuum (see
Chapter 6, Section 6.2.1, Fig 6.2), which ranged from focusing on the input and what was to
be gained (e.g. increasing their subject/pedagogical knowledge base) to focusing on the
output and consequences (e.g. acquiring positive attitudes and developing new ways of
thinking). This continuum of understanding highlights the complex nature of teachers’ PL
and the various interplaying personal and contextual factors that might be involved in the
practicality of improving it. However, by assuming that their one-size-fits-all central PL plans

would be implemented similarly in all schools, policymakers seem to have underestimated
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the problematic nature of PL, which has led them not to appreciate that many teachers would

not use what they learned in the way envisaged.

Most of the teachers in the four case study schools showed high levels of awareness of the
importance of improving their PL and linked it to enhancing the quality of teaching and
learning, but they differed in their views on how best to improve it, depending on whether
they wanted major or minor changes and on the extent to which they associated their
learning with interaction with others; thus, some preferred individual and one-off sessions
which offered them specific content enabling them to overcome particular challenges (which
was more noticeable in Town School and City School), while others were open to any new
skill or experience and were more willing to be involved in collective learning activities
(which was more evident in Rural School and Outer School). This is in accord with recent
studies in similar contexts, Saudi Arabia in particular, indicating variations between teachers

on how they understood PD and how they preferred to learn (Sywelem & Witte, 2013).

In fact, some of those who never implemented what was offered in formal PL events were
still able to achieve good student outcomes; this was the case with Hilal from City School for
example. This leads to the possibility that because the different interpretations and goals
that teachers might have in approaching PL events were not considered during the planning
of educational reforms, the inspectors and head teachers who were responsible for
overseeing and following up their implementation found themselves ill prepared to react to
change resistance and less able to explain the positive outcomes of some of those who
rejected change and stuck to their own ideas. A clear implication here is that imposing
change from the ‘top down’ will make it difficult to consider the various factors that might

differ from one context to another and from one teacher to another.
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7.2.2 To what extent do teachers perceive themselves as having an active role in
improving their own PL? (Sub-question 2)
This research has shown that teachers’ roles and involvement in improving their PL varied
with the location and type of PL activity, as the statistical tests (Mann-Whitney and Kruskal-
Wallis) indicated. While having a passive role in the design and engagement of ‘top-down’
(MOE and education office-based) PL initiatives, teachers unsurprisingly reported stronger
involvement in ‘bottom-up’ school-based activities and in informal collective learning
interactions. This finding is consistent with that of Al-Mahdy and Sywelem (2016), that
teachers in Saudi Arabia, Oman, and Egypt are not involved in the planning process of their

PL.

The negative perception of involvement in top-down initiatives was attributed to insufficient
communication between the MOE and schools and to teachers having no voice in making
decisions regarding the priority and delivery mechanism of many PL programmes, which
then have led to negative attitudes towards the MOE and its desired changes. It was also
linked to head teachers’ marginalisation in making decisions about how these initiatives

were decided and designed.

In contrast, school-based ‘bottom-up’ initiatives received more positive approval from
teachers, who saw them as responding better to their professional needs and preferences,
offering them more opportunities to engage in learning activities and to share experience,

particularly in Rural School and Outer School.

However, teachers were found to vary in their involvement and attitudes towards informal
and self-directed PL, which was influenced by various personal and contextual factors,
including previous experience and self-efficacy, external and internal motivation, the context
and culture of the school, life-work balance and support from colleagues, head teachers and

inspectors.
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What seems to explain the above findings is that the top-down change initiatives were
designed to suit the needs of a wide range of teachers, but did not necessarily suit all of them.
In contrast, the school-based initiatives were more able to identify, reflect and meet
individuals’ needs. Alternatively, it can be argued that the controlling and imposed element
in the top-down initiatives conflicted with learning by experience, dialogue and interactions,
whereas school-based initiatives, being more responsive to the complexity, contextual
factors and socio-cultural factors affecting the quality of teachers’ professional learning,

were more effective in inducing changes in teachers’ practice.

7.2.3 What sort of PL opportunities do teachers consider to be the most useful in their
professional development? (Sub-question 3)
This study suggests that teachers’ understanding of PL was related both to the sort of PL that
they preferred and engaged in (e.g. formal vs informal, individual vs collective) and to their
perceptions of the responsibility for improving their learning (e.g. considering themselves
responsible and being proactive versus depending on others and expecting external PL to be
delivered to them). For educational planners, such variations should not be surprising,
because education professionals do not always begin with a richness of understanding, but
at the same time these variations should not to be ignored. As the findings suggest,
engagement in collective learning activities and in knowledge sharing are fundamental in
encouraging teachers towards greater individual responsibility. This was more noticeable,
for instance, in Rural School where the head teacher was attentive to such a link and the
teachers were proactive and engaged in both collective and self-directed learning. This result
is consistent with the findings of some previous studies in the Arab region (e.g. Al-Lamki,
2009; Alharbi, 2011), which showed that teachers benefited more from those opportunities

that enabled them to interact with each other.
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The results of this investigation show that providing good quality PL activities does not
necessarily lead to teacher learning if not directly linked to classroom practice or if teachers’
attitudes are negative; the effectiveness of PL activities was attributed to their
characteristics and nature rather than to the type of activity. PL opportunities, whether
formal (e.g. workshops), informal (e.g. coaching, mentoring, PLCs, visits to other schools) or
self-directed (e.g. reading and using the internet) were more useful and had a greater chance
of leading to genuine change in practice when they contained practical knowledge and
embedded learning mediated by opportunities to discuss and interact with others, to
observe how others teach and share experience with them, and to reflect individually and
collectively on classroom practice. Teachers considered those opportunities that convinced

them of the need to change to be more useful.

However, while changes in practice and beliefs were found to be interconnected, the
occurrence of one was not found to guarantee the other, which suggests that both Guskey’s
(2002) argument that practices change before beliefs and Desimone’s (2009) claim of the
inverse relationship may be true. In other words, while it is easier for those teachers who
are open to change to alter their beliefs when they observe a positive impact on their
students’ achievements, it may be more useful for those who resist change to try to change
their beliefs before experimenting with new teaching techniques. Thus, it can be argued that
one of the more important findings to emerge from this study in the Omani context is that
the availability of opportunities to share knowledge and to engage collectively in
constructing new meanings will facilitate teachers’ learning and promote changes in

teaching practice.
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7.2.4 To what extent have these opportunities led to changes in teachers’ practice?
(Sub-question 4)
Many of the changes that teachers reported as a result of their involvement in formal PL
were linked to increasing subject knowledge and enhancing pedagogical skills, whereas
changes in beliefs, thinking or instructional practice were rare. This was mainly attributed
to the transient learning experience and theoretical knowledge often offered in formal PL
activities and to the scarcity of opportunities to share, observe, reflect, apply and test learned
knowledge in practice in the classroom. In other words, this partial failure to change was
attributed to separation from day-to-day classroom teaching and insufficient active
engagement in experiencing practical knowledge. Most of the occasions on which teachers
reported having changed their pedagogical approach, for example those involving collective
reflection, were associated either with school-based PL or with engagement in informal
learning opportunities, such as discussing difficulties faced in the classroom with a

colleague.

Analysing these incidents and teachers’ justifications revealed that those teachers who
changed their classroom practice did not do so simply because they had increased their
subject knowledge or learned a new teaching technique, but rather because they could use
that new knowledge in practical ways in the classroom. The potential weakness of the top-
down approach to change is that teachers might learn something but not necessarily use it
in practice, which is more likely to happen if they do not know how to adapt it to their
classrooms or if they cannot see how it will enhance their students’ outcomes and therefore
do not believe that it will do so. This finding was supported by the result of an OECD study
in 2014, which surveyed teachers’ learning environment in 30 countries and showed that
mandatory teacher training was often repetitive and irrelevant in Arab countries (OECD,
2014), although some of these, like the UAE, has the highest rates of teachers taking part in
professional development.
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This research has also shown that schools varied in the collaborative learning experiences
they facilitated for their teachers; those with apparently better engagement in collegial
learning activities and sharing experience reported more changes in teaching practice, which
was the case in the two girls’ schools (Rural School and Outer School) that were involved in
the qualitative phase of this study. Therefore, it is important to reconsider how practical it
is to adopt a one-size-fits-all approach to change in response to such variations between
schools. It is evident from this study that such a centralised approach might hinder school

improvement rather that facilitate it.

7.2.5 What factors hinder the improvement of teachers’ PL? (Sub-question 5)

This study has identified barriers to improving teachers’ learning at four levels, as discussed
in Chapter 5, Section 5.4.5 and Chapter 6, Section 6.4: the national level, the school level, the
classroom level, and those barriers which occur in formal learning opportunities. These
factors, which are set out in Figure 7.3, highlight the causality and multidirectional factors
that might influence and shape teachers’ conceptualisation of PL and affect their beliefs and
how they engage, interact and change their instructional practice. Similarly, published
research in some Arab countries, like Jordan and Qatar, indicated similar obstacles (e.g.

Nasser, 2017; Thawabieh, Al-Hadidi, & Balwanz, 2011).
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¢ Mismatch between PL plans and teachers' actual professional needs

® Schools' marginalization from decision-making and a lack of teachers' voice in
planning for PL

¢ Regulations and organisational structures incompatible with changes in
teachers' PL

e Bureaucratic barriers to obtaining permission to offer teachers external PL
e Lack of coordination between various departments of the MOE

¢ Inadequate consultation with practitioners in designing and determining the
content of PL

o Lack of collaboration between schools
e Lack of external motivation/ accountability

¢ Lack of a designated place to conduct PL activities

¢ Inadequate infrastracture, financial resources and educational technology
e Lack of colleagues’ support

¢ Not considering time slots for teachers to meet during the school day

¢ Head teachers’ inability to improve teachers’ PL

e Cultural influences (e.g. colleagues’ influence, society expextations)

e Lack of school autonomy

e Lack of internal motivation among teachers
* Teachers’ negative beliefs and attitudes

¢ Work-life imbalance

e Excessive work conditions

¢ Unchallenging curriculum

¢ Teachers’ resistance to change

¢ The gap between what teachers know and what they are required to
implement

¢ The challenge it presents to teachers
e Lack of the element of interest

e Lack of a practical side

¢ Lack of impact follow-up

¢ Timing of the activity

* Low quality of PL event/ presenter

¢ Disconnectedness from classroom

¢ Lack of opportunities for sharing experience, interaction and collective
reflection
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Fig 7.3 lists the practical difficulties involved in improving teachers’ PL and indicates that
changes in teachers’ practice do not occur in isolation but are indeed associated with and
affected by changes at other levels. This study has shown that the linear change approach of
the MOE to educational reform, its inadequate consideration of these various interconnected
factors that have been shown to influence improvements in teachers’ quality at different
levels of the educational system and its unresponsiveness to diverse ideas and to a range of
difficulties have minimised the effectiveness of teachers’ learning and have had unintended
outcomes. For example, one of the more significant findings to emerge from this study is that
ignoring these barriers has reduced head teachers’ ability to find innovative solutions to

shortages of human and financial resources and to respond suitably to their schools’ needs.

The key problem with this linear change approach may be that it does not acknowledge that
the effectiveness relies on what teachers do in their schools and that it hinders them from
being leaders in their classrooms, by marginalising their role in deciding how they should
learn and by controlling what they should do and how they should teach. Another criticism
concerns the rigidity of providing for evaluation and feedback only at the end of the reform
process, which seems unreasonable because it denies chances for contingent responses that
would suit the changing situations in schools. These results suggest that accountability and
innovation can coexist and are indeed more likely not to be in conflict if educational changes

are contextually triggered and supported by politicians from the MOE.

7.2.6 To what extent are teachers supported in improving their learning? (Sub-
question 6)

This investigation has revealed a gap between the existing conditions of support in schools

and what teachers needed in order to enhance their professional learning, supporting the

findings of Al-Awidi and Aldhafeeri (2017), which revealed inadequate PD and lack of

support teachers’ received in Kuwait, a very similar centralized education system to Oman.
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Although teachers acknowledged receiving several forms of formal support including online
discussion forums, workshops, meetings, guided discussions and some incentives, these
were fragmented and often the result of individual initiatives from a school head or an

inspector, rather than a core element of the formal PL system.

The support that teachers received in formal PL opportunities was found to be insufficient,
confined to helping them to update their content and pedagogical knowledge and to
introducing them to the latest advances in educational technology, while little attention was
paid to ensuring that teachers could use their new knowledge in the classroom, to
determining whether they did so and, if they did not, to understanding why not. In contrast,
teachers’ expectations were much higher and included demands for better infrastructure,
greater financial allocation, better reward systems, compatible regulations and structures,

more autonomy and sympathy with their school duties and teaching responsibilities.

The study has also revealed variations in the strategies and extent to which head teachers
supported the improvement of their teachers’ PL, reflecting their commitment, abilities and
willingness. Coaching, scaffolding and teamwork were the most effective approaches used
by some head teachers (mostly in Rural and Outer schools) to support and engage their

teachers in improving their professional learning.

These findings suggest the existence of two limitations of centralised change systems. First,
centralised change works on the assumption that all practitioners have the same abilities
and skills and that they are all ready and able to implement the reform with minimum
support, whereas this study has found that while some head teachers and teachers were
proactive in seeking new learning opportunities and required little support, others needed
to be pushed and supported to enhance their practice. It follows from the fact people vary in
their experience, skills and willingness that these variations are likely to result in differences

in how reforms might be understood and accordingly enacted, yet this seems to be
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overlooked in the operation of centralised systems. The second point is that although the
centralised direction might be justified as helping to ensure that a unified vision and goals
are achieved, the very assumption that there is only one route to achieving these goals
restricts innovation, limits inspiration and stifles the passion for change. Furthermore,
trying to unify how teachers learn seems to misjudge the significance of the multiplicity of
different forms that learning can take and the various ways in which teachers might learn.
Learning needs to be allowed to happen by experiencing, doing and interacting, triggered by

an internal feeling for it and a belief in its usefulness.
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7.3 An original contribution to knowledge

The study makes five particular contributions to knowledge.

I

ii.

1ii.

iv.
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It contributes to the debate about a theory-practice gap, in particular why many PD
experiences in large-scale education reforms fail to change teachers’ actual classroom
practice, and reveals some of its causes by providing evidence from a non-Western
centralised educational system which differs in its nature and its socio-cultural
context.

It offers a clear conceptualisation of the distinction between PD and PL, which can be
considered another contribution of the study, while highlighting the weaknesses of
the first and the strengths of the second. The results of the study feed into a new
perspective in which the professional learning of teachers is seen as contextually
situated and embedded in their professional lives, through experiencing, dialogue
and interaction, and where teachers are seen as active agents in developing their own
professional learning,.

In terms of the context, while this study confirms the findings of the previous little
and scope-limited research that has been done in this area in Oman, it provides the
most comprehensive analysis of PL that has ever been conducted in the Omani
context. It offers an independent insight into Omani teachers’ beliefs about the
effectiveness of their PL and advances understanding of the effects of centralised
educational reforms on teachers’ PL experiences. This constitutes an original
contribution to the understanding of PL, since the evaluation of the effectiveness of
PL initiatives at the MOE is done centrally by the same teams that develop them.

A further original contribution can be identified in the scope and depth of the study,
which is the first to evaluate teachers’ informal PL experience, to allocate particular

significance to the contextual and socio-cultural influences on their learning and to
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elicit diverse perceptions, including from the perspective of teachers of multiple
subjects, each previous study in Oman having evaluated the effects of formal PL in the
context of one particular subject (often English language) or focused on one

particular PL activity.

As to its contribution to theory, the phenomenological interpretive research
approach adopted by the study, along with the incorporation of the three theoretical
lenses of complexity theory, contingency theory and social constructionism, helps to
ensure a holistic investigation, understanding and interpretation of the complex and

diverse nature of teachers’ learning experiences.



7.4 An evaluation of the conceptual framework and research
design

While the design of this case study was qualitative in nature, mixed methods of data
collection were adopted. Indeed, using mixed methods allowed for the triangulation of the
data and offered more robust and consistent conclusions, which helped to strengthen the
validity of the findings and the reliability of the study. The adoption of the interpretivist
paradigm also facilitated the gathering of sufficient data and the drawing of a detailed picture
of the case study schools. It allowed for in-depth investigation, deep understanding and
interpretation of the issues revealed to be relevant to the particular context of these schools.
This permitted the researcher to identify the limitations of the study and its practical
implications, more easily than might have been the case if the positivist paradigm had been
adopted and a large sample used instead. It also facilitated the identification of factors
underlying the variations between schools, especially with regard to the head teachers’ role
and the way school is manged and led, although it did not allow the gathering of sufficient

evidence for generalisations to be made.

The focus of the conceptual framework on understanding micro-level change in a centralized
education system in Oman, even in those circumstances where reforms fail, helped to gain
better understanding of why many educational reforms do not lead to changes in teachers’
practice, by drawing a detailed picture of how individual teachers understood and reacted
to change and what influenced their beliefs and actual practices, through their own
perceptions, although it was difficult to validate the teachers’ claims. Using several
theoretical lenses—complexity theory, contingency theory and social constructionism—

allowed for meaningful interpretation and explanation of the data.

It was also beneficial to conduct the data collection at the beginning of the academic year,

when teachers had just had their in-service training week. As the researcher is an MOE
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official with teaching experience, this helped him to gain the cooperation of the participants
and to understand their different perspectives. However, the researcher’s status may also
have limited the cooperation of participants in some schools and it is possible that some

were guarded in their comments and not totally open in expressing their views.

It is nevertheless important to stress that this study did not attempt to find a blueprint for
successful change, nor does it claim that such a recipe exists. Rather, it has attempted to
highlight the importance of identifying and understanding the many interconnected factors
that influence how change is perceived and implemented and the variations that might exist
between schools and teachers in their understanding, willingness and abilities in relation to
change, which justifies the attention that this study has given to the context of the

participants.
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7.5 Limitations of the conceptual framework and research
design

This section acknowledges eight limitations of this study.

L. The inability to generalise
The constraints of time and resources limited this case study to the purposeful selection of
schools in one educational district in Oman. Its scope was further limited to post-basic
education schools (students aged 16-17) and to teachers of five core subjects (Chapter 4,
Section 4.5). Thus, the findings are not necessarily applicable—and will not be generalised—
to other education districts, schools or subject areas, which is a limitation of the case study

approach.

II.  Scope of the study and sampling
The researcher avoided directly involving officials at the ministerial level or directly
evaluating the official plans of the ministry, as this might have been seen as indirectly
implying criticism of the MOE’s policy and might have made its officials unwilling to

authorise the study.

The school inspectors who participated represented only three subject areas: English, Maths
and Arabic language. This reduced the ability to explain some variation between subject

areas, for example in directly linking improving PL to enhancing students’ performance.

In tackling educational reform, this study was also limited to change at the school level.
Change at the institutional level was discussed as a platform to understand its impact at the

operational level, but with no real intention to investigate this in detail.

Finally, the study neither focused on any specific professional learning activity nor analysed
the specific contents of any PL programme; instead, the focus was on teachers’ experience

and the overall characteristics of the activities.

315



IIl.  The issue of reflexivity
A researcher’s interpretations of teacher’s perceptions can be affected by his or her value
system and level of reflexivity, which can be sources of bias and a limitation in the research.
However, the researcher paid considerable attention to this potential bias and was aware of
how his previous knowledge and experience at the MOE might affect the participants’
responses or influence his own interpretation of the data. Thus, he sought to build rapport
with the participants to limit the effects of this possible influence of preconception. In fact,
the experience of the researcher at three levels—school, education district and MOE—
enabled him to understand the perspectives of diverse PL facilitators and practitioners and

to gain their trust.

IV.  The selection of teachers for interview
The availability (and thus the selection) of teachers for the interviews depended on their
willingness to participate and on the permission of their school heads to do so. However, the
researcher made sure to include teachers of a variety of subjects with a range of experience

(Chapter 4, Section 4.5.1).

V. Conducting the interviews in Arabic
The interviews were conducted in Arabic, to allow the participants to express themselves
better, and were then translated and interpreted by the researcher. The risk that this might
have led to misinterpretation and bias was reduced by taking the steps mentioned in Chapter
4 (Sections 4.7.2 and 4.8.1).
VI.  Significant variations
The small sample limited the possibility of identifying some significant variations between
groups. For instance, the descriptive analysis suggested variations between schools in
relation to the availability of PL in the training centre at the education office, which suggests

that the location of the school was a factor in determining how many PL opportunities
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teachers received and that some schools were more privileged than others in receiving
central PL; however, the Kruskal-Wallis test showed this variation to be statistically
nonsignificant (see Appendix 23). Surveying a larger number of teachers in each school
might have revealed a statistically significant variation, a possibility which merits further

inquiry.

VIl.  Teacher learning
Although this study classified the participating teachers by their conceptualisation of change
and attitudes to it (Chapter 6, Figure 6.1), the aim was not to determine how much teachers

had learned, as this might be very challenging and difficult to demonstrate.

Vill.  Cultural influence

It is possible that the respondents might not have been completely frank in their responses,
especially when they had to evaluate the contribution of their colleagues, head teachers or
inspectors to their PL. This might be caused by the social culture prevalent in Oman, whereby
teachers tend to keep good relations with colleagues and avoid saying anything that might

damage these relationships.
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7.6 Implications for practice

7.6.1 Implications for teachers

There are four implications for classroom teachers, as follows:

L.

II.

I1I.

IV.
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As teaching is facing a rapid development of knowledge, changes in students’ learning
and advances in educational technology, it has proved to be more effective to address
many of the issues facing teachers collectively rather than individually and in
isolation; teachers can better enrich, develop and enhance their thinking and widen
their practical knowledge by sharing experience and engaging in collaborative
learning activities with teachers with similar interests, even from other schools or
countries.

In order to cope with the rapid changes in education, it is not sufficient for teachers
to update their subject and pedagogical knowledge; instead, it would be desirable for
teachers to have opportunities to critically question what they believe and know, and
learn how to adopt new practices that might produce changes in students’ learning.
A large part of their success relies on their ability to reflect on their practice,
individually and with others.

Teachers would find it more useful if they accept the largest share of the
responsibility for enhancing their learning, as they are best able to clearly identify
their own PL needs and to determine how best to meet them.

It is important that teachers have positive attitudes towards new learning

experiences, as failing to do so inhibits their chances of learning.



7.6.2 Implication for head teachers

This study draws the following nine implications for head teachers:

L.

II.

IL

IV.

VL

VIIL.

VIIL

IX.

319

It is essential that head teachers use available human and financial resources
effectively and spend these in accordance with the priorities of the school.

Itis important that teachers are challenged and encouraged to engage in new learning
experiences.

Monitoring, instructional coaching, modelling, peer-to-peer classroom observation,
team teaching and activities that involve collective reflection are the most effective
collaborative learning techniques to support teachers and motivate them to improve
their professional learning.

The availability of educational technology, access to it and the ability to use it are the
ingredients of an extensive learning environment in the school.

It is important that the school day is scheduled to provide teachers with slots of time
to meet, observe, listen to and interact with each other.

Head teachers would find influencing teachers’ practice easier if they were more
attentive to areas of improvement in professional development required by
individual teachers and consider discussing individual needs, interest and
preferences with teachers.

It is vital for the school’s leadership to promote a culture of collective responsibility
by using distributed leadership.

Commitment to collective change can be encouraged by delegating authority for some
tasks and by encouraging teachers to plan lessons and analyse students’ work
collectively.

It is important that head teachers see themselves as learners and continuously

enhance their abilities and skills in improving teachers’ PL.



7.6.3 Implications for educational planners

There are ten implications for educational planners, as follows:

I1.

I11.

IV.
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The evidence from this study suggests that it is important that the design of
professional learning is ongoing, embedded in teacher practice, evidence based, data
driven and explicitly focused on enhancing students’ outcomes. Thus, it is essential
that the professional development activities promote individual and collective
reflection that is directly linked to classroom practice and that they involve more
active engagement with knowledge acquisition. It is also important that each school
has a PL coordinator and a designated room for PL equipped with the appropriate
educational technology.

The existence of clear procedures of continuous follow-up and feedback to evaluate
changes in teachers’ practice and the outcomes in the classroom is vital for the
success of change.

It is crucial that schools are encouraged and enabled to develop professional
partnerships. Thus, it is important to revise incompatible structures and regulations
that restrict collaborative learning activities and partnerships between schools and
to ensure that these align schools’ aspirations and changes in the PL system. It is also
important for involvement in PL to constitute a key part of teachers’ annual appraisal.
Although a centralised educational system might be justified as a way to ensure that
all schools keep to the MOE’s vision, aiming at looser control and allowing for more
adaptation would facilitate more change ownership. It would be more suitable if the
design of PL reflected wider perspectives and corresponded to the varied needs of
schools and teachers. Granting schools greater autonomy to adapt PL designs to their
own circumstances and allowing more substantial roles for both head teachers and
teachers in shaping teachers’ PL is crucial as well in increasing commitment to

change.
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VIIL
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In addition to providing formal PL opportunities and facilitating self-directed
learning and the sharing of knowledge between schools and teachers, it is essential
for planners to provide a range of means of support: identifying and ensuring
adequate financial and human resources, adaptive regulations and structures,
infrastructure, technology, teaching aids and incentives, along with considering
teachers’ expectations, preferences and reactions.

Reforms need to be better communicated to the education professionals concerned
at various levels of the system so that they promote change ownership and teacher
commitment.

A balance between holding teachers accountable for their learning and encouraging
them to be innovative is significant for better change results.

Itis vital that the design of PL recognises the significance of teachers' beliefs and takes
into account their attitudes, preferences and perceptions.

PL could be better organised and made less repetitive by the creation of training
databases to clarify which teachers have attended which PL activity. It is also
important that the central PL is scheduled at relatively quiet times such as the
beginning of the academic year, rather than at busy times like exam periods.

The effectiveness of educational reforms in changing teachers’ practices relies
significantly on head teachers’ ability and willingness to contribute to improving
teachers’ professional learning; therefore, it is important that head teachers are
provided with the support and training to enable them to do so. The MOE might
encourage and arrange for outstanding head teachers and teachers with
transformative leadership skills and expertise to deliver training to other heads and

teachers, which would reflect positively on their attitudes and practices.



7.7 Recommendations for future research

L.

II.

I1I.

IV.
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This study has examined teachers’ PL in post-basic schools in one educational district
in Oman. It would be useful to compare the findings with those of another district or
to compare two or more other districts to identify any similarities or differences.

It would be useful to conduct a study with a larger sample in order to explore some
differences that might not have been revealed in this study. The use of a focus group
technique might also be considered, to encourage more interaction among the
participants.

This study did not involve gathering any data from any policymakers; doing so in a
future study might uncover factors hindering the improvement of teachers’ PL that
this study has not revealed.

The role of inspectors in developing teachers’ quality is another area that is worthy
of research attention.

Levels of expectation are often greater in private schools in Oman than in public

schools and it would therefore be interesting to compare these two types.
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Appendix 1
Oman’s ranking in TIMSS 2015

MATHEMATICS—-FOURTH GRADE [IM5S
2015

International Mathematics Achievement

East Asian Countries Top SingaporeGil» Hong Kong SARGE
Achievers at Fourth Grade ( Koread»

in Mathematics . Chinese Taipei® Japa "?_
TIMSS 2015 Mathematics has e = e et i
hi nt Its for 49 The gap between the East Asian
Sl =SS [ countries and the next highest country
countries at the fourth grade. Weas 23 in 2015, unchanged from 2011.

MNorthern lreland &y
Russian Federation &
MNorway D ireland &% England &y
Belgium-Flemish & Kazakhstand®»
Portugal c£f) United StatescEl Denmark &ED
LithuaniacED Finland&ED Poland &5
MNetherlands&El) Hungary«F: Czech RepubliceFy
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Sweden &P SerbiadD Australiacii) Canadacih Haly&in
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‘/ Jordan&I Saudi Arabia«E» Morocco£ly» South Africa€lldp KuwaitezE
/ Please see Exhibit 1.3 for statistically significant differences.

MATHEMATICS—EIGHTH GRADE  IIMSS
2015

International Mathematics Achievement
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SCIENCE—-FOURTH GRADE TIMss
2015
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Please see Exhibit 1.4 for statistically significant differences.

Source: TIMSS 2015, http://timss2015.org/#/?playlistld=0&videold=0
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Appendix 2

MOE Structure

Minister of Education

Documentation Department Advisors
o Oman National Commission for
Internal Auditing Department . .
gtep Education, Culture and Science

Minister’s Office

Legal Affairs Department

Security Office

Office of School Public Public Inquiry
The Technical Office for Cleanliness and Relations Affairs

Studies and Development Hygiene Competition Department Department

Office for International Educational

Programmes - : ;
Coordination and Office of the Perma- Councils

Follow-up and Performance Follow-up nent Delegation and Committees
Evaluation Office Department to UNESCO Department

Directorate General of

Information Technology Und .
ndersecretary

Directorate General of for Education and Curriculum
Scouts and Guides

National Career Guidance Centre - | s |
Directorate General Directorate General
of Educational Programmes of Curriculum Development

Directorate General
of Private Schools

Directorate General of Education
Muscat Governorate

Directorate General of Education
Dhofar Governorate

Undersecretary
for Educational Planning and
Human Resources Development

Directorate General of Education
Musandam Governorate

Directorate General of Education
Al Buraimi Governorate

Directorate General of Human Directorate General of
Resources Development Planning and Quality Control

Directorate General of Education
Dakhliyah Region

Directorate General
of Educational Evaluation

Directorate General of Education
Dhahira Region

Directorate General of Education
Batinah North Region

Directorate General of Education
Batinah South Region

Undersecretary
for Administrative and Financial Affairs

Directorate General of Education
Shargiah North Region

Directorate General of Education Directorate General Directorate General
Shargiah South Region of Finacial Affairs of Administrative Affairs

Directorate General
of Projects and Maintenance

Department. of Education
Wusta Region

-b
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Appendix 3

Main areas of concern in the 8th Plan

No. Area of Focus Relevant Goal
1 | Teaching and Learning Improving the educational System based on
quality criteria of educational goals and
policies
2 | Curricula Improving the curricula to meet the national
development plan and labour-market
requirements.
3 | Educational Evaluation Improving the proficiency of Student
Evaluation System
4 | Human Resources Improving the proficiency of Human
Resource Performance
5 | Improving the use of IT in | Expanding the wuse of technology in
Education education in line with Oman Digital Society
Strategy
6 | Special Education Expanding the provision of equal
opportunities for disabled, special needs and
gifted students
7 | Private Schools Expanding and improving the quality of the
educational services provided in these
schools
8 | Pre-school Education To raise the enrolment rate to 50% for the

group age of three and a half to five and a

half years old
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Students Welfare

Improving the proficiency of welfare,
awareness, psychological, social and
vocational programmes provided in the

schools.

10

llliteracy

To reduce the rate of illiteracy among those

who missed the chance for education by 50%

11

Educational Media

Improving the proficiency of educational

media programmes

12

Teachers and Staff Welfare

Improving and increasing teachers and staff

welfare programmes

13

Educational Statistics

Raising the quality of educational statistics to

improve educational decision making

14

Buildings and facilities

Providing buildings and facilities to improve
the quality of the educational and teaching

situations.
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Appendix 4
The pilot study (Teachers’ questionnaire)

Teachers’ Professional Learning (Teachers’ Questionnaire)

Dear Teacher

Many thanks for agreeing to take part in my current research, which has the following title:
“Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational reforms in Oman”.
The following notes are: 1) to ensure that you are clear about the core terms used in the
study and 2) to provide some details of your academic and professional background which
will provide a helpful context.

Hilal Al-Shandudi

Definitions:

Professional Learning (PL): Any learning activity, formal or informal, that contributes to
improving teachers’ skills, knowledge and practice in the classroom.

Formal Professional Learning: Instructor-led planned learning, typically provided by the
Ministry, Educational Office or the school, that derives from activities within a structured
learning setting in terms of learning objectives, duration, content, method and assessment
and usually leads to certification (e.g. enrolling on a programme of study, attending
lectures, preparing coursework, engaging in seminar/tutorial discussions).

Informal Professional Learning: Self-directed learning that derives from activities external
to a structured learning context initiated by individuals, as well as groups of teachers
working together, to improve their own skills, knowledge and classroom practice.

Part One: Background information

Status Your response
Educational Office
Name of school
Gender (M or F)
Age range: 22-25
26-30
31-35
36-40
41-45
Above 45
Teaching experience in years
Highest Qualification
From which university did you
graduate and which country
Teaching Subject
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Part Two:

1. (a) How often have you been engaged in formal PL opportunities in the last 12 months
and (b) how important have you found these? Put a tick were applicable.

The venue of the (a) How often (b) How important
PL
often | sometimes | rarely | never Very important Not
important important
a) inyour
school

b) in another
school

C) inthe
training
centre of the
Educational
Office

d) in other parts
of the
Sultanate

e) outside Oman

2. PL is important because (choose from 1 ‘very important’, 2 ‘important’, 3 ‘some
importance’, to 4 ‘not important’ and tick the relevant box):

Possible reasons 1 2 3 4
a) It helps me to improve my teaching practice

b) It helps me to manage students’ behaviors

c) Itincreases my self-esteem and self confidence

d) It helps me to understand how students learn

e) Itisa ministry requirement

f) It helps me to be promoted

g) It helps me to update my skills and knowledge
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3. (a) How often have you, in person, been engaged in the following types of informal PL
in the last 12 months and (b) how important have you found these? Put a tick were
applicable.

The personal PL activity

(a) How often (b) How Important
often | sometimes | rarely | never Very important Nof
important impor

a) discussion with
colleagues on teaching
and learning issues

b) reading subject-related
publications

c) using the internet to
update my subject’s
knowledge and skills

d) reflection on my teaching
practice

4. How often do the following people/institutions contribute to your PL? (Tick one option
for each person/institution):

Very often Often sometimes never

a) Your senior
teacher

b) Your
inspector

c) Your school
head

d) Your subject
colleagues

e) The
Educational
Office

f) The ministry

5. What kind of support have you received to help develop your PL (tick the appropriate;
you may tick more than one):

a) release time from teaching

b) scheduled time during the year

c) stipend for PL activities outside work time

d) full or partial reimbursement of college tuition
e) reimbursement for conference or workshop fees
f) reimbursement for travel and daily expenses
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6. Which of the following opportunities do you consider helpful for developing your PL?

For each PL opportunity (a-f) put a tick in the appropriate box:

PL opportunity Very helpful Some help No help at Not
all applicable
a) monitoring and
coaching
b) training days in the
school

C) training days
outside school but
within the
Educational Office

d) training days in
Muscat

e) training abroad

f) online training

7.Please tick one number from 1-5 of each statement that most approximates your experience
of Professional Learning. Add evidence or comment if you wish in the space provided

following the table below.

Key. (1 (strongly disagree) - 2 (disagree) - 3 (not sure) - 4 (agree) - 5 (strongly agree)

As a teacher I feel that the current professional learning (PL) opportunities contained

in the current strategic plan:

Possible reasons 1

1. Have helped me identify my teaching
weaknesses and improve my skills, abilities,
and interests

2. Have helped me convey knowledge easily to
my pupils

3. Have helped me improve my relationships and
communication with colleagues.

4. Have helped me identify and articulate the
core values, mission and vision of the ministry.

5. Have helped me identify and understand the
new role of teachers and the challenges that
face education nationally, regionally and
internationally.

6. Have helped me understand my school’s
improvement priorities

7. Have influenced positively my personal and
professional development

8. Have increased my subject/pedagogical
knowledge base
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9. Have helped me see the link between an
improvement in my teaching practice and my
pupils’ achievements.

10. Have enabled me to realize how my pupils
learn best

11. Have helped me become a more effective
teacher

12. Had a positive impact on my classroom
practice.

13. Have met my teaching practice needs.

14. Have not clashed with my daily school duties.

15. Have offered me opportunities to exchange my
experience with teachers from other schools.

16. Have encouraged me to use the MOE online
subjects’ forums to develop my knowledge and
improve my teaching practice.

17. Have encouraged me to use the training centre
library to develop my knowledge and improve
my teaching practice.

18. Have not provided me with time to develop my
knowledge.

19. Have not provided me with colleagues’
support.

20. Have not offered me school leadership
support.

21. Have provided only theoretical knowledge and
theories which cannot be implemented in
practice in the classroom.

22. Have enabled me to locate PL resources which
are available and easy to attain

23. Have been adequate for my professional
development needs.

24. Have been of good quality overall.

25. Have reflected the perceptions of the policy

makers more than the teachers
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If you would like to add any additional comment on any of the previous statements please
write the number of the statement and your comment in front of it:

Part Three: Further questions

1. Which areas do you think that PL opportunities should focus on? (in sentences please)

2. Please, if you are able, give one or two examples of positive aspects you have
experienced in a PL opportunity?
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3. Please, if you are able, give one or two examples of negative aspects you have
experienced in a PL opportunity?

» Opportunity for further involvement:

Yes( )
Please provide the following No( )
% Would you Ilike to be |information: No contact
interviewed in the future information are
(for nearly 40 minutes and required

in convenient time and place | Name:
to you) to discuss the
previously mentioned
issues in more depth (please
tick where appropriate).

Tel. number:

Email:

Thank you
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Appendix 5
The pilot study (Head teachers’ questionnaire)

School Principals’ Questionnaire
Dear School principal

Many thanks for agreeing to take part in my current research which has the following title:
“Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational reforms in Oman”. The
following notes are: 1) to ensure that you are clear about the core terms used in the study
and 2) to provide some details of your academic and professional background which will
provide a helpful context.

Hilal Al-Shandudi

Definitions:

Professional Learning (PL): Any learning activity, formal or informal, that contributes to
improving teachers’ skills, knowledge and practice in the classroom.

Formal Professional Learning: Instructor-led planned learning, typically provided by the
Ministry, Educational Office or the school, that derives from activities within a structured
learning setting in terms of learning objectives, duration, content, method and assessment
and usually leads to certification (e.g. enrolling on a programme of study, attending
lectures, preparing coursework, engaging in seminar/tutorial discussions).

Informal Professional Learning: Self-directed learning that derives from activities
external to a structured learning context initiated by individuals, as well as groups of
teachers working together, to improve their own skills, knowledge and classroom practice.

Part One: Background information

Status Your response Status Your
response
Educational Office Overall experience as a head teacher (in
years)
Name of school Experience as a head teacher in the current
school (in years)
Gender (M or F) Teaching experience (in years)
Age range: 22-25 Highest Qualification
26-30 Number of teachers in the school
31-35 Number of administrative staff in the school
36-40
41-45 Number of students in the school
Above 45
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Part Two:

1. How frequently have you performed the following activities in your school in the last 12
months? For each activity put a tick where appropriate.

The activity How often

Very often sometimes | never

often

a) Made sure that teachers’ professional
learning activities are in accordance with
the teaching goals of the school.

b) Made sure that teachers’ professional
learning activities are in accordance with
their pedagogical and subject-content

development needs.

Made sure that teachers professional
learning activities are in accordance with
the educational goals of the ministry.

Encouraged teachers to update their
skills and knowledge.

Attended teachers’ workshops.

f) Delivered workshops to teachers on
various aspects of PL.

Arranged for underperforming teachers
to observe lessons of well-performing
teachers.

g)

h) Provided teachers with feedback on their

teaching practice.

2. How important are the following aspects in developing teachers’ PL: (choose from 1 ‘very
important’, 2 ‘important’, 3 ‘Little importance’, to 4 ‘not important at all”:

1 2 3 4
Aspects very Little not
important | important | importance | important
atall

Feedback on teaching practice
from experts like inspectors,
senior teachers and school heads

Observing other teachers’ lessons

Cooperation between subject’s
teachers and sharing experience

Innovative teaching practice

Teachers’ update of their
subject’s content knowledge
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f) Teachers’ development of their

pedagogical skills

g) Teachers own reflection on their

teaching practice

h) Teachers’ commitments to
developing their teaching
practice

i) Understanding of students’ needs

3. How often do you think that the following factors represent obstacles to teachers’ PL?

For each obstacle put a tick where appropriate.

Obstacle to PL

How often

Very often

often

sometimes

never

a) Teaching load

b) Extra school duties

c) Classroom density
(Students’ number)

d) Availability of PL
resources

e) Lack of incentives

4. Roughly, how do you estimate the time you spend daily on the following activities (in
percentage please):

The activity

Time spent (out of 100%)

a) school administrative issues

b) curriculum and teaching issues
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5. To what extent do you agree with the following statements? Please tick one number from
1-5 of each statement. Add evidence or comment if you wish in the space provided following
the table below.

Key. (1 (strongly disagree) - 2 (disagree) - 3 (not sure) - 4 (agree) - 5 (strongly agree)

The Statement 1 2 3 4 5

1. I believe the part of my job is to ensure that the
ministry’s plans and programmes are implemented as
indicated by the ministry.

2. Teacher’s extra duties in the school are obstacles in
their PL development.

3. Part of my job is to ensure that teachers are updating
their skills and knowledge in accordance to their
students’ needs.

4. Part of my job is to inspire teachers to enhance their
teaching practice.

5.1 have a big role in teachers’ PL.

6. Teachers in this school are proactive in their PL and
they take the initiative of developing their teaching
practice.

7. Part of my role is to ensure that all teachers stick to
the best practices recommended by the ministry in the
formal PL opportunities.

8. Part of my job is to create a learning environment in
the school.

9.1 can’t know whether teachers’ practices are
improving because I don’t have enough time.

10. Teachers’ PL leads to positive school improvement.

11. The operational plan of the school addresses
teachers’ teaching weaknesses.

12. Teachers need to be more appraised by the ministry
for their informal PL efforts.

13. This school lacks enough resources for PL.

14. 1 need training on how to assess teachers with their
PL.

15. Students learning is hindered by teacher’
misunderstanding of their learning needs.

16. Students learning is hindered by teacher’ lack of
suitable pedagogical skills.

17. Students learning is hindered by teacher’ lack of
updated content knowledge.
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18. Teachers’ PL opportunities contained in the current
ministry plan are adequate.

19. In this school we have a clear PL plan for teachers.

20. I consider myself responsible for my teachers’ PL.

21.1 have influence over the content of the PL offered
to teachers in my school.

22. Content presented in the formal PL opportunities
should be used by teachers as it is with no
modifications.

23. In the current formal PL opportunities teachers are
consulted on the content and way of delivery of these
opportunities.

If you would like to add any additional comment on any of the previous statements please
write the number of the statement and your comment in front of it:

Part Three: Further questions

1. Which areas do you think that teachers’ PL opportunities should focus on? (in
sentences please)

358



2. Please, if you are able, give one or two examples of positive aspects you have observed
as a result of teachers’ PL opportunity.

3. Please, if you are able, give one or two examples of negative aspects you have observed
as a result of teachers’ PL opportunity.

» Opportunity for further involvement:

Yes( )
Please provide the following No( )
% Would you like to be |information: No contact
interviewed in the future information are
(for nearly 40 minutes and required

in convenient time and place | Name:
to you) to discuss the
previously mentioned
issues in more depth (please
tick where appropriate).

Tel. number:

Email:

Thank you

359



Appendix 6
The pilot study (Teachers’ interview questions)

1. Questions for teachers:

360

1.

What is the image that comes to your mind when speaking about teachers'

professional learning?

. How do you think that the current Professional Learning opportunities

have influenced your teaching?

What is your top priority for further Professional Learning?

To what extent you think that Professional Learning opportunities have any
negative aspects?

To what extent do you think you have any influence over the content of
your formal PL?

To what extent do you think that the latest reforms in the MOE are

communicated to you?
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Appendix 7
The pilot study head teacher interview questions

. What is the image that comes to your mind when speaking about teachers'

professional learning?

. How accountable are teachers for their own learning and developing their

teaching practice?

. To what extent do teachers who attend and involve in more Professional

Learning opportunities develop better teaching practice?

. What are the factors that foster or impede teachers’ ability to acquire new

knowledge, skills, and practices that meet their students’ needs?

. How do you see your role in developing teachers professionally?

. To what extent do you believe that having attended a workshop on SP,

you are a better principal who can understand and drive better school

improvement, teachers’ practices and students’ achievement?

. To what extent can it be said that the recent educational reforms in the

MOE have led to better Teachers’ Professional Learning?
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Appendix 8
The pilot study inspector interview questions

. What is the image that comes to your mind when speaking about teachers'

professional learning?

. To what extent do you believe that teachers’ classroom practices have been

enhanced due to their participation in PL opportunities?

. How accountable are teachers for their learning and developing their

teaching practice?
What are the factors that foster or impede teachers’ ability to acquire and

adapt new knowledge, skills, and practices that meet their students’ needs?

. To what extent can it be said the current reforms in the MOE have led to

better Teachers’ Professional Learning?

. How effective, in your opinion, is the ministry in convincing the teachers of

the importance of its latest reforms?
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Appendix 9
The main study Teachers Questionnaire in Arabic & English
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The questioners in English

Teacher Questionnaire
Dear Teacher

Many thanks for agreeing to take part in my current research, which has the following title:
“Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational reforms in Oman”. The
following notes are: 1) to ensure that you are clear about the core terms used in the study
and 2) to provide some details of your academic and professional background which will
provide a helpful context.

Hilal Al-Shandudi

Part One: Background information

Status Your response
Name of school
Gender (M or F)
Age range: 22-25
26-30
31-35
36-40
41-45
Above 45

Teaching experience in years
Subject taught

Highest level of Qualification
Institution where this
gualification was obtained
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Part Two:

1. (a) How often have you been engaged in formal PL opportunities in the last 12 months
and (b) how important do you think are these? Put a tick were applicable.

The venue of
the PL

(a) How often

(b) How important

often

sometimes

rarely

never

Very
important

important

Little
importance

Not

important

f) inyour
school

g) in another
school

h) inthe
training
centre of
the
Educational
Office

i) inother
parts of the
Sultanate

j) outside
Oman

2. PL is important to me because: (for each possible reason choose from 1 ‘very important’,
2 ‘important’, 3 ‘some importance’, to 4 ‘not important’ and tick the relevant box):

Possible reasons

1

2

3

4

h) It helps me to improve my teaching practice

i) It helps me to manage students’ behaviors

j) Itincreases my self-esteem and self confidence

k) It helps me to understand how students learn

1) Itis a ministry requirement

m) It helps me to be promoted

n) It helps me to update my skills and knowledge
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3. (a) How often have you personally been engaged in the following types of informal PL
in the last 12 months and (b) how useful have you found these? Put a tick were
applicable.

The personal informal

PL activity (a) How often (b) How useful
often | sometimes | rarely | never | Very | useful some Not
useful useful useful

e) discussion with
colleagues on
teaching and
learning issues

f) reading subject-
related
publications

g) using the
internet to
update my
subject’s
knowledge and
skills

h) reflection on my
own teaching
practice

i) Observing other
teachers
teaching in the
classroom

4. How often do the following people/institutions contribute to your PL? choose from 1
‘very often’, 2 ‘often’, 3 ‘sometimes’, to 4 ‘never’and tick the relevant box):

Very often Often sometimes never

g) Your senior
teacher

h) Your
inspector

i) Your school
head

j) Your subject
colleagues

k) The
Educational
Office officials

1) Ministry
officials

371



5. Which of the following opportunities do you consider helpful for developing your PL?
choose from 1 ‘very helpful’, 2 ‘helpful’, 3 ‘some help’, to 4 ‘no help at all’’and tick the
relevant box):

PL opportunity Very helpful helpful some help | No help at
all
g) mentoring and
coaching
h) training days in
school

i) training days
outside school but
within the
Educational Office

j) training days in
Muscat

k) training abroad

1) online training

m) Other

For the opportunities that you considered very helpful, please give an example (a brief
description) to explain why you think this way.
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6. What do you think PL involves? Please tick one number from 1-5 of each statement that

most approximates your opinion.

Key. (1 (strongly agree) - 2 (agree) - 3 (not sure) - 4 (disagree) - 5 (strongly disagree)

Possible reasons 1 2 3 4 5

35. Identifying teaching weaknesses and
improving teachers’ skills, abilities, and
interests.

36. Enhancing students’ learning

37. Improving relationships and communication
between teachers.

38. Responding positively to challenges that face
teachers today.

39. Increasing teachers’ subject/pedagogical
knowledge base.

40. Helping teachers to adapt to their students
learning needs and styles.

41. Acquiring positive attitudes towards new
experience.

42. Changing practice and adopting new
teaching techniques

43. Changes in how teachers think

7.Please tick one number from 1-5 of each statement that most approximates your experience
of Professional Learning.

Key. (1 (strongly agree) - 2 (agree) - 3 (not sure) - 4 (disagree) - 5 (strongly disagree)

As a teacher I feel that the current professional learning (PL) opportunities:

Possible reasons 1 2 3 4 5

5. Have helped me identify and articulate the
core values, mission and vision of the
ministry.

6. Have helped me understand my school’s
improvement priorities.

7. Have helped me see the link between an
improvement in my teaching and the quality
of pupils’ achievements.

8. Have not enabled me to realize how my pupils
learn best.

9. Have helped me become a more effective
teacher.

10. Have offered me opportunities to discus my
experience with teachers from other schools.

11. Have encouraged me to use the MOE online
subjects’ forums to develop my knowledge
and improve my teaching practice.
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12. Have encouraged me to use the training centre
library to develop my knowledge and improve
my teaching practice.

13. Have not provided me with time to develop
my knowledge.

14. Have not provided me with colleagues’
support.

15. Have not offered me school leadership
support.

16. Have provided only theoretical knowledge
and theories which cannot be implemented in
practice in the classroom.

17. Have encouraged me to use different PL
resources

18. Have not been adequate for my professional
development needs.

19. Have been of good quality overall.

20. Have reflected the perceptions of the policy
makers more than the teachers.

21. Are rare and not available for all.

22.Have not helped me understand how to use
ICT in my teaching more effectively

23. Have helped me understand how to develop
pupils literacy skills

Part Three: Further questions

8. Please write briefly what you think Professional Learning means.
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9. Which aspects of recent reform in education do you think that PL opportunities
should focus on? (e.g. ICT, curriculum, classroom management)

10. What kind of support would you like to see in the future that you think will help
you in improving your PL?

11. What do you know about the recent educational reforms in the MOE?
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» Opportunity for further involvement:

< Would you like to be

interviewed in the future
(for nearly 40 minutes and
in convenient time and place
to you) to discuss the
previously mentioned
issues in more depth (please
tick where appropriate).

Yes( )
Please provide the following
information:

Name:

Tel. number:

Email:

No( )

No contact
information are
required
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Appendix 10
The main study Head teacher Questionnaire in Arabic & English
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Dear School principal

Headteacher Questionnaire

Many thanks for agreeing to take part in my current research which has the following title:
“Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational reforms in Oman:
teachers’ perception”. The following notes are: 1) to ensure that you are clear about the core
terms used in the study and 2) to provide some details of your academic and professional
background which will provide a helpful context.

Hilal Al-Shandudi

Part One: Background information

Qualification

Status Your Status Your
response response
Name of school Overall experience as a head teacher (in
years)
Experience as a head teacher in the current
school (in years)
Gender (M or F) Teaching experience (in years)
Age range: 22-25
26-30 Number of teachers in the school
31-35 Number of administrative staff in the school
36-40
41-45 Number of students in the school
Above 45
Highest level of
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Part Two:

1. How frequently have you performed the following activities in your school in the last 12
months? For each activity put a tick where appropriate.

The activity How often

Very often sometimes | never

often

i) Made sure that teachers’ professional
learning activities are in accordance with
the teaching goals of the school.

j) Made sure that teachers’ professional
learning activities are in accordance with
their pedagogical and subject-content
development needs.

k) Made sure that teachers professional
learning activities are in accordance with

the educational goals of the ministry.

1) Encouraged teachers to update their
skills and knowledge.

m) Attended teachers’ workshops.

n) Delivered workshops to teachers on
various aspects of PL.

0) Arranged for underperforming teachers
to observe lessons of high-performing
teachers.

p) Provided teachers with feedback on their
teaching practice.

2. How important are the following aspects in developing teachers’ PL: (choose from 1 ‘very
important’, 2 ‘important’, 3 ‘Little importance’, to 4 ‘not important at all”:

1 2 3 4
Aspects very Little not
important | important | importance | important
atall

j) Feedback on teaching practice
from experts like inspectors,
senior teachers and school heads

k) Observing other teachers’ lessons

1) Cooperation between subject’s
teachers and sharing experience

m) Innovative teaching practice

n) Teachers’ update of their
subject’s content knowledge
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Teachers’ development of their
pedagogical skills

p)

Teachers own reflection on their
teaching practice

q)

Teachers’ commitments to
developing their teaching
practice

Understanding of students’ needs

3. How often do you think that the following factors represent obstacles or challenges to
teachers’ PL? For each obstacle put a tick where appropriate.

Obstacle to PL

How often

Very often

often

sometimes

never

An excessive teaching load

g)

Extra school duties

h)

Classroom density
(Students’ number in
class)

Availability of PL
resources

j)

Lack of incentives

k)

Lack of support

D)

Teachers’ resistance to
any changes
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4. To what extent do you agree with the following statements? Please tick one number from
1-5 of each statement. Add evidence or comment if you wish in the space provided following
the table below.

Key. (1 (strongly agree) - 2 (agree) - 3 (not sure) - 4 (disagree) - 5 (strongly disagree)

The Statement 1 2 3 4 5

1. I believe that part of my job is to ensure that the
ministry’s plans and programmes are implemented.

2. Part of my job in my school is to ensure that
teachers are updating their skills and knowledge in
accordance to their students’ needs.

3. Part of my job is to inspire teachers to enhance the
quality of their teaching.

4.1 have a significant role in teachers’ PL.

5. Teachers in this school are proactive in their PL
and they take the initiative in developing their own
teaching skills.

6. Part of my role is to ensure that all teachers stick to
the practices recommended by the ministry in the
formal PL opportunities.

7. Part of my job is to create a learning environment
in the school.

8.1 do not know whether teachers’ practices are
improving because I don’t have enough time.

9.1would agree that teachers’ PL leads to positive
school improvement.

10. My school’s development plan addresses teachers’
teaching weaknesses.

11. This school lacks the resources to encourage
teachers’ PL.

12. I need training on how to assess teachers with
their PL.

13. Students’ learning is hindered by teachers’
misunderstanding of their learning needs.

14. Students’ learning is hindered by teacher’ lack of
suitable pedagogical skills.

15. Students learning is hindered by teacher’ lack of
up-to-date subject knowledge.

16. Teachers’ current PL opportunities do not meet
actual teachers’ professional needs.

17. In this school we have a clear PL plan for teachers.

18. 1 do not consider myself responsible for my
teachers’ PL.
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19. 1 have considerable influence over the content of
the PL offered to teachers in my school.

20. Content presented in the formal PL opportunities
should be used by teachers as it is with no
modifications.

21. Teachers are not consulted on the content and
way of delivery of their PL opportunities.

22. Current PL opportunities reflect the perceptions
of policy makers more than teachers.

Part Three: Further questions

5. Please write briefly what you think teachers’ Professional Learning means.

6. Which aspects of recent reform in education do you think that PL opportunities
should focus on? (e.g. ICT, curriculum, classroom management)

7. What kinds of support/ requirements do you or your school need to better contribute
to teachers’ professional enhancement in the future?
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8. What do you know about the recent educational reforms in the MOE?

» Opportunity for further involvement:

R/
o

Would you like to be
interviewed in the future
(for nearly 40 minutes and
in convenient time and place
to you) to discuss the
previously mentioned
issues in more depth (please
tick where appropriate).

Yes( )
Please provide the following
information:

Name:

Tel. number:

Email:

No( )

No contact
information are
required

387

Thank you




Appendix 11
The main study (Teachers’ interview questions)

(FQ: follow-up question)

Questions for the teacher:

1
2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)
9)

What does 'teachers’' PL' mean to you?

Which types of PL would you consider more effective in improving your practice in
the classroom? And why?
To what extent do you think that the current PL activities fit your professional needs?
a. FQ: How do you think the needs in these activities are identified?
To what extent do you think that the current PL activities have affected your teaching
practice? In what way?
Do you think acquiring knowledge is an individual or group effort?
a. FQ: How available are these two types in your school?
What do you think is your role in developing your teaching practice?
How often do you change your teaching style? And based on what?
What are the obstacles that limit the effects of teachers' PL in your opinion?
Which skills and areas do you think that the future-PL activities should focus on?

a. Prompts:
i. ICT Subject knowledge(e.g. literacy)
ii. ICT
iii. Special Educational Needs
iv. Pedagogy (e.g. teaching skills, use of technology)
v. Behaviour management
vi. Leadership and management skills
vii. Personal development
viii. Curriculum coordination and development
ix. Assessment
X. More time to reflect, implement new ideas

10)What are the latest developments in the MOE related to teachers' PL?
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Appendix 12

The main study (Head teachers’ interview questions)

Questions for the School head:

390

1
2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

What does 'teachers’' PL' mean to you?

Which types of PL would you consider more effective in improving teachers' practice
in their classrooms? And why?

To what extent do you think that the current PL activities fit teachers' professional

needs?

a. FQ:How are the needs in these activities identified?
To what extent do you think that the current PL activities have affected your teachers'
teaching practice? In what way?
What kind of support do you think is needed to promote the effectiveness of teachers'
PL?

a. FQ: Which skills and areas should future-PL activities focus on?

1. Prompts:
2. Subject knowledge (e.g. literacy)
« ICT

» Special Educational Needs

» Pedagogy (e.g. teaching skills, use of technology)
* Behaviour management

* Leadership and management skills

* Personal development

* Curriculum coordination and development

* Assessment

* More time to reflect, implement new ideas

To what extent are teachers committed to developing themselves professionally?

a. FQ: What do you think affects this commitment?
What are, in your opinion, the factors that increase teachers' ability to acquire and
apply new knowledge, skill or practice that suit their students?

How do you see your role in developing teachers' teaching practice? In which areas
specifically? Examples.

To what extent are there learning communities in your school?

a. FQ: What s your role in these communities?

10)How familiar are you with the latest developments in the MOE related to teachers'

PL?
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Appendix 13

The main study (Inspectors’ interview questions)

Questions for the Inspector:

1)
2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

How do you understand teachers' PL?

Which types of PL would you consider more effective in improving teachers' practice
in their classrooms? And why?

To what extent do you think that the current PL activities fit teachers' professional

needs?

a. FQ:How are teachers' PL activities planned, evaluated and modified?
To what extent do you think that the current PL activities have affected your teachers'
teaching practice? In what way?

a. FQ:any evidence, follow-up or evaluation?
What kind of support do you think is needed to promote the effectiveness of teachers'
PL?

a. FQ: Which skills and areas should future-PL activities focus on?

1. Prompts:
2. Subject knowledge (e.g. literacy)
ii. ICT
iii. Special Educational Needs
iv. Pedagogy (teaching skills, use of technology)
v. Behaviour management
vi. Leadership and management skills
vii. Personal development
viii. Curriculum coordination and development
ix. Assessment
X. More time to reflect, implement new ideas

To what extent are teachers committed to developing themselves professionally?

a. FQ:What do you think affects this commitment?
What kind of obstacles do you think limit the effectiveness of the current PL
activities?

a. Prompts: (shortage in financial support, focusing on policy-makers agenda, inadequate

motivation, irrelevance to teachers' needs, unavailability of time, ....)

b. FQ: What is needed in future-PL activities?

How do you see your role in developing teachers' teaching practice? In which areas
specifically? Examples.

What is the mechanism used to identify teachers’ professional needs?

10)How familiar are you with the latest developments in the MOE related to teachers'
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PL?
a. FQ: To what extent the ministry's policy regarding teachers' PL (importance, types, aims, and

availability) is conveyed to teachers? How?
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Appendix 14

The quantitative data from teachers’ questionnaire

Conceptualising PL

Total
. (missing
Agree Not sure Disagree
Statement g g data)
n % n % n %
10. Identifying teaching weaknesses and
improving teachers’ skills, abilities and 142 | 899 | 14 | 8.9 2 1.2 | 159 (1)
interests.
11. Changlng pract.lce and adopting new 142 | 809 | 13 | 82 3 19 | 159 (1)
teaching techniques
12. Increasing teachers’ subject/pedagogical 140 | 886 | 15 | 95 3 19 | 159 (1)
knowledge base
13. Acqulrlng positive attitudes towards new 140 | 881 | 16 | 101 | 3 19 | 159
experience
14. Improv1pg re.zlatlonshlps and 136 | 855 | 16 | 101 | 7 44 | 159
communication between teachers
15. Helping t‘eachers to adapt to their 130 | 818 | 24 | 151 | 5 31 | 159
students’ learning needs and styles
16. Enhancing students’ learning 127 | 799 | 26 | 164 | 6 3.7 | 159
17. Responding positively to challenges that 125 | 796 | 23 | 146 | 9 57 | 159 (2)
teachers face today
18. Changes in how teachers think 122 | 782 | 24 | 154 | 10 | 6.4 | 159 (3)
Importance of PL
Very Little Not Total
. Important . . (missing
important importance important d
Statement ata)
n % n % n % n %
8. Ithelpsmetoimprovemy | o5 | 597 | 42 | 264 |19 120 | 3 | 1.9 159
teaching practice
9. Ithelpsmetoupdatemy | o4 | 505 | 51 |323|21| 133 | 6 | 38 | 158(1)
skills and knowledge
10. Itincreases my self-esteem | 2o | 105 | 47 | 297 | 25| 158 | 11 | 7 158 (1)
and self-confidence
11. Ithelps me to understand | g3 | 399 | 54 342 |35| 222 | 6 | 38 158 (1)
how students learn
12. Ithelps me to manage 39 |247| 66 |41.8|38| 241 | 15 | 95 | 158(1)
students’ behaviour
13. Itis a ministry 36 |229| 44 | 28 | 48| 306 | 290 |185| 157(2)
requirement
14. It helps me to be promoted | 23 | 146 | 40 | 253 | 37 | 234 58 | 36.7 158 (1)
Frequency and value of PL in various locations
Statement Agree Not sure Disagree Missing
n % n % n % data
PL Qpportunltles are rare and not 60 |45 |36 | 23250 323 | 2
available for all.
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Total
Often Sometimes Rarely Never (missing
Statement data)
n % n % n % n %
6. PLin the school 64 |421| 63 | 414 | 22 | 145 2 152 (7)
7. PLin another school 1 7 28 | 196 | 52 |36.4 | 62 |43.4 | 143(16)
8. PLin the training centre 23 | 155 | 55 | 37.2| 40 27 30 | 20.3 | 158(11)
9. PLin other parts in Oman 3 21 | 15 | 105 | 32 | 224 | 93 | 65 143 (16)
10. PL outside Oman 6 4.2 4 2.8 | 10 7 | 122 | 859 | 142 (17)
Very Little Not T.Otél
. Important . . (missing
Statement |mportant |mportance |mportant data)
n % n % n % n %
6. Value of PL in the school 50 [347| 76 | 528 | 18 | 125 144 (15)
7. Value of PL in another 15 |11.7| 71 |555| 36 |281| 6 | 47 | 128(31)
school
8. Valueof PLin the Training | 5 | 596 | 70 | 493 | 22 |155| 8 | 56 | 142(17)
Centre
9. ValueofPLinotherparts | 5 | 335 | g0 |451| 21 |158| 7 | 53 | 133(26)
in Oman
10. Value of PL outside Oman 49 38 | 52 | 403 | 17 |132| 11 | 85 | 129(30)
Involvement of others in PL
. Missing
Agree Not sure Disagree
Statement g g data
n % n % n %
2. Ha\./e reflected the perceptions of the 72 | 465 |53 | 34230 193 | 4
policy makers more than the teachers.
Self-directed informal PL
Total
Often Sometimes Rarely Never (missing
Statement data)
n % n % n % n %
6. Discussion with colleagues 93 [ 589 | 53 |335| 10 | 6.3 2 1.3 158 (1)
7. Using the internet 84 (538 | 61 |39.1| 10 | 6.4 1 0.6 156 (3)
8. Self-reflection 68 [43.9| 70 | 452 | 17 | 11 0 0 155 (4)
9. Reading subject-related 50 |323| 76 | 49 | 22 |142| 7 | 45 | 155(4)
publications
10. Observing others 50 [321| 78 | 50 | 25 | 16 3 1.9 156 (3)
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Value of Self-directed informal PL

Total
Very useful Useful Some useful Not useful (missing
Statement data)
n % n % n % n %
6. Value of discussion with 85 | 603 | 50 | 355 | 6 43 0 0 141 (18)
colleagues
7. Value of using the internet 80 |576 | 52 374 | 7 5.0 0 0 139 (20)
8. Value of reading subject- 69 |489| 58 |411| 14 |99 | 0 | 0 | 141(18)
related publications
9. Value of observing others 66 |47.1| 64 |457| 7 5.0 3 2.1 140 (19)
10. Value of self-reflection 65 |458 | 64 | 451 | 11 | 7.7 2 1.4 | 142 (17)
Methods used to promote PL
No help at Total
Very helpful Helpful Some help P (missing
Statement all data)
n % n % n % n %
7. Mentoring and coaching 94 | 595 | 42 | 266 | 16 | 10.1 3.8 158 (1)
8. Training days in the school 45 | 288 | 79 |50.6| 27 |173| 5 | 3.2 156 (3)
9. Training days outside the
school but within the district 0 | 316 72 1456 24 152 12 | 76 158 (1)
10. Online training 54 | 342 | 62 [392| 30 [19.0]| 12 | 7.6 158 (1)
11. Training abroad 70 | 452 | 33 |[213| 17 |11.0| 35 | 226 | 155 (4)
12. Training days in Muscat 55 | 353 | 42 | 269 | 30 |192| 29 | 186 | 156(3)
Benefits of engagement in PL
Agree Not sure Disagree Missing
Statement data
n % n % n %
3. Have helped me identify and articulate the 91 57.6 | 38 241129 183 |1
core values, mission and vision of the ministry.
4. Have helped me understand my school’s 108 | 68.8 | 32 202 | 17 11 2
improvement priorities.
Statement Agree Not sure Disagree Missing
n % n % n % data
24. Have helped me become a more effective 113 | 73.9 | 29 190 | 11 71 |6
teacher.
25. Have been of good quality overall. 90 |584 |42 |273]22 143 |5
26. Have n(?t been adequate for my 73 | a8 a1 | 27 38 o5 7
professional development needs.
27. Have not provided me with time to 47 |303|48 |31 60 387 | 4
develop my knowledge.
Statement Agree Not sure Disagree Missing
n % n % n % data
4. Have foered me opportunities to discuss my 103 | 66 28 | 179 | 15 161 | 3
experience with teachers from other schools.
5. Have not provided me with colleagues 35 | 22747 |305]|72 468 | 5
support.
6. Have not offered me school leadership 35 | 23243 |285]73 483 | 8
support.
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Statement Agree Not sure Disagree Missing
n % n % n % data
4. Have encouraged me to use different PL 111 | 712 132 | 205 | 13 83 |3
resources
5. Have encouraged me to use the MOE online
subjects’ forums to develop my knowledge 80 |513 (|36 |231]40 256 | 3
and improve my teaching practice.
6. Have encouraged me to use the Training
Centre Library to develop my knowledge and | 57 | 37 41 | 26.6 | 56 36.4 |5
improve my teaching practice.
Statement Agree Not sure Disagree Missing
n % n % n % data
6. Have helped me see the link between an
improvement in my teaching and the quality | 110 | 70.5 | 35 | 224 | 11 71 |3
of pupils’ achievements.
7. Hav.e not enabled me to realise how my a4 | o8 39 | 24874 472 | 2
pupils learn best.
8. Have provided only theoretical knowledge
and theories that cannot be implementedin | 73 | 47.1 | 36 | 23.2 | 46 29.7 | 4
practice in the classroom.
9. Havg not helpeq me understan.d how to use 57 | 36842 |271]56 361 | 4
ICT in my teaching more effectively
10. Hav.e l}e.lped me upderstand how to develop 81 |523|40 | 257134 22 4
pupils’ literacy skills.
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Appendix 15

The quantitative data from head teachers’ questionnaire

Perception about head teachers’ role

The activity How often Total
number of
responses;

Missing
data in
brackets
Very often often sometim Never
es
N % N % | N % N %
q) Made sure that teachers’ 9 75 3 25 0 0 0 0 12 (0)
professional learning activities are
in accordance with the teaching
goals of the school.
r) Made sure that teachers’ 10 833 |2 16.7 | 0 0 0 0 12 (0)
professional learning activities are
in accordance with their
pedagogical and subject-content
development needs.
s) Made sure that teachers 6 50 [ 6 50 (0 0|0 0 | 12(0)
professional learning activities
are in accordance with the
educational goals of the ministry.
t) Encouraged teachers to update 9 75 | 3 25 |0 0|0 0 |12(0)
their skills and knowledge.
u) Attended teachers’ workshops. 7 583 |4 333 |1 84 |0 0 | 12(0)
v) Delivered workshops to teachers 1 83 |9 75 |2 16.7 | 0O 0 |12(0)
on various aspects of PL.
w) Arranged for underperforming 7 583 |4 333 |1 8410 0 | 12(0)
teachers to observe lessons of
high-performing teachers.
x) Provided teachers with feedback 10 833 |2 16.7 |0 0|0 0 | 12(0)
on their teaching practice.
The various aspects of teachers' PL
2 3 4 Total
Aspects very Little not number of
important important importance important responses;
atall Missing data
in brackets
N % | N % | N % | N %
s) Feedback on teaching 10 833 | 2 16.7 | 0 0 0 0 12 (0)
practice from experts
like inspectors, senior
teachers and school
heads
t) Observing other 9 75 2 16.7 | 1 83 |0 0 12 (0)
teachers’ lessons
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u) Cooperation between 11 91.7 | 0 0 1 8.3 0 12 (0)
subject’s teachers and
sharing experience
v) Innovative teaching 10 833 | 2 16.7 | 0 0 0 12 (0)
practice
w) Teachers’ update of their | 10 833 | 2 16.7 | 0 0 0 12 (0)
subject’s content
knowledge
x) Teachers’ development | 9 75 3 25 0 0 0 12 (0)
of their pedagogical
skills
y) Teachers own reflection | 8 66.7 | 4 333 |0 0 0 12 (0)
on their teaching
practice
z) Teachers’ commitments | 9 75 3 25 0 0 0 12 (0)
to developing their
teaching practice
aa) Understanding of 9 75 3 25 0 0 0 12 (0)
students’ needs
The challenges that face teachers' PL
Obstacle to PL Total number
How often of responses;
Missing data
in brackets
Very often Often sometimes never
N % N % | N % | N %
m) An excessive 12 100 0 0 0 0 0 12 (0)
teaching load
n) Extraschool duties | 7 583 |5 41.7 | 0 0 0 12 (0)
0) Classroom density 7 583 |5 41.7 | 0 0 0 0 12 (0)
(Students’ number
in class)
p) Availability of PL 7 63.6 |3 273 |1 91 | 0 11 (1)
resources
q) Lackofincentives 8 66.7 |3 25 1 83 |0 12 (0)
r) Lack of support 8 66.7 | 3 25 1 83 |0 0 12 (0)
s) Teachers’ 8 66.7 | 3 25 1 83 |0 12 (0)
resistance to any
changes
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Overall perceptions of head teachers’ role and formal PL impact
The Statement Strongly agree Not sure | disagree | Strongly Total
agree disagree | number of
responses;
Missing
datain
brackets
N % | N % | N % |N % | N %

1.1 believe that part of my jobisto |8 66.7 |4 33.3 |0 0 0 00 0| 12(0)

ensure that the ministry’s plans

and programmes are implemented.

2. Part of my job in my schoolisto |5 41.7 |6 50 |1 83|0 0|0 0| 12(0)

ensure that teachers are updating

their skills and knowledge in

accordance to their students’

needs.

3. Part of my job is to inspire 6 50|4 333|2 16.7 |0 0|0 0| 12(0)

teachers to enhance the quality of

their teaching.

4.1 have a significant role in 8 6673 25 |1 83|0 0|0 0| 12(0)

teachers’ PL.

5. Teachers in this school are 6 50 |5 41.7 |1 83|0 00 0| 12(0)

proactive in their PL and they take

the initiative in developing their

own teaching skills.

6. Part of my role is to ensure that | 6 50 |5 41.7 |0 0 0 0|1 8.3 | 12(0)

all teachers stick to the practices

recommended by the ministry in

the formal PL opportunities.

7. Part of my job is to create a 9 753 25 |0 0 0 00 0 | 12(0)

learning environment in the school.

8.1do not know whether teachers’ | 3 25|13 25 |2 16.7 |3 25 |1 8.3 | 12(0)

practices are improving because I

don’t have enough time.

9.1would agree that teachers’ PL 9 75|3 25 |0 0 0 0|0 0 | 12(0)

leads to positive school

improvement.

10. My school’s developmentplan |7 583 |5 41.7 |0 0 0 0|0 0 | 12(0)

addresses teachers’ teaching

weaknesses.

11. This school lacks the resources |2 16.7 |4 333 |2 16.7 |1 83 |3 25 | 12(0)

to encourage teachers’ PL.

12.1need trainingonhowtoassess | 2 16.7 |5 41.6 |2 16.7 |3 2510 0 | 12(0)

teachers with their PL.

13. Students’ learning is hindered 6 506 50 |0 0 0 00 0 | 12(0)

by teachers’ misunderstanding of

their learning needs.

14. Students’ learning is hindered 6 50 |5 417 |1 831|0 00 0 | 12(0)

by teacher’ lack of suitable

pedagogical skills.

15. Students learning is hindered 7 583|4 334 |1 83|0 0|0 0 | 12(0)

by teacher’ lack of up-to-date

subject knowledge.

16. Teachers’ current PL 2 1673 25 |3 25 4 333|0 0 | 12(0)

opportunities do not meet actual
teachers’ professional needs.
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17. In this school we have a clear
PL plan for teachers.

50

41.7

8.3

12(0)

18. 1 do not consider myself
responsible for my teachers’ PL.

33.3

41.7

16.7

12(0)

19.1 have considerable influence
over the content of the PL offered
to teachers in my school.

58.3

33.4

8.3

12(0)

20. Content presented in the formal
PL opportunities should be used by
teachers as it is with no
modifications.

16.7

16.7

25

16.6

25

12(0)

21. Teachers are not consulted on
the content and way of delivery of
their PL opportunities.

16.7

25

33.3

8.3

16.7

12(0)

22. Current PL opportunities
reflect the perceptions of policy
makers more than teachers.

41.7

8.3

16.7

25

8.3

12(0)
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Appendix 16

A teachers’ interview transcript sample before being reviewed

R. Would you like to introduce yourself briefly first?

I. My name is XXX I'm a Math teacher in XXX school. | started teaching in year 2000 and | had 15 years of
teaching experience and | have a master in Math curricula and teaching techniques. | started teaching
grade 6 and now | am teaching grades 11 and 12.

R. What does teachers’ PL mean to you?

I. | is a renovation in education that teachers need to be familiar with which can be either related to
knowing the new rules and the latest things in the MOE which can take the form of discussions, meetings
or workshops in the school, Education Office or even the MOE. It is also relate to knowing new teaching
techniques which cannot be simply conveyed to teachers through meetings or simple workshop... What
is needed is a well-qualified trainer or presenter who himself/herself do use these techniques in practice
not only in theory otherwise this presenter will only be able to introduce the new techniques but not to
help teachers adapt to it or use it in their own classrooms. My opinion is that anyone can take materials
from the internet and present it to teachers, but only specialists who have experience can present the
practical side of new things and help teachers to use them in practice. | also think that the most effective
forms of PL is exchanging classrooms visits between teachers and the discussion that take place between
subject teachers like Math teachers for example, but, some kinds of PL in which one or two periods a
weak are allocated to deliver a workshop, these do not often serve the purpose and have no results in
practice because the teachers will have many things in his mind which will not allow him to focus on the
workshop. Add to this if the presenter himself is not qualified enough or if he has no real experience in
what he is presenting, then, this presenter can argue that he has presented something new, but he cannot
claim that teachers learn anything from him. What can be presented in the short period workshops is
something like the latest updates in the ministry but not often something related to the subject or
teaching strategies.

R. You mentioned discussion between teachers, when do these occur and why?

I. These might take place in any time especially when the teachers needs to know something or when he
is not sure of something in his subject. Here he seeks the advice of his subject colleagues or to the
senior teacher.... This is why discussion is more effective form of PL because the teachers attends
something that he needs instead of attending something that he does not really need. PL means to
develop myself and | think I'm the most familiar with my needs. Also when | seek the help of my
colleagues, this can be more useful that meeting the inspector because the inspector discusses more
general things with colleagues discuss specific things that concern me in their daily life and that touches
my real needs and which | benefit directly from in my teaching ... in my classroom.

R. What do you mean by 'benefit'?

I. I mean by 'benefit' is to take and use in my own classroom by adapting what | learn to my situation
and develop it so that it fits my class. Therefore, as | have said, discussion is the most effective form of
PL. If I lack the skill of class management, | can seek the advice of a teacher who is well-known for his
class management and | can observe this management in practice in real lesson not only in theory. PL is
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a practice not theory in my opinion. | benefit more from a new teaching strategy which is presented
before me in practice or which is presented by someone who does use this strategy and who knows why
it works or might not work, not everyone who presents something new can use it in practice...Pl is a
reality not a theory.

R. You actually slightly answered the next question which asks about the most effective forms of PL

I. Indeed, as | said thoughtful discussions and exchanging classroom visits are most effective forms of PL
in my opinion. Also the discussions that are organized at the level of the educational office and that
contain teachers and senior teachers from different schools and inspectors of the subject who can add
something of value. Also the presenters who present studies they have conducted themselves ... those
are the specialists who have practical experience and who introduce things they have experienced
themselves and been through in curriculum or teaching strategies instead of presenting concepts and
ideas that anyone can find in books. Another point is that the person who attends the PL activity should
be willing to join and not only nominated by others.

R. What is the situation when it comes to nominating teachers to attend formal PL activities?

I. Most of the ... teachers are nominated by inspectors, which is understood because the idea is to
include most teachers in these training sessions instead of giving the chance for those who have the
desire and who are very few. But still it is good idea that teachers are consulted on which training
sessions they want to attend instead of attending the same PL activity more than one time or attending
a session that they are not interested in. | also think that the more general training sessions should be
open to whoever have the desire and should be out of the working hours. |, myself, attended a
workshop in Sur (another educational office) on a friday (the weekend) which was based on my own
desire and not being forced to attend... There | had the idea that | can meet new teachers, inspectors
and hear new ideas.

R. How flexible and easy is it to get released to attend a PL activity?

I. It is very a very hard and difficult to get released to study or attend a PL activity in another school or
abroad. Many teachers do want to develop themselves professionally but they are restricted by the
outdated rules and the very limited allocations. What is more, although there is now the Specialized
Training Centre, which started this year, but still teachers who attend training session in this Centre get
one day release from work which is not adequate due to the over load teachers have in their schools.
Instead, | think it would be much better if teachers are released for a whole semester or a whole year. It
is difficult to focus on two major things at the same time. | don't think there is any flexibility or fairness
when it comes to PL. What happens when there is a chance for PL activity, especially abroad, is that
those who have influence get most of these because the names are nominated by people who sit
behind their disks and the nomination is also not based on clear criteria for the selection...I’'m not saying
it is done deliberately but I’'m saying there are no clear criteria and based on what qualifications!.
Another point is that when someone gets a chance to attend a PL activity, it is often required from him/
her to present what they have attended to their colleagues, but how can we be sure that this person has
learned all the presented materials or most of it especially if the presented materials were very vivid
and presented by a very qualified trainer, of course the trainee won't be able to transfer all the training
material back to his school. In such situation, were teachers are being forced to convey what they learn
exactly to the others, there might be a negative training impact where these teachers might convey
wrong ideas based on their own understanding and lead other teachers astray .... What happens is that
training materials which needs to be delivered in one week is delivered in one day instead ...people are
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different when it come to comprehension and often see things according to their needs and
understanding.

R. What attracts you to attend or discourage you from attending a PL activity?

. First, | attracted to new things which I'm not familiar with; something | like and can use in my work,
and something that help me to develop and improve professionally like using technology in Math or
using new teaching strategy, ... something | need and have the desire to get. This of course cannot be in
some events which I'm forced to attend like attending a workshop on lesson preparation which I'm very
familiar with and fed with and | don't need. On other hand, if I'm teaching grade 11 and invited to
attend a workshop on how to teach some topics for grade 12 and | have the desire to teach grade 12
next year, | will be motivated to attend this workshop to know about something that | will face in my
work in the near future and that will help me to be a better teacher. Also if | have a voice in deciding
which session to attend | will be more convinced and benefit more and go to the session with clear mind
instead of being forced to attend a session for two weeks, for example, while my mind is back in the
school ...occupied by how can | finish the curriculum and the lessons that my students will miss. The
positive thing this year is that the professional development week was at the beginning of the school
year before students started their study not like last year where | have many training session during the
school day and at the middle and towards the end of the semester which led me to confusion and
created many difficulties to me in finishing the curriculum. This led me to have a negative attitude
towards these training sessions although they were useful to me. Also this semester | had a three weeks
leave to go to pilgrimage in Makka, but when | came back | found that | was nominated for a training
workshop for one week which | had to apologize from attending although | was very interested in that
workshop. Here timing of the workshop is very crucial because might create me a confusion...when |
attend a workshop, all my work in the school is kept for me to do when | come back. In my opinion the
solution is to give the PL activities at the beginning of the school year and at the exams times.

R. What about other forms of PL activities?

The most PL type | really benefited from is the self PL, to search through the internet, to read books; this
is the most important thing if teachers want to improve their practice is to search and look for what
they need which can either be related to their subject knowledge, teaching strategies or even new rules
and regulation in their work. Of course before attending or even thinking about attending a PL activities
| should know my weaknesses... by reading, asking and reflecting on my work. For example | felt that |
need to motivate my students so that they like me and my subject and therefore | searched for books
that help me to do so and make my communication with the students easier and actually it was very
fruitful.... | didn’t attend any formal PL event to help me improve my communication with my students
but | worked myself to find solution to my problem and it worked.

R. How available are PL resources?

I. Of course there is now the internet which can provide you access to almost every knowledge but there
is still the desire of the teachers to know and to spend some time in searching for new things. Books also
are available now in many bookshops around and there are now many book fairs that provide varieties
of books, in addition to cooking and fashion books especially in teaching strategies. | believe that
nowadays people's preferences are more on books that are related to their professions. For teachers it
is of particular importance because if we think about our students ... their ideas changed a lot and they
are more familiar with new technology than when we were at their age. We do need, as teachers, to
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know how our students think, what they like, what are their preferences ... so that we can communicate
better with them.

R. You mentioned that many PL activities do not actually meet the needs of teachers. Can you explain
more?

I. This is a point of a particular importance for those who prepares these PL activities. If there is the
possibility that teachers can choose what they attend it would be much better.

R. How are these needs identified?

I. Teachers needs are identified by the inspectors and rarely teachers are asked if they need the
workshop.

R. Do you think that the inspector can identify these needs?

I. 1 don’t think so except if it is something related to the subject knowledge or the rules and regulations
of the ministry, but the other psychological needs and the needs relate to teaching strategies cannot be
identified through two or three visits to the teacher. | believe that senior teachers and school
administration are more capable of identifying these needs although there is still the issue of our social
relations and culture which prevent us from critically evaluate our friends and colleagues. We often
prefer to keep good relations at the cost of work efficiency.

R. To what extent has the current PL influenced your teaching?

I. 1 think that it depends on the kind and length of the PL activity; if it lasts for one week for example it
will have an effect, but if it was only for two hours the impact will be very limited. Of course the
practical side in the one week PL will be more than in the two hours' workshop. Generally speaking |
think that the influence of the current PL events can reach up to 30% only and for me it can reach up to
50% sometimes when the workshop is related to the subject knowledge. | attended my workshops
which I actually didn't need and | believe that | even felt asleep during these workshops. | regret that |
wasted a whole day attending these useless workshops. These time-wasted workshops were not
actually of any importance to me, like attending a workshop which was about the cleanliness
competition between schools... something | didn't want or like.

R. Can you remember a PL activity in which you have benefited?

I. There was a workshop called 'TRAIZE' which was about teaching Math and being a creative thinker in
Muscat. This workshop was important because it helped me to be creative in Math and finding new
solutions and | used what | have learned from this workshop in developing my students performance
and in helping them to be creative especially in one of the competitions between schools where
students have to come up with creative solutions to some problems in Math, science and Geographical
concepts... it benefited us and was at the core of my job.

R. You have mentioned two types of learning group and individual learning? Can you comment on
these and how available are they in your school?

I. 1 think that teachers' PL is more a personal responsibility to identify your need where they have to
develop themselves and improve their practice and knowledge and then they can share and benefit
from the experience of others by exchanging their ideas and experience and see how others implement
new ideas. On other hand the formal workshops provide opportunities to meet other people, know
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about their ideas and experience and discuss with them what might or might not work and why. | prefer
to search myself for new things first and then see what others are using and successful are they and
whether their ideas suit me. Here | see the combination of two things theoretical knowledge by reading
and listening to others and practical knowledge by trying new things in practice and observing how
others implement things in practice.

R. How available is group work in your school?

I. We do use 'WhatsApp' to discussion Math problems with other teachers and inspectors and students
sometimes. Also in workshops where there are variety of experience, teachers and inspectors, we often
find it useful to discuss subject related issues, but in the more general meetings, more than one
subjects, there discussed issues are more general and not specifically related to our taught subject. But |
don’t use online discussion groups because | don’t have time and most of these groups are in English
which is | am not competent with and also these groups might discuss things different from those used
in Oman.

R. How often do you change your teaching style and based on what?

| change my cheating style based on my experience and my students' weaknesses and ability. | also
benefit from observing other teachers teaching and how they overcome problems and from my own
reading as well when | come across a new teaching strategy to introduce some concepts in Math for
example. When | attend a workshop | might know about an new teaching strategy, but this does not
necessarily fit my situation in my classroom, therefore | should decide myself whether | need this new
strategy and what changes do | need to consider. | sometimes change my teaching style when | feel that
my students do not understand during the lesson; | might use group work for example, or | might use
another technique to introduce a new concept in another class because | felt that the one | used in the
previous lesson was not very effective... but time might restrict this because we don’t have much time..
Only 45 minutes.

R. What makes PL ineffective? What are the obstacles?

I. I think most of the PL activities are imposed on teachers by the ministry and here | ask how able are
the teachers to prepare and deliver a workshop which can be of benefit to their colleagues! What
happens is the teachers might prepare something below their colleagues' level or he might introduces a
new teaching techniques which himself have no experience in and never used and cannot implement in
practice. Such workshops, which usually last for one period, introduce new things for teachers, but they
do not help them to use these in their own classrooms. On the other hand, if the presenter of the
workshop was an expert who himself have used the suggested technique, this will be more useful and
he will be able to help teachers to adapt the new techniques to suit their own situation.

R. What kind of support is needed in future PL?

I. 1 think the focus should be on students' evaluation and it should be ‘real’ and | think that the ministry
officials should dare to have a real student’s assessment instead of trying to pass all students through to
the next level. Teachers needs to be trained on how to evaluate students accurately. There is also the
need to focus on how to help teachers to implement new teaching techniques instead of introducing
these to them and leaving them lost. What should happen in training workshops is that these should be
viewed as classrooms with students (the teachers) and a teacher (the trainer) so that the teachers can
observe how the new teaching techniques are used in practice. What is needed is teaching and learning
not only lecturing and theories. In our school we have teachers with very long experience who find it
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very difficult to deal with new technology and they should not be forced to use new technology if they
are not competent with. If they have to use these technology, they should first be trained how to use
the technology themselves and then how to use it in their classrooms. Also the load of the other non-
teaching things should be reduced...no need for useless competitions like the cleanliness competition
...and | think that science subjects should be given more PL opportunities compared to Arts subjects.
There should be also focus on new teachers at their early teaching years. Also when new changes take
place in the ministry, like introducing new teaching technique, there should be adequate training for
teachers so that they are familiar with the new introduced technique and not left confused, teachers
feel lost if they don't understand what they should implement, how or why and the will end up running
away from implementing the new technique. Moreover, when teachers are nominated to attend a
workshop, the conditions should be provided for them to benefit from these workshops, what happens
is that teachers go to these workshops with loads of teaching duties, non-teaching responsibilities and
many other tasks that occupy their minds... teachers are not satisfied!!! These workshops should be well
planned so that they do not conflict with teachers basic duties and do not appear like imposed things on
teachers.

R. What do you know about the latest developments in the MOE?

I. 1 don't know much, but | know that in the recent years students' performance has dropped and the
ministry solved this with very ineffective solutions like using remedial plans which was more of paying
attention to the outcome instead of the process that led to this outcome. There was also that idea of
considering senior teachers as inspectors in their schools, but are they capable to do so and do they
have the skills?!!! And how feasible is that idea taking into consideration our culture which prefer
keeping good relations over accuracy especially if it is with someone you meet every day. There is also
the new launched Specialized Centre which is still at its beginning and things do not appear clear yet and
it seems very floating especially on how teachers are evaluated in this Centre or the kind of activities it
provides. But still | have to say this Center might be very promising especially with the online
communication with the participants and the continuous follow up it provides after the training. ...We
have to wait and see what will happen especially with the current drop in oil prices, may be it will be
closed down who knows.

R. What about the aims of these big projects, to what extent are they conveyed to schools?

I. Frankly speaking | am not sure what is the overall goal of the MOE is, to create students who are well
educated and who can seek successful life in Oman or abroad and face the present challenges?! This is
what is often said but | believe we are not in the right direction especially with the current students’
assessment system and | don't believe that any kind of PL activity will change anything if the rules
remain the same. Eventually we find that a student who have spent 12 years of learning, moving from
one seat to another, will graduate with almost nothing that enable him to lead a successful life and will
end up in joining the Army or working in a factory and here we ask why did he spent so many years and
end up in having a job that does not require much skills or knowledge?!!! To me | feel due to this
automatic pass from one school level to the other, my teaching ability is deteriorating because | have to
deal with students who lack the lowest levels of knowledge or desire. If this is the situation, then | don’t
need any PL because what | have is more than enough to help me teach the kind of students | have who
cannot discuss me and do not challenge me to improve my teaching standards... this is what | think and
it can be arguable and open to debate.
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Appendix 17

A head teachers’ interview transcript sample before being reviewed

R. Would you like to introduce yourself first?

I. My name is XXX | have a BA in education in science/Maths from IBri College which | obtain in 2004. |
started my teaching career in a school in Rustaq in Batinah South Educational Office and then | move to
a school in AlIDhahira Educational Office and then to another school for two years. After that | chosen as
an acting school assistant and then as a school assistant and now I'm a school headmistress in this
school. | receive many recognitions and certificates like 'distinguished teacher' in 2006 and | was
honored as a 'distinguished school head assistant' in 2009. | was honored also by the parents and last
year | was chosen by the Alroyah Newspaper as 'the best educational character'. | also received a prize
for the best presented paper during a conference | participated in in Nizwa University which was about
the values of patriotism.

R. How do you understand teacher' PL?

I. It is a process that include many sides from developing the teacher's personal skills to improving
his/her academic skills related to teaching and his/her interpersonal skills like dealing with his/her
colleagues, superiors and students. It is an improvement in the experience and skills of teachers so that
their performance is improved and their teaching practice is enhanced and it aims at improving teaching
proficiency. It makes teaching techniques diversified and useful for students.

R. Is it the responsibility of the teacher or the ministry?

. It is shared responsibility. If any area is not covered by the formal PL then teachers should seek to
develop themselves personally in that area. If teachers do not have positive attitudes towards the
formal Pl provided for them it won't change anything in their practice. PL is something that should come
from the teachers themselves basically and formal PL should be seen as supplementary activities to
teachers' efforts. But what is happening now is just the opposite...most of the PL comes from the
ministry or the school and teachers little invest in their PL. | think teachers should be responsible for
80% of their PL otherwise they won't be able to meet the requirements of the current age and won't be
in line with the advancement around the world. If teachers depend just on formal PL activities provided
for them these are often repeated and most of the time do not provide much to the teachers.

R. Why?

I. because the PL plans are prepared by people ... based on their perception ... who are far behind in
their knowledge compared to newly graduated teachers and therefore their knowledge and the way the
create these plans does not meet the real needs of these teachers. | often hear from teachers after they
comes from a PL event that they have gained nothing because what was presented was a repetition of
what they already know and what they have learned in the university before. There is a gap between
what teachers have learned recently and between what is presented in PL to develop them. There is a
big gap which | clearly can see. Most teachers say to me they have benefited nothing when they attend
a PL event and | make sure to ask them what they have gained from any workshop and | always hear the
same answer 'nothing'. | was one of the school heads who criticized and opposed these PL plans but
unfortunately we still suffer from the same problem.

408



R. Are teachers consulted when PL plans are made?

I. The ministry take sample of teachers as | know from different teachers which can be randomly
selected or based on inspectors' nominations to be involved in creating plans and PL programmes. But |
have a teacher who was one time selected to be among these teachers invited to participate in
designing the PL plan but she was surprised to discover that the plan was already made and nothing
changed from the previous plan. If the invitation of those teachers is just to say that we have consulted
teachers then there is no need for it at all.

R. Which PL forms are more effective in enhancing teachers practice in your opinion?

I. In the school, what | observed to be very effective, and what we used a lot in our school, is
microteaching. In this micro teaching a good teacher teaches a lesson and his colleagues who might lack
something or have a particular weakness attend like students but there are no students. The teacher
teaches like if there are students in the class instead of teachers. These micro teaching lessons are
remedial action plans | prepared for teachers who have certain weaknesses and thanks God | have
noticed improvement in their teaching strategies and subject knowledge. We also have discussions
group session which are run by a competent teacher. | think any group work and sharing ideas between
teachers will pay off in improving teachers' practice. Most of the PL activities provided by the ministry
are events of attending, lecturing and listening, but recently some presenters use questioning and
activities to make these events less boring. There was a one week workshop | recently attended which
required us when we go home every day to implement what we have learned... this is the kind of
activities that | belief in its ability to make a difference... that include implementing what is being
learned in workplace or the classroom.

R. To what extent has the current formal PL influenced teachers' practice?

I. Teachers convictions is the most difficult thing to change and sometime | think that teachers are
sometimes the ones who make obstacles on their way of professional development. But | can say
confidently that nearly 50% of the PL activities that come from the ministry have no effect at all.
Recently, some newly introduced programmes like those offered by the Specialised Centre, the
Educational Visitor Programmes and the Academic Programme in coordination with SQU have had real
positive effects on teachers' practice and convictions. This might be because these programmes pay
more attention to the practical side of learning and provide teachers with many activities. They also pay
attention to what teachers really need and teaching them something and ask them to implement what
they have learn in their own classrooms, teachers in these programmes seen in practice how experts
teach and then they try the technique themselves before using it with their students ... this what made
much difference and change.

R. But how teachers' professional needs are identified in PL activities?

I. We receive a checklist form of teachers’ professional needs that should be filled by the senior teachers
and then it go to the inspectors to identify the needs but | think school heads and their assistants should
be involved since they are close to the teachers and know better about their performance. We have our
own evaluation forms but they differ a bit from teachers' and inspectors' forms ... for example senior
teachers’ form includes evaluation items related to the subject content but we don’t have these in our
evaluation form and sometimes we have to evaluate many aspects under one item only like classroom
control and use of appropriate language.
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R. How suitable are the evaluation checklist items of this form?

I. They are not suitable because it denies school heads from evaluating important areas in teacher
performance and it gives senior teachers more authority in evaluating specific areas that they might not
be well aware of especially if they are newly selected as senior teachers. | think the old form for
evaluation which was the same for school heads and senior teachers was more suitable because it
enabled us to discuss and justify our evaluation decisions and have common criteria. For example the
evaluation form we are using currently for English teachers has only five items which make it difficult for
use to evaluate the teacher fairly enough because these points are too general and important points like
the soundness of the language and the personality of the teacher are missing. Another thing is also that
we have to evaluate all the given points in every lesson which is not practical because some points
cannot be achieved in one particular lessons ... like if the lesson doesn’t require the use of continuous
assessment but in the checklist there is an item to evaluate the use of continuous assessment. These
things need to be revised.

R. How accountable are teachers in your school to their PL?

I. Self-directed PL is something that we alot encourage in our school and | can say it clearly that if the
school administration adopted this encouragement as a basic mission for them teachers will improve
and PL will be developed. What we do in our school is that we make sure that active and hardworking
teachers are mixed up ... intelligently ... with lazy teachers and spend time together in the school and
even outside while coming or leaving the school ... this has led the good teachers to have influence on
the lazy ones. Of course, we have the agreement of the good teacher but we make sure that the other
teacher is not aware of what is happening. | can say that nearly 60 to 65% teachers in this school try
their best to be better teachers... but there are teachers who do not. What helps self-development in
this school is our resources centre which is full of many books and we make sure to update it with the
latest books' titles whenever there is a book fair nearby ... we do what we can. We also in the school
facilitate and help teachers to attend PL opportunities even if it is during school working hours but this
happens without taking the permission of the Educational Office ... in coordination between the school
and the teacher only... I'm the queen in my school... If | wait to get permission from the Education Office
then the PL event will be finished before | can get this permission. Getting such permission is one of the
obstacles to teachers' PL.

R. But what makes a teacher works hard to develop herself and another doesn't?

I. This depend on the personality of the teacher and the environment she grew up in or her ambition if
the teacher doesn't have ambition to develop then she will remain the same teacher with the same
techniques and experience.

R. Are hardworking teachers more motivated by the Educational Office?

I. No, there is no difference when it come to motivation or promotion between teachers who work hard
and those who don't... and this is what is disappointing.

R. Any other obstacle?

Yes, there is lack of flexibility from the Education Office, lack of motivation... the only difference
between teachers seems clear only in the performance evaluation at the end of the year but this still is
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not that important when it comes to promotion and it is also influenced by personal relations. | have a
teacher in my school who transferred from another school and got there 90% in her performance
evaluation report but | think she only deserved 68 % no more... what criteria was the evaluation based
on!!l ..these evaluation reports are based on inspectors and head teachers own evaluation ... there are
no guidelines. Another obstacle to PL effectiveness is the time in which PL activities happen which is
most of the time contradicts with teachers teaching duties. The overload teaching and non-teaching
load influence negatively teachers' effort in their PL. Another obstacle is not engaging the educational
field in selecting and preparing PL activities. We have in the school the School Performance
Development System which we use to know the priorities for development, to evaluate the
performance of teachers, school administration and parents and to prepare the necessary Pl activities....
| don't know why this system isn't used by the ministry when preparing Pl activities. Why doesn't the
ministry finds out the priorities for development through this system and through schools heads' and
senior teachers' evaluations... it is like if it only concerns schools only and we are made accountable for
it but not the ministry... and what happens is that when PL activities come from the Ministry they are
very different from what we recommended. In my school we found out... through this system... that
some teachers are not giving feedback to their students and so we offered them workshop on this area
which had positive impact on those teachers.... If we know what is wrong then only we can find the best
solution for it, but most formal PL activities do not correspond to the real weaknesses teachers' have
and are not up to the expectations...disappointing.

R. What is needed in the future PL in your opinion?

I. No Pl activity will be effective if it lacks financial support and currently the sums we receive are very
small. In my school which has 70 teachers the amount we receive for PLis 175 rial... can you believe it?!
We received 200 rials for maintenance... it seems like more important than developing teachers. | know
that the total budget for PL in the MOE is very big but why it is so small when it comes to schools....
What can 175 rial change? ....sorry | might speak a lot but It is something that concerns me a lot... and
what is more ... this little money have to be spent based on strict guidance of the MOE with no flexibility
at all. I have observed weaknesses in my teachers in using active learning strategies and as a remedial
plan the only thing | can do is to ask one of the good teachers to present some paper for her colleagues,
but if | have the money then | can find a well-qualified trainer to conduct a workshop in the school for all
teachers. Last year we conducted a workshop presented by a good trainer but it costs us 700 rials which
was collected from the teachers and the other requirements were provided by the school
administration. But most of the time schools do whatever available only. | think also that promotion
should be linked to PL and teachers should present their PL profile when they want to compete for
certain positions like senior teacher or school administration. | sometimes meet school heads who were
very week as teachers but who have passed the exams and become school heads ...the current used
criteria is not fair at all. The same thing can be said about teachers ... how they can be fair to their
students if they are not able to meet their requirements by developing themselves. There is also a need
for coordination between the MOE and the ministry of higher Education on the kind of courses given to
students and teachers which are often descried as repeated and add nothing to their knowledge. Things
have changed around us by still curriculum and courses in the colleges remain the same. We should seek
the latest updates in psychology, child education and technology and many other things.

R. How do you deal with teachers who lack the conviction and resist PL?

I. I'think the key to change teachers’ conviction is in motivation. In our school we have many forms of
motivations for teachers. One example is that when a teachers comes back from a PL activity we provide
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her with a welcoming letter which teachers appreciate a lot. We also ask those teachers who attend PI
events to convey the impact to their colleagues in the school and this gives them a kind of responsibility
when they attend the PL event. Conviction do not change in one day ... they need a lot of efforts but we
are trying our best. .. Actually convictions rarely change.

R. What increases teachers' ability to acquire knowledge?

I. We have mentioned the motivation factor and the teaching and non-teaching load teachers have if it
is reasonable do help. These two things are significance factors on how teachers develop themselves. If
teachers have time in the school to meet and discuss things with their colleagues this will of course help
them to develop but if they verily can find little time just to move from one classroom to another of
course this will affect them. There is also the family circumstances and conditions and responsibilities ...
some teachers just give up to these surrounding conditions and believe they cannot improve... it mostly
go around self-efficacy and beliefs.

R. How do you see your role in teachers' PL?

I. The school head's role in teachers' PL is very crucial. This can be through the School Performance
Evaluation System where | can find out what my teacher’s needs. As a school administration we sit
together with the senior teachers in the school towards the end of the school year to evaluate teachers'
performance and find what the main areas that need to be developed and prioritized and we come up
with the main areas that concern all subjects and those specific to each subject and based on this we
prepare our PL plan for next year. One of the school administration roles is also to motivate the teachers
and to facilitate their professional development by providing them with whatever can be available and |
have mentioned some kinds of motivation we use in our school without waiting for motivation from the
MOE.

R. You have mentioned some kinds of group learning that happen in the school. Are there any online
forms of group learning?

I. We have WhatsApp groups in each subject and between teachers and parents as well. Mothers are no
more those mothers who leave their kids in the school for teachers to teach... they communicate with
the teachers and they want to know about what their kids are learning. We have a Twitter account as
well for the school, which we use to spread the teaching techniques we use and as a means of
motivation and communication with other teachers in other schools. There is also the Educational
Forum of the ministry but | think teachers nowadays are more interested in things like Twitter and
Facebook because we observe that the number of followers in Twitter is much more than in the
traditional educational forums.

R. And what is needed in the school to make PL more effective?

I. There should be a specific room for PL in the school which should be connected to the internet and
facilitated with different types of educational technology that can be used in PL... we actually worked
hard to get such a room... Training can be done online if such room is provided.... Teachers can use the
YouTube to watch well-known trainers for example. The provision of this room in schools, if
accompanied with well internet connectivity, will provide the necessary environment for learning. In our
school we allocated a room for PL but it isn’t formally allocated ... Hopefully we won’t need it in the
future as a classroom if we have more students...and we bought an interactive board and planning to
provide nice furniture. | think if this hall is found formally in the school this would attract teachers and
have positive attitudes towards PL.
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R. One last question, what do you know about the latest reforms related to PL in the MOE? And how
did you know about these?

I. There is the Specialized Centre, it was introduced to me by the Educational Office, which is really a
very clever idea because it gives participants intensive training and there is always continuous
communication and follow-up from the trainers during the training or even online. Second teachers are
trained on using different teaching techniques in the Centre and when they come back to their schools
they have to shoot their lessons on videos and send these back to the trainers to get feedback... so there
is training, follow-up and implementation... this is what makes training in this Centre different from
traditional workshops. There are also the Educational Visitor Programme which allows teachers to know
about education in other countries and fammilirize them with new teaching techniques and there is the
Academic Programme in coordination with SQU which aims at developing teachers’ subject knowledge.
If these three PL forms can be integrated they would have great influence on teachers' practice if they
are willing to change. But if you ask me how far have we improved in preparing the PL plan | would say
we haven't because the plan comes ready from the ministry as something imposed on teachers and far
away from what they need.

R. To what extent does the MOE clarify the aims and rationale of its changes to the schools?

I. The ministry ask us to write our observations and comments on the curriculum but it doesn't try to
convince the schools of the need or rationale for the changes. Also we receive sometimes instructions,
which are imposed, from the Educational Office or from some Subject departments in the ministry to
use a particular teaching technique for example but they don't justify the reasons behind their decisions
and the same thing happens in workshops where teachers are asked to use particular teaching
techniques and if they don't ask why no one would explain to them the reason behind using these
particular techniques...actually this is how things go in our honorable ministry.

R. Anything to add?
I. Thanks a lot for selecting this very important topic.

What surprised me recently is one of the minister's decisions to form a committee which should study
and evaluate the ways teachers are prepared and trained and the strange thing is that all the members
of this committee were from the ministry and it contained no one from schools. | think the ministry is
still taking the same approach which considers schools a field of implementing ideas which come from
the top.
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Appendix 18

An inspectors’ interview transcript sample before being reviewed

R. Would you like to introduce yourself first?

I. My name XXX I'm an Arabic Language inspector in XXX Educational Office and | have 19 years of
experience and | think this is my 20" year. | have 8 years of experience in teaching and I'm a Ph.D.
holder.

R. How do you understand teachers' PL?

I. PL include many things: teaching strategies, using educational technology, new vision to evaluation,
and vision on how one can improve and develop himself but | think the most important thing in PL is
conviction and how the teacher is able to change his convictions and way of thinking to be more
positive. If the teacher can change his convictions to be more positive then these will drive him to
positive attitude which will lead him to use new teaching techniques, technologies and whatever related
to PL. PL in my opinion is a development in convictions and beliefs which means that if we can change
the teacher's beliefs or reduce his negative beliefs then we can say that we have developed him
professionally and then we can say that we created the desire in this teacher for self-development and
to accept external PL. This is because PL differ now from how it was in the past. In the past the teacher
used more external PL either offered by his institute, his colleagues or his inspector, but nowadays PL
resources are available for everyone... communication devices are available but if the conviction and
desire is not there the teacher will not develop professionally. Therefore, | believe that PL is
development in the convictions, attitudes and desire to change and improve.

R. But how easy is it to change convictions and what mechanism do you use to do so?

I. Changing teachers' convictions is very difficult process. | can say the mechanisms we use in changing
convictions are traditional ones because our current role does not allow us to have real creative
mechanisms to change such convictions. The reason for this is that teachers are living in society where
they are influenced by its culture and as an inspector | might visit the teacher once or twice a year which
is not enough to change these convictions and beliefs. | think changing teachers' convictions and beliefs
need the cooperation of all efforts from the inspector to the wider society.

R. And what do you think are the reasons of negative convictions?

I. 1 think the secret is in PL itself because it doesn't meet the needs of teachers. Many programmes and
workshops we have do not reflect the real teachers' professional needs. We often hear from teachers
after these programmes phrases like: | have taken this before, there is nothing new, what is new in this
programme, this cannot be implemented, what does this has to do with me? so | think that the secret
behind the negative convictions towards PL is in the PL activities themselves and the problem with these
is that they are created without identifying teachers' needs and | can say that we don't have a real
mechanism to identify these needs. You might laugh if | tell you about how professional needs are
identified. These needs are identified by holding meetings between the inspectors and some senior
teachers ... the total number of us and the senior teaches might not exceed seven. Then these seven
people discuss and choose what PL activities should be there, but actually we have more than 800
teachers! How can these seven people decide what the 800 teachers need? What the seven have come
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up with might suit their PL needs only but not the needs of all the teachers... this is my opinion. And
therefore what started by mistake will end up with a mistake. We have no mechanism to identify
professional needs and | always think about what mechanism can be used. This year | conducted a
study to identify Arabic teachers' needs and | used a survey but even surveys might not provide us with
the exact needs of teachers... it is a problem. The other problem with PL activities also is that many of
these activities are done in a very traditional way. Many inspectors and senior teachers conduct
workshops for teachers who might be more experienced than them. Another problem is that we are no
open to other's experience, outside our Educational Office and abroad, in PL. | wish | have the chance to
visit another country to see how they conduct workshops and how they identify teachers' needs and
then compare it to what we have. Why should all the workshops we have to be inside the Sultanate,
why don't we attend workshops in the UK for example? | want to know what is there. PL is not limited to
lecturing ... where is the practical side? It is also missing... this is the problem.

R. Through your work which PL forms have you observed to be more effective in enhancing teachers'
practice?

I. Most of PL we have now takes the forms of workshops but | think the most effective form of PL is
‘practical lessons’. This mean that | visit the teacher in his school after | identify his professional needs
and put him in a real ideal situation by taking his role and by myself teaching the lesson instead of him in
his classroom. This teacher will observe and look at this lesson as a model. Workshops still important
but they are not that effective because teachers got used to them and some of them consider them a
waste of time and some even refuse to attend suggested workshops and prefer to stay in their schools
because as they say they are more comfortable and of course they don't want to be engaged in
discussions or to develop themselves professionally. My opinion is that practical lessons and observing
others’ teaching and ... any PL activity that is linked to a practical skill, to the school, to the teacher, to
the classroom or to students will be more effective than isolated workshops that take place away from
the school.

R. How would you describe the impact of the current PL on teachers' practice?

I. This question has two side. First there are no studies that measure such an impact. We don't have any
study that has indicated that workshops have an impact in improving teachers' practice and so | cannot
answer the question by yes or no because there is no proof. This in itself is a problem and an indication
of the need for a study. Second, let’s go to the first point ... the teacher will not develop unless he has
the desire to do so regardless of how good the PL he receives. Teachers' desire is based on their attitude
and their attitude is based on their convictions and convictions are linked to many factors in the society;
how people look to the teacher and how the teacher looks at the teaching career: as an Arabic teacher
for example how do | look to the Arabic language, do | appreciate this language, do | appreciate teaching
this language, do | have the belief that | can change the curriculum of my subject and improve my
lesson, do | believe that the teaching career is a mission I'm delivering. All these points are linked to
various factors psychological, and ideological or religious which as an inspector | can do nothing to
change. To change these beliefs we need the cooperation and coordination of many people and factors.
But does PL affect teachers' practice, | cannot say no and neither can | say yes because of the lack of
studies. But there is another question: how can | measure the impact? The ministry does evaluate the
training impact but they do it in the wrong way in my opinion. Usually the training impact is measured
using surveys at the end of workshops, but actually the impact cannot be measured directly after the PL
activity. It should be measured in the school, in the classroom and after some time. The survey will
reveal teachers' ideas about the PL activity or workshop or about the trainers only but not how
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successful this PL activity was in developing teachers' practice and improving their skills. Teachers have
two sides: technical (skills) and scientific (subject content). Our workshops aim at developing skills
because we trust that when this teacher graduated from the university he was competent in his subject
content, but the survey at the end of the workshop does nor measure these skills!!! We can measure
the training impact... but not by the current used method .not through a survey!!

R. How committed are teachers to their self-development?

I. | can say clearly and confidently that teachers’ self-development is very week and rare among
teachers and the reason is the lack of desire.

R. But why there is a lack of desire?

I. There is no desire because there is no motivation from the ministry. As an inspector | do not has tools
for accountability or reinforcement for those who do or don't seek self PL and the ministry lacks the
tools to measure such self-development and at the end everyone is equal when it comes to promotion.
Self-development is there but it is week and there are teachers who develop themselves professionally
and it is more among female teachers than male teachers. It is week although our schools are equipped
well with libraries and internet, but the issue in my opinion is with the availability of motivation which
encourages those who are not doing well in their PL to do better and those who are active to continue
with their hard work... but | think when everyone is equal whatever they do then there will be
disappointment of course.!!!

R. You have mentioned obstacles to the effectiveness of PL like the lack of motivation and the fact
that the PL activities do not meet teachers' needs and because the PL plans are not based on studies
that reveal the real needs or the effects of these activities. Any other obstacles?

I. PL plans are not based on teachers’ professional needs. Also there is the issue of measuring the
training impact... there is no real follow-up or measurement of the impact of training. Also the PL
activities we have are not diversified and we are not exposed to foreign experience in PL... Usually the
trainer and the trainees are Omani and rarely there are trainers from abroad. The number of the offered
PL activities for each teacher is not enough and the problem is often with the content of what is offered
although large sums of money are spent on training but the PL activities are not directed properly on
what they should really focus on... | don’t think the problem is in the timing of the PL activities.

R. How do you see your role in teachers' PL?

I. My basic role is to develop teachers and to train them and usually | use techniques, | cannot say
creative, but | can say they are full of action and movement like arranging lesson exchange visits, or to
conduct a workshop by myself in the school or to ask the senior teachers to conduct a workshop for his
teachers or to do some kind of competitions in the school which make teachers active and be a kind of
change for them. And sometimes | have other activities with those teachers who are more active in their
PL like reading a specific book and discussing it or suggesting a particular issue to be discussed with
them.

R. But how do you deal with teachers who do not develop themselves professionally?

I. Dealing with such teacher is very difficult and often | have had situations where | tried to deal with
such teachers and improve them like asking them to join me in vising another school but they refused by
claiming that they will feel shy and that they don't want to be embarrassed. And even the visited school
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say the same things that the teacher might be embarrassed and often ask if the teacher is weak... so
there is this negative view. | might succeed with some teachers but in many cases | have to admit that |
fail to change such teachers... changing beliefs is very difficult.

R. You mentioned how PL activities are decided which you described as traditional and how the needs
are identified. What is your opinion on the evaluation form used to decide the current professional
needs of teachers?

I. I think that this evaluation form is part of the problem. This form is same for three or four subjects
area... the same form is used for these subjects. Now the question is how possible is it to use the same
evaluation form to evaluate a lesson in Arabic and another in Social Studies? These are two different
subjects and each one has its own specialty and therefore the evaluation form does not reflect really
what is going on in the lesson... it is wrong... it doesn't measure what it should measure and therefore
many inspectors leave some items in this forms as 'unevaluated'. So this form has many mistakes. Let
me give you an example. In an Arabic language lesson we might have a lesson the focuses on grammar
or on reading and these require two different skills. In a grammar lesson the teacher needs to use short
examples, to link to the previous lesson or what students have learned previously, to explain the new
grammar rule, to write the rule on the while board, and to give students enough time to practice the
new rule.....all these skills are not included in the evaluation form. In the reading lesson the teacher
should start by silent reading and use general questions, and to follow this by anther silent reading and
more deep questions and then loud reading and comprehension questions, to ask about new vocabulary
and to ask students to use the new vocabulary in new sentences. All these specific skills are not found in
the current evaluation form which is used to identify the needs of the teachers and most of the time the
feedback we offer to our teachers is far away from the items of this evaluation form. In my opinion we
cannot use this form to identify the specific needs of teachers...it might identify some needs... but for
sure not a clear picture of the specific professional needs.

R. What do you know about the latest reforms in the MOE related to teachers' PL? And to what extent
does the ministry communicate its visions and rational for these reforms to schools and teachers?

I. The latest reform as | know is the setting up of the Specialized Centre for training of teachers and the
ministry communicated the idea of this Centre through committees from the Centre itself which visited
all the Educational Offices and met samples of teachers and school heads and told them about the idea
behind this Centre and its aims . This Centre also have an electronic site and information about it can be
found also in the Educational Portal of the ministry. But a question needs to be asked here: are the
programmes in the Centre differ from the programmes offered in the training centres in the educational
offices? Why aren't these programems integrated? | know that the programmes offered by the
Specialized Centre are good ones because I'm attending one of these programmes. The programmes are
translated from other English programems but the execution is good and the trainers are competent
and the programems are very useful. But still we need to ask are these programems based on identified
teachers' needs? The people in the Specialized Centre didn't say so and the ministry didn't say anything.
We don't know but | think the answer is no because these programmes are unified for all teachers.
There is also the problem of measuring the training impact... it is not there although the Centre is a new
idea.
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R. What about changes in the curriculum. How these are handled and communicated?

I. It depend.... If the changes are not major then the ministry does not consult anyone. We often receive
a correspondence from the ministry telling us that particular topics were omitted and others were
added to the textbooks, but if the changes are major then | think the ministry usually forms a committee
to decide on the changes and it consults schools and teachers but | believe after all changes are ready.
Major changes in the curriculum are carried out by a committee made up of officials and experts from
various departments and it might include very few good teachers (the total number usually does exceed
ten people).

R. Anything to add?

I. The issue of PL is urgent issue in education and it is very important. PL is similar in my opinion to our
personal needs... | don’t know if I'm right! In the past we needed light so we invented the light, we
needed to move faster so we invented the car... this means that life is based on our needs and these
needs should suit our time and therefore we need to know exactly what our needs are to satisfy them.
The Sultanates spends large sums of money on training people and in my opinion the key to be on the
right track and achieve this goal is by identifying the real needs and to use the correct way to do so... it is
the cornerstone. This also takes us to the role of higher education institutions in identifying the correct
needs and building their courses based on the needs of our current changing time. We receive many
new teachers who start their teaching career knowing nothing about the MOE or about the curriculum
used in the schools and so we have to train them from the beginning to meet their new needs. |
remember once when | was teaching one of the courses in Nizwa University | head from the students
that we —teachers coming from schools- are teaching much better than the teachers of the university
because we based our teaching on the needs we know that these students will meet when they start
teaching in schools and we try to link them to the environment in the schools and what will be required
from them when they start they teaching... but the teachers in the university teach based on theories
only. Identifying teachers’ professional needs is the keystone in my opinion.
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Appendix 19

A reviewed teachers’ interview transcript sample

Date of the interview: 11-10-2015

Teacher/ Hilal (a male Maths teacher, City School)
Time: 47:25

R. Would you like to introduce yourself briefly first?

I. My name is .... I'm a Math teacher in ... school. | started teaching in the year 2000 and | have 15 years of
teaching experience and | have a master in Math curricula and teaching techniques. | started teaching grade
6 and now | am teaching grades 11 and 12.

R. What does teachers’ PL mean to you?

l. It is an update in education that teachers need to be familiar with which can be either related to knowing
new rules and the latest updates in the MOE, which can take the form of discussions, meetings or
workshops in the school, Education Office or even the MOE. It is also related to knowing new teaching
techniques, which cannot be simply conveyed to teachers through meetings or simple workshop ... What
is needed is a well-qualified trainer or presenter who himself/herself does use these techniques in practice,
not only in theory, otherwise this presenter will only be able to introduce the new techniques but not to
help teachers adapt to it or use it in their own classrooms. My opinion is that anyone can take materials
from the internet and present it to teachers, but only specialists who have experience can present the
practical side of new things and help teachers to use/adapt them in practice. | also think that the most
effective forms of PL is exchanging classrooms visits between teachers and the discussion that take place
between subject teachers, like Maths teachers for example. However, some kinds of PL where one or two
periods a weak are allocated to deliver a workshop, these do not often serve the purpose and have no
results in practice because the teachers will have many things in his mind, the thing which will not allow
them to focus on the workshop. We can add to this that if the presenter himself is not qualified enough or
if he has no real experience in what he is presenting, then, he can argue that he has presented something
new, but he cannot claim that the teachers have learned anything from him. What can be presented in
short workshops is something like the latest updates in the ministry but not often something related to the
subject or teaching strategies.

R. You mentioned discussion between teachers, when do these occur and why?

|. These might take place at any time, especially when the teacher needs to know something or when he is
not sure about something in his taught subject. Here, he would seek the advice of his subject colleagues or
senior teacher.... This is why discussion is a more effective form of PL, because the teacher attends
something that he needs instead of attending something that he does not really need. PL means ‘to develop
myself” and | think I'm the most familiar with my needs. Also when | seek the help of my colleagues, this
can be more useful than meeting the inspector because the inspector discusses more general things, while
with colleagues | discuss specific things that concern me in my daily life and that touches my real needs
and which | benefit directly from in my teaching ... in my classroom.
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R. What do you mean by 'benefit'?

l. I mean by 'benefit' is to gain something that | can take and use in my own classroom by adapting what |
learn to my situation and develop it so that it fits my class. Therefore, as | have said, discussion is the most
effective form of PL. If | lack the skill of class management, | can seek the advice of a teacher who is well-
known for his class management and | can observe this classroom management in practice in real lesson
not only in theory. PL is a practice not theory in my opinion. | benefit more from a new teaching strategy
which is presented before me in practice or which is presented by someone who does use this strategy and
who knows why it works or might not work, not everyone who presents something new can use it in
practice... PL is a reality not a theory.

R. You actually slightly answered the next question which asks about the most effective forms of PL

l. Indeed, as | have said, thoughtful discussions and exchanging classroom visits are the most effective forms
of PL in my opinion. Also, the discussions that are organized at the level of the educational office and that
include teachers and senior teachers from different schools and inspectors of the subject who can add
something of value. In addition, presenters who present studies they have conducted themselves ... those
are the specialists who have practical experience and who introduce things they have experienced
themselves and been through in curriculum or teaching strategies instead of presenting concepts and ideas
that anyone can find in books. Another point is that the person who attends a PL activity should be willing
to join it and not only nominated by others.

R. How then teachers are nominated to attend formal PL activities?

I. Most of the ... teachers are nominated by inspectors, which can be understood because the idea is to
include most teachers in these training sessions instead of giving the chance for those who have the desire,
those are very few. But still it is a good idea that teachers are consulted on which training sessions they
want to attend, instead of attending the same PL activity more than one time or attending a session that
they are not interested in. | also think that the more general training sessions should be open to whoever
has the desire and should be out of the working hours. |, myself, attended a workshop in Sur [another
educational office] on a Friday [the weekend] which was based on my own desire and not being forced to
attend ... | had the idea that | can meet new teachers, inspectors and hear new ideas.

R. How flexible and easy is it to get released to attend a PL activity?

l. It is very hard and difficult to get released to study or attend a PL activity in another school or abroad.
Many teachers do want to develop themselves professionally, but they are restricted by the outdated rules
and the very limited allocations. What is more, although there is now a Specialized Training Centre, which
started this year, but still teachers who attend training session in this Centre get one day release from work,
which is not adequate due to the excessive load teachers have in their schools. Instead, | think it would be
much better if teachers are released for a whole semester or a whole year. It is difficult to focus on two
major things at the same time. | don't think there is any flexibility or fairness when it comes to PL. What
happens when there is a chance for a PL activity, especially abroad, is that those who have influence get
most of these because the names are nominated by people who sit behind their desks and the nomination
is also not based on clear criteria for the selection ... I'm not saying it is done deliberately but I'm saying
there are no clear criteria and not based on qualifications!. Another point is that when someone gets a
chance to attend a PL activity, it is often required from him/ her to present what they have attended to
their colleagues, but how can we be sure that this person has learned all the presented materials or most
of it, especially if the presented materials were very vivid and presented by a very qualified trainer. Of
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course the trainee won't be able to transfer all the training material back to his school. In such a situation,
were teachers are being forced to convey what they learn exactly to the others, there might be a negative
training impact because these teachers might convey wrong ideas based on their own understanding and
mislead other teachers .... What happens is that training materials which should be delivered in one week
is delivered in one day instead ...people are different when it comes to comprehension and often see things
according to their needs and understanding.

R. What attracts you to attend or discourage you from attending a PL activity?

. First, I'm attracted to new things which I'm not familiar with, something | like and can use in my work,
and something that helps me to develop and improve professionally, like using technology in Maths or
using a new teaching strategy ... something | need and have the desire to get. This of course cannot happen
in some events which I'm forced to attend like attending a workshop on lesson preparation which I'm very
familiar with and fed up with and don't need. On the other hand, if I'm teaching grade 11 and invited to
attend a workshop on how to teach some topics for grade 12, and | have the desire to teach grade 12 next
year, | will be motivated to attend this workshop to know about something that | will face in my work in
the near future, and that will help me to be a better teacher. Also if | have a voice in deciding which session
to attend, | will then be more convinced and benefit more and go to the session with clear mind instead of
being forced to attend a session for two weeks, for example, while my mind is back in the school occupied
by how | can finish the curriculum and the lessons that my students would miss. The positive thing this year
is that the professional development week was at the beginning of the school year before students started
their school, not like last year where | have many training sessions during the school day and at the middle
and towards the end of the semester, which led me to confusion and created many difficulties in delivering
the curriculum to my studnets. This led me to have a negative attitude towards these training sessions,
although they were useful to me. Also this semester | had a three weeks leave to go to pilgrimage in Makka,
but when | came back | found that | was nominated for a training workshop for one week, which | had to
apologize for not attending, although | was very interested in that workshop. Thus, the timing of the
workshop is very crucial because it might create me a confusion... especially if | attend a workshop and all
my work in the school is kept for me to do when | come back. In my opinion the solution is to plan for the
PL activities to take place at the beginning of the school year and at the exams times.

R. What about other forms of PL activities?

The most PL type | really benefited from is the self-directed PL; to search through the internet, to read
books; this is the most important thing. If teachers want to improve their practice, they should search and
look for what they need, which can either be related to their subject knowledge, teaching strategies or
even new rules and regulations in their work. Of course before attending or even thinking about attending
a PL activity, | should know my weaknesses ... by reading, asking and reflecting on my work. For example |
felt that | need to motivate my students so that they like me and my taught subject and therefore | searched
for books that might help me to do so and enhance my communication with students ... actually it was a
very fruitful technique .... | didn’t attend any formal PL event to help me improve my communication with
my students, but | worked out myself to find solution to my problem and it worked.
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R. How available are PL resources?

|. Of course there is now the internet which can provide you access to almost every knowledge, but still the
desire of the teachers to know and to spend some time in searching for new things is crucial. Books also
are available now in many bookshops around the town and there are now many book fairs that provide
varieties of books, in addition to cooking and fashion books, especially in teaching strategies. | believe that
nowadays people's preferences are more on books that are related to their professions. For teachers it is
of particular importance because if we think about our students ... their ideas changed a lot and they are
more familiar with new technology than when we were at their age. We do need, as teachers, to know how
our students think, what they like, what are their preferences ... so that we can communicate better with
them.

R. You mentioned that many PL activities do not actually meet the needs of teachers. Can you explain
more?

|. This is a point of a particular importance for those who prepare these PL activities. If there is the possibility
that teachers can choose what they attend it would be much better.

R. How are these needs identified?
|. Teachers’ needs are identified by the inspectors and rarely teachers are asked if they need the workshop.
R. Do you think that the inspector can identify these needs?

l. | don’t think so, except if it is something related to the subject knowledge or the rules and regulations of
the ministry, but the other psychological needs and the needs related to teaching strategies cannot be
identified by two or three visits to the teacher. | believe that senior teachers and school administration are
more capable of identifying these needs, although there is still the issue of our social relations and culture
which prevent us from critically evaluate our friends and colleagues. We often prefer to keep good relations
at the cost of work efficiency.

R. To what extent has the current PL influenced your teaching?

l. I think it depends on the kind and length of the PL activity; if it lasts for one week for example it would
have an effect, but if it was only for two hours the impact would be very limited. Of course the practical
side in the one week PL would be more than in the two hours' workshop. Generally speaking, | think that
the influence of the current PL events can reach up to 30% only and for me it can reach up to 50%
sometimes when the workshop is related to the subject knowledge. | attended my workshops that | actually
didn't need and | believe that | even felt asleep during these workshops. | regret that | wasted a whole day
attending these useless workshops. These time-wasted workshops were not actually of any importance to
me, like attending a workshop that was about the cleanliness competition between schools... something |
didn't want or like.

R. Can you remember a PL activity in which you have benefited?

|. There was a workshop called 'TRAIZE' which was about teaching Maths and being a creative thinker that
took place in Muscat. This workshop was important because it helped me to be creative in my taught
subject and in finding new solutions to some of the problems | faced, and | used what | have learned from
this workshop in developing my students’ performance and in helping them to be creative especially in one
of the competitions between schools where students have to come up with creative solutions to some
problems in Math, science and Geographical concepts... it benefited us and was at the core of my job.
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R. You have mentioned two types of learning group and individual learning? Can you comment on these
and how available are they in your school?

l. I think teachers' PLis more a personal responsibility, to identify their needs because they have to develop
themselves and improve their practice and knowledge and then they can share and benefit from the
experience of others by exchanging their ideas and experience and see how others implement new ideas.
On the other hand, the formal workshops provide opportunities to meet other people, know about their
ideas and experience and discuss with them what might or might not work and why. | prefer to search
myself for new things first and then | see what others are using and how successful they are and whether
their ideas suit me. Thus, | see the combination of the two things, theoretical knowledge by reading and
listening to others and practical knowledge by trying new things in practice and observing how others
implement things in classroom.

R. How available is group work in your school?

I. We do use 'WhatsApp' to discuss Mathematical problems with other teachers and inspectors, and
students sometimes. Also, in workshops where there are a variety of experience, teachers and inspectors,
we often find it useful to discuss subject-related issues, but in the more general meetings, where there are
different subjects teachers, the discussed issues are more general and not specifically related to our taught
subject. But | don’t use online discussion groups because | don’t have time and most of these groups are in
English, which is | am not competent in, and also these groups might discuss things different from those
used in Oman.

R. How often do you change your teaching style and based on what?

| change my teaching style based on my experience and my students' weaknesses and ability. | also benefit
from observing other teachers teaching and how they overcome problems, and from my own reading as
well when | come across a new teaching strategy that might help me to introduce some Mathematical
concepts to students for example. When | attend a workshop | might know about an new teaching strategy,
but this does not necessarily fit my students”” needs in my classroom, therefore | should decide myself
whether | need this new strategy and what changes do | need to consider. | sometimes change my teaching
style when | feel that my students do not understand during the lesson; | might use group work for example,
or | might use another technique to introduce a new concept in another class because | feel that the one |
used in the previous lesson was not very effective. However, we might be restricted because we don’t have
much time during the lesson ... only 45 minutes.

R. What makes PL ineffective? What are the obstacles?

l. I think most of the PL activities are imposed on teachers by the ministry and thus | would ask how able
are teachers to prepare and deliver a workshop which can be of benefit to their colleagues! What happens
is that teachers might prepare something that is below their colleagues' competence level or they might
introduce a new teaching technigue which they themselves have not experienced in and never used and
cannot implement in practice. Such workshops, which usually last for one lesson, introduce new things for
teachers, but they do not help them to use these in their own classrooms. On the other hand, if the
presenter of the workshop was an expert who himself have used the suggested technique, this would be
more useful and he would be able to help teachers to adapt the new techniques to suit their own situation.
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R. What kind of support is needed in future PL?

. I think the focus should be on students' evaluation and this should be ‘real’, and | think that the ministry
officials should target implementing real student’s assessment instead of trying to ensure that all students
pass to the next level. Teachers need to be trained on how to evaluate students accurately. There is also
the need to focus on how to help teachers to implement new teaching techniques instead of introducing
these to them and leaving them lost. What should happen in training workshops is that these should reflect
the situation of classrooms with students and a teacher so that the teachers can observe how the new
teaching techniques are used in practice. What is needed is teaching and learning not only lecturing and
theories. In our school we have teachers with very long experience who find it very difficult to adapt new
technology in their classrooms, but they should not be forced to use new technology if they are not
competent with it. If they have to use such technology, they should first be trained how to use the
technology themselves and then how to use it in their classrooms. Also, the load of the other non-teaching
things should be reduced ... no need for useless competitions like the cleanliness competition ... and | think
that science subjects’ teachers should be given more PL opportunities compared to Arts subjects’ teachers.
There should be also focus on new teachers at their early teaching years. Also, when new changes take
place in the ministry, like introducing new teaching technique, there should be adequate training for
teachers so that they are familiar with the new introduced technique and are not left confused. Teachers
feel lost if they don't understand what they should implement, how or why and the will end resisting
implementing the new technique. Moreover, when teachers are nominated to attend a workshop, the
conditions should be provided for them to benefit from these workshops. What happens is that teachers
go to these workshops with loads of teaching duties, non-teaching responsibilities and many other tasks
that occupy their minds ... teachers are not satisfied!!! These workshops should be well planned so that
they do not conflict with teachers’ basic duties and do not appear like imposed tasks on teachers.

R. What do you know about the latest developments in the MOE?

| don't know much, but | know that in recent years, students' performance has dropped and the ministry
solved this by using very ineffective solutions, like creating remedial plans, which was more of paying
attention to the outcome instead of what has caused this outcome. There was also that idea of considering
senior teachers as inspectors in their schools, but are they capable to do so?!!l and do they have the
skills?!11 And how feasible is this idea?!! taking into consideration our culture which prefer keeping good
relations over accuracy especially if it is with someone you meet every day. There is also the new launched
Specialized Centre, which is still at its beginning and things do not appear clear yet. It seems very floating
especially on how teachers are evaluated in this Centre or the kind of activities it provides. But still | have
to say this Center might be very promising, especially with the online communication with the participants
and the continuous follow up it provides after the training. We have to wait and see what will happen
especially with the current drop in oil prices, may be it will be closed down who knows!!.

R. What about the aims of these big projects, to what extent are they conveyed to schools?

l. Frankly speaking | am not sure what the overall goal of the MOE is, to aim at graduates who are well
educated and who can seek successful life in Oman or abroad and face the present challenges?!! This is
what is often said but | believe we are not going in the right direction, especially with the current students’
assessment system. | don't believe that any kind of PL activity will change anything if the rules remain the
same. Eventually we find that a student who has spent 12 years of learning, moving from one educational
grade to another, will graduate with almost nothing that enables him to lead a successful life and will end
up in joining the Army or working in a factory. Therefore, we should ask why has he spent so many years
and ended up in having a job that did not require much skills or knowledge?!!! For me, | think this is a result
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of the automatic pass from one school level/grade to the other. Because of this, my teaching ability is
deteriorating, because | have to deal with students who lack the lowest levels of knowledge or desire. If
this is the situation, then | don’t need any PL because what | have is more than enough to enable me teach
the kind of students | have, who cannot discuss and are not able to challenge me, because of their low
performance, to improve my teaching competence. This is what | think, but it can be arguable and open to
debate.
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Appendix 20

A reviewed head teachers’ interview transcript sample

Date of the interview: 13-11-2015

Head teacher: Reem (Rural School head teacher)
Time: 33:19

R. Would you like to introduce yourself first?

I. My name is .... | have a BA in education in science/Maths from IBri College, which | obtained in 2004. |
started my teaching career in a school in Rustaq in Batinah South Educational Office and then | moved to a
school in AlDhahira Educational Office and then to another school for two years. After that | was chosen as
an acting school assistant and then as a school assistant. Now I'm a school headmistress in this school. |
received many recognitions and certificates like the 'distinguished teacher' in 2006 and | was honored as a
'distinguished school head assistant' in 2009. | was honored also by the parents and was chosen last year
by the Alroyah Newspaper as 'the best educational character'. | also received a prize for the best presented
paper during a conference | participated in in Nizwa University, which was about the values of patriotism.

R. How do you understand teacher' PL?

l. It is a process that includes many aspects, from developing the teacher's personal skills to improving
his/her academic skills that are related to teaching, and his/her interpersonal skills like dealing with his/her
colleagues, superiors and students. It is an improvement in the experience and skills of teachers so that
their performance is improved and their teaching practice is enhanced, and it aims at improving teaching
proficiency. It makes teaching techniques diversified and useful for students.

R. Is it the responsibility of the teacher or the ministry?

l. It is a shared responsibility. If any area is not covered by the formal PL then teachers should seek to
develop themselves personally in that area. However, if teachers do not have positive attitudes towards
the formal PL provided for them, it won't change anything in their practice. PL is something that should
come from the teachers, themselves basically, and formal PL should be seen as supplementary to teachers'
efforts. Nevertheless, what is happening now is just the opposite ... most of the PL comes from the ministry
or the school and teachers invest little in their PL. | think teachers should be responsible for 80% of their
PL, otherwise they won't be able to meet the requirements of the current age and won't be in line with the
advancements around the world. If teachers depend just on formal PL activities provided for them, these
are often repeated and most of the time do not provide much to the teachers.

R. Why?

I. Because the PL plans are prepared by people ... based on their perceptions ... who are far behind in their
knowledge compared to newly graduated teachers and therefore their knowledge and the way they create
these plans does not meet the real needs of these teachers. | often hear from teachers after they attend a
PL event that they have gained nothing because what was presented was a repetition of what they already
knew and what they learned in the university before. There is a gap between what teachers have learned
recently and between what is being presented in PL to develop them. There is a big gap which | clearly can
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see. Most teachers say to me they have benefited nothing when they attend a PL event. | make sure to ask
them what they have gained from any workshop and | always hear the same answer 'nothing'. | was one of
the school heads who criticized and opposed these PL plans, but unfortunately we still suffer from the same
problem.

R. Are teachers consulted when PL plans are made?

I. The ministry takes a random sample of teachers, as | know, or based on inspectors' nominations to be
involved in creating PL plans and programmes. But | have a teacher who was once selected to be among
those teachers who were invited to participate in designing the PL plan. She was surprised to discover that
the plan was already made and nothing changed from the previous plan. If the invitation of those teachers
is just to say that the ministry has consulted teachers, then there is no need for it at all!!l.

R. Which PL forms are more effective in enhancing teachers practice in your opinion?

l. In the school, what | have observed to be very effective, and what we use a lot in our school, is micro-
teaching. In these micro teaching lessons, a good teacher teaches a lesson and his colleagues who might
lack something or have a particular weakness attend, like students, but there are actually no students. The
teacher teaches like if there are students in the class instead of teachers. These micro teaching lessons are
remedial action plans | prepare for teachers who have certain weaknesses and thanks God | have noticed
improvement in their teaching strategies and subject knowledge. We also have discussions group sessions,
which are run by competent teachers. | think any group work and sharing ideas between teachers will pay
off in improving teachers' practice. Most of the PL activities provided by the ministry are events of
attending, lecturing and listening, but recently some presenters use questioning and interacting activities
to make these events less boring. There was a one week workshop, | recently attended, which required
us, when we go home every day, to implement what we have learned ... this is the kind of activities that |
believe in its ability to make a difference ... that includes implementing what is being learned in workplace
or the classroom.

R. To what extent has the current formal PL influenced teachers' practice?

|. Teachers convictions is the most difficult thing to change and sometime | think that teachers are the ones
who make obstacles on their way of improving their professional development. But | can say confidently
that nearly 50% of the PL activities that come from the ministry have no effect at all. Recently, some newly
introduced programmes, like those offered by the Specialized Centre, the Educational Visitor Programme
and the Academic Programme in coordination with SQU, have had real positive effects on teachers' practice
and convictions. This might be because these programmes pay more attention to the practical side of
learning and provide teachers with many activities. They also pay attention to what teachers really need
and teach them something, ask them to implement what they have learn in their own classrooms. Teachers
in these programmes see in practice how experts teach and then they try the technique themselves before
using it with their students ... this what makes much difference and change.

R. But how teachers' professional needs are identified in PL activities?

I. We receive a form with a checklist of teachers’ professional needs, that should be filled by the senior
teachers. Then this form goes to the inspectors to identify the needs, but | think school heads and their
assistants should be involved since they are close to the teachers and know better about their performance.
We have our own evaluation forms, but they differ a bit from teachers' and inspectors' forms ... for example
senior teachers’ form includes evaluation items related to the subject content but we don’t have these in
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our evaluation form and sometimes we have to evaluate many aspects under one item only, like classroom
control and the use of appropriate language.

R. How suitable are the evaluation checklist items of this form?

|. They are not suitable because they deny school heads from evaluating important areas in teachers’
performance and they give senior teachers more authority in evaluating specific areas that they might not
be well aware of especially if they are newly selected. | think the old form for evaluation, which was the
same for school heads and senior teachers, was more suitable because it enabled us to discuss and justify
our evaluation decisions and have common criteria. For example, the evaluation form we are using
currently for English teachers has only five items, which make it difficult to evaluate the teacher fairly
enough because these points are too general and important points like the soundness of the language and
the personality of the teacher are missing. Another thing is also that we have to evaluate all the given points
in every lesson, which is not practical because some points cannot be achieved in every particular lesson
... like if the lesson doesn’t require the use of continuous assessment, but in the checklist there is an item
to evaluate the use of continuous assessment which we have to filllll. These things need to be revised.

R. How accountable are teachers in your school to their PL?

l. Self-directed PL is something that we greatly encourage in our school and | can say it clearly that if the
school administration adopted this encouragement as a basic mission for them teachers would improve
and PL would be developed. What we do in our school is that we make sure that active and hardworking
teachers are mixed up ... intelligently ... with lazy teachers and spend time together in the school and even
outside while coming or leaving the school ... this has led the good teachers to have influence on the lazy
ones. Of course, we have the agreement of the good teacher but we make sure that the other teacher is
not aware of what is happening. | can say that nearly 60 to 65% teachers in this school try their best to be
better teachers... but there are teachers who do not. What helps self-development in this school is our
resources centre, which is full of many books and we make sure to update it with the latest books' titles
whenever there is a book fair nearby ... we do what we can. We also in the school facilitate and help
teachers to attend PL opportunities even if it is during school working hours, but this happens without
taking the permission of the Educational Office ... in coordination between the school and the teacher
only... I'm the queen in my school... If | wait to get permission from the Education Office then the PL event
will be finished before | can get this permission. Getting such permission is one of the obstacles to teachers'
PL.

R. But what makes a teacher works hard to develop herself and another doesn't?

|. This depends on the personality of the teacher and the environment she has grown up in or her ambition,
if the teacher doesn't have ambition to develop then she would remain the same teacher with the same
techniques and experience.

R. Are hardworking teachers more motivated by the Educational Office?

I. No, there is no difference when it comes to motivation or promotion between teachers who work hard
and those who don't ... and this is disappointing.
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R. Any other obstacle?

Yes, there is the lack of flexibility from the Education Office, lack of motivation ... the only difference
between teachers seems clear only in the performance evaluation at the end of the year, but this still is
not that important when it comes to promotion and it is also influenced by personal relations. | have a
teacher in my school who was transferred from another school and there she got 90% in her performance
evaluation report, but | think she only deserved 68 % no more ... what criteria was the evaluation based
on!!l ...these evaluation reports are based on inspectors’ and head teachers’ own evaluation ... there are
no guidelines!!!. Another obstacle to PL effectiveness is the time in which PL activities happen, which most
of the time contradicts with teachers teaching duties. The excessive teaching and non-teaching load
influence negatively teachers' effort in their PL. Another obstacle is related to not engaging the educational
field in selecting and preparing PL activities. We apply the School Performance Development System in our
school which we use to identify the priorities for development, to evaluate the performance of teachers,
school administration and parents and to decide the necessary PL activities .... | don't know why this system
isn't used by the ministry when preparing PL activities!!!. Why doesn't the ministry finds out the priorities
for development through this system and through schools heads' and senior teachers' evaluations!!! It is
like if it only concerns schools and we are made accountable for it but not the ministry. What happens is
that when PL activities come from the ministry they are very different from what we recommended. In my
school we found out ... through this system... that some teachers are not giving feedback to their students
and so we offered them a workshop on this area, which had positive impact on those teachers. If we knew
what is wrong then only we would find the best solution for it, but most formal PL activities do not
correspond to the real weaknesses that teachers' have and are not up to the expectations ...
disappointing!!!.

R. What is needed in the future in your opinion?

I. No PL activity would be effective if it lacks financial support. Currently the sums we receive are very small.
In my school, which has 70 teachers, the amount we receive for PL is 175 rial ... can you believe it?! We
received 200 rials for maintenance... it seems like as if it is more important than developing teachers. |
know that the total budget for PL in the MOE is very big, but why it is so small when it comes to schools?!!!
... What can 175 rial change?!! Sorry | might speak a lot but it is something that concerns me a lot. What is
more ... this little money have to be spent based on strict guidance of the MOE with no flexibility at all. |
have observed weaknesses in my teachers in using active learning strategies and as a remedial plan the
only thing | could do was to ask one of the good teachers to present some paper for her colleagues, but if
I have the money then | can find a well-qualified trainer to conduct a workshop in the school for all teachers.
Last year we conducted a workshop, which was presented by a good trainer but it costed us 700 rials, which
was collected from the teachers while the other requirements were provided by the school administration.
However, most of the time schools do whatever available only. | think also that promotion should be linked
to PL and teachers should present their PL profile when they want to compete for certain positions, like
senior teacher or an administrative job. | sometimes meet school heads who were very incompetent as
teachers, but who have passed the nominations exams and become school heads ... the current used
criteria is not fair at all. The same thing can be said about teachers ... how they can be fair to their students
if they are not able to meet their requirements by developing themselves?!ll There is also a need for
coordination between the MOE and the ministry of higher Education on the kind of courses given to
students and teachers, which are often descried as repeated and add nothing to their knowledge. Things
have changed around us but still the curriculum and courses in the colleges remain the same. We should
seek the latest updates in psychology, child education and technology and many other things.
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R. How do you deal with teachers who lack positive attitudes and resist PL?

I. | think the key to change teachers’ convictions is in motivation. In our school we have many forms of
motivations for teachers. One example is that when a teacher comes back from a PL activity we provide
her with a welcoming letter, which teachers appreciate a lot. We also ask those teachers who attend PL
events to convey the impact to their colleagues in the school and this gives them a kind of responsibility
when they attend the PL event. Attitudes and convictions do not change in one day ... they need a lot of
efforts but we are trying our best. .. actually convictions rarely change.

R. What increases teachers' ability to acquire knowledge?

|. We have mentioned the motivation factor, and the teaching and non-teaching load teachers have, if
reasonable, might do help. These two things are significant factors on how teachers develop themselves.
If teachers have time in the school to meet and discuss things with their colleagues, this will of course help
them to develop, but if they verily can find little time just to move from one classroom to another of course
this will affect them negatively. There is also the family circumstances, conditions and responsibilities ...
some teachers just give up to these surrounding conditions and believe they cannot improve... it mostly go
around self-efficacy and beliefs.

R. How do you see your role in teachers' PL?

I. The school head's role in teachers' PL is very crucial. This can be through the School Performance
Evaluation System, where | can find out what my teachers need. As a school administration, we sit together
with the senior teachers in the school towards the end of the school year to evaluate teachers' performance
and find what the main areas that need to be developed and prioritized. We then come up with the main
areas that concern all subjects and those specific to each subject and based on this we prepare our PL plan
for next year. One of the school administration roles is also to motivate the teachers and to facilitate their
professional development by providing them with whatever can be available and | have mentioned some
kinds of motivation techniques we use in our school, not just waiting for motivation from the MOE.

R. You have mentioned some kinds of group learning that happen in the school. Are there any online forms
of group learning?

I. We have WhatsApp groups in each subject area department and between teachers and parents as well.
Mothers are no more those mothers who leave their kids in the school for teachers to teach... they
communicate with the teachers and they want to know about what their kids are learning. We have a
Twitter account as well for the school, which we use to spread the teaching techniques we use and as a
means of motivation and communication with other teachers in other schools. There is also the Educational
Forum of the ministry, but | think teachers nowadays are more interested in things like Twitter and
Facebook because we observe that the number of followers in Twitter is much more than in the traditional
educational forums.

R. And what is needed in the school to make PL more effective?

|. There should be a specific room for PL in the school which should be connected to the internet and
facilitated with different types of educational technology that can be used in PL ... we actually worked hard
to get such aroom ... Training can be done online if such room is provided .... Teachers can use YouTube to
watch well-known trainers for example. Providing this room in schools, if accompanied with well internet
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connectivity, will provide the necessary environment for learning. In our school we have allocated a room
for PL, but it isn’t formally allocated, hopefully we won’t need it in the future as a classroom if we have
more students, and we bought an interactive board and we are planning to provide it with nice furniture. |
think if this room is found formally in the school this would attract teachers and have positive attitudes
towards PL.

R. One last question, what do you know about the latest reforms related to PL in the MOE? And how did
you know about these?

I. There is the Specialized Centre, it was introduced to me by the Educational Office, which is really a very
clever idea because it gives participants intensive training and there is always continuous communication
and follow-up from the trainers during the training or even online. Teachers are trained on using different
teaching techniques in the Centre and when they come back to their schools they have to shoot their
lessons on videos and send these back to the trainers to get feedback ... so there is training, follow-up and
implementation ... this is what makes training in this Centre different from traditional workshops. There is
also the Educational Visitor Programme, which allows teachers to know about education in other countries
and familiarize them with new teaching techniques. There is as well the Academic Programme in
coordination with SQU which aims at developing teachers’ subject knowledge. If these three PL forms can
be integrated, they would have great influence on teachers' practice, if they are willing to change. But if
you ask me how far we have improved in preparing the PL plan, | would say we haven't because the plan
comes ready from the ministry as something imposed on teachers and far away from what they need.

R. To what extent does the MOE clarify the aims and rationale of its changes to the schools?

I. The ministry asks us to write our observations and comments on the curriculum but it doesn't try to
convince the schools of the need or rationale for the changes. Also we receive sometimes instructions,
which are imposed, from the Educational Office or from some Subject departments in the ministry to use
a particular teaching technique for example, but they don't justify the reasons behind their decisions. The
same thing happens in workshops where teachers are asked to use particular teaching techniques, but if
they don't ask why no one would explain to them the reason behind using these particular techniques ...
actually this is how things go in our honorable ministry.

R. Anything to add?
I. Thanks a lot for selecting this very important topic.

What surprised me recently is one of the minister's decisions to form a committee which should study and
evaluate the ways by which teachers are prepared and trained, and the strange thing is that all the
members of this committee were from the ministry and it contained no one from schools. | think the
ministry is still taking the same approach, which considers schools a field for implementing new ideas that
come from the top.
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Appendix 21

A reviewed inspectors’ interview transcript sample

Date of the interview: 19-11-15

Inspector: Fahad (an Arabic language inspector)
Time: 30:55

R. Would you like to introduce yourself first?

I. My nameis ... I'm an Arabic Language inspector in ... Educational Office and | have 19 years of experience,
| think this is my 20 year. | have 8 years of experience in teaching and I'm a Ph.D. holder.

R. How do you understand teachers' PL?

I. PL includes many things: teaching strategies, using educational technology, new vision to evaluation, and
vision on how one can improve and develop himself, but | think the most important thing in PL is convictions
and how the teacher is able to change his convictions and way of thinking to be more positive. If the teacher
can change his convictions to be more positive then these will drive him to positive attitudes that would
lead him to use new teaching techniques, technologies and whatever related to PL. PL in my opinion is a
development in convictions and beliefs, which means that if we can change the teacher's beliefs or reduce
his negative attitudes then we can say that we have developed him professionally and then we can say that
we have created the desire in this teacher for self-development and drive him/her to accept external PL.
This is because PL differs now from how it used to be in the past. In the past the teacher used more external
PL, either offered by his institute, his colleagues or his inspector, but nowadays PL resources are available
for everyone ... communication devices are available but if convictions and desire are missing the teacher
will not develop professionally. Therefore, | believe that PL is a development in convictions, attitudes and
desire to change and improve.

R. But how easy is it to change convictions and what mechanism do you use to do so?

I. Changing teachers' convictions is a very difficult process. | can say the mechanisms we use in changing
convictions are traditional ones because our current role does not allow us to have real creative
mechanisms to change such convictions. The reason for this is that teachers are living in a society where
they are influenced by its culture and, as an inspector, | might visit the teacher once or twice a year, which
is not enough to change these convictions and beliefs. | think changing teachers' convictions and beliefs
need the cooperation of all efforts from the inspector to the wider society.

R. And what do you think are the reasons behind negative convictions?

l. I think the secret is in the PL itself, because it doesn't meet the needs of teachers. Many programmes and
workshops we have do not reflect the real teachers' professional needs. We often hear from teachers after
these programmes phrases like: | have taken this before, there is nothing new, what is new in this
programme, this cannot be implemented, what does this has to do with me? So | think that the secret
behind the negative convictions towards PL is in the PL activities themselves. The problem with these is
that they are created without identifying teachers' needs and | can say that we don't have a real mechanism
to identify these needs. You might laugh if | tell you about how professional needs are identified. These

432



needs are identified by holding meetings between the inspectors and some senior teachers ... the total
number of us and the senior teaches might not exceed seven. Then these seven people discuss and choose
what PL activities should be there, but actually we have more than 800 teachers! How can these seven
people decide what the 800 teachers need? What the seven have come up with might suit their PL needs
only but not the needs of all the teachers... this is my opinion. And therefore, what started by mistake will
end up with a mistake. We have no mechanism to identify professional needs and | always think about
what mechanism can be used. This year | conducted a study to identify Arabic teachers' needs and | used
a survey, but even surveys might not provide us with the exact needs of teachers... it is a problem. The
other problem with PL activities also is that many of these activities are done in a very traditional way.
Many inspectors and senior teachers conduct workshops for teachers who might be more experienced
than them. Another problem is that we are not open to other's experience, outside our Educational Office
and abroad, in PL. I wish | have the chance to visit another country to see how they conduct workshops and
how they identify teachers' needs, and then compare it to what we have here. Why should all the
workshops be inside the Sultanate, why don't we attend workshops in the UK for example? | want to know
what is there. PL is not limited to lecturing ... where is the practical side?!!! It is also missing... this is the
problem.

R. Through your work which PL forms have you observed to be more effective in enhancing teachers'
practice?

I. Most of the PL we have now takes the form of workshops but | think the most effective form of PL is
‘practical lessons’. This means that | visit the teacher in his school after | identify his professional needs and
put him in a real ideal situation by taking his role and by myself teaching the lesson instead of him in his
classroom. This teacher will observe and look at this lesson as a model. Workshops are still important, but
they are not that effective because teachers got used to them and some of them consider them a waste of
time, while others even refuse to attend suggested workshops and prefer to stay in their schools. This is
because, as they say, they are more comfortable, but of course they don't want to be engaged in
discussions or to develop themselves professionally. My opinion is that practical lessons and observing
others’ teaching and ... any PL activity that is linked to a practical skill, to the school, to the teacher, to the
classroom or to students will be more effective than isolated workshops that take place away from the
school.

R. How would you describe the impact of the current PL on teachers' practice?

l. This question has two sides. First there are no studies that measure such an impact. We don't have any
study that has indicated that workshops have an impact in improving teachers' practice and so | cannot
answer the question by ‘yes’ or ‘'no’ because there is no proof. This in itself is a problem and an indication
of the need for a study. Second, let’s go to the first point ... the teacher would not develop unless he has
the desire to do so regardless of how good the PL he receives. Teachers' desire is based on their attitude
and their attitude is based on their convictions and convictions are linked to many factors in the society,
how people look to the teacher and how the teacher looks at the teaching career. As an Arabic teacher, for
example, how do | look to the Arabic language, do | appreciate this language, do | appreciate teaching this
language, do | have the belief that | can change the curriculum of my subject area and improve my lesson,
do | believe that the teaching career is part of a moral mission I'm delivering. All these points are linked to
various psychological, and ideological or religious factors that, as an inspector, | can do nothing to change.
To change these beliefs we need the cooperation and coordination of many people and factors. But does
PL affect teachers' practice, | cannot say ‘no” and neither can | say ‘yes’ because of the lack of studies. But
there is another question: how can | measure the impact? The ministry does evaluate the training impact
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but they do it in the wrong way, in my opinion. Usually the training impact is measured using surveys at the
end of workshops, but actually the impact cannot be measured directly after the PL activity. It should be
measured in the school, in the classroom and after some time. The survey will reveal teachers' ideas about
the PL activity or workshop or about the trainers only but it will not show how successful this PL activity is
in developing teachers' practice and improving their skills. Teachers have two sides: technical (skills) and
scientific (subject content). Our workshops aim at developing the skills because we trust that when this
teacher graduated from the university he was competent in his subject content, but the survey at the end
of the workshop does nor measure these skills!!! We can measure the training impact... but not by the
current used method, surely not by a survey!!

R. How committed are teachers to their self-development?

[. | can say clearly and confidently that teachers’ self-development is very low and rare among teachers
and the reason is the lack of desire.

R. But why there is a lack of desire?

|. There is no desire because there is no motivation from the ministry. As an inspector, | do not have any
tool to reinforce or hold those who do or don't seek self-directed PL accountable. The ministry lacks any
mechanism to measure such self-development, and at the end everyone is equal when it comes to
promotion. Self-development is there, but it is week. There are teachers who develop themselves
professionally, it is more among female teachers than male teachers. It is week although our schools are
equipped well with libraries and internet, but the issue in my opinion, is in the availability of motivation,
which would encourage those who are not doing well in their PL to do better and those who are active to
continue with their hard work... but | think that when everyone is equal, whatever they do, then there
would be disappointment of course.!!!

R. You have mentioned obstacles to the effectiveness of PL like the lack of motivation and the fact that the
PL activities do not meet teachers' needs and because the PL plans are not based on studies that reveal the
real needs or the effects of these activities. Any other obstacles?

l. PL plans are not based on teachers’ professional needs. Also there is the issue of measuring the training
impact... there is no real follow-up or measurement of the impact of training. Moreover, the PL activities
we have are not diversified and we are not exposed to foreign experience in PL ... Usually the trainer and
the trainees are Omani and rarely there are trainers from abroad. The number of the offered PL activities
for each teacher is not enough and the problem is often with the content of what is offered. Although large
sums of money are spent on training, the PL activities are not directed properly on what they should really
focus on ... | don’t think the problem is in the timing of the PL activities.

R. How do you see your role in teachers' PL?

I. My basic role is to develop teachers and to train them. Usually | use techniques, | cannot say creative, but
| can say they are full of action and movement, like arranging lesson exchange visits, or conducting a
workshop by myself in the school or asking senior teachers to conduct a workshop for their teachers or by
doing some kind of competitions in the school, that make teachers active and look as a kind of change for
them. Sometimes | have other activities with those teachers who are more active in their PL, like reading a
specific book and discussing it or suggesting a particular issue to be discussed with them.
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R. But how do you deal with teachers who do not develop themselves professionally?

|. Dealing with such teachers is very difficult and | often have had situations where | tried to deal with such
teachers and improve them, by asking them to join me in visiting another school, but they refused by
claiming that they would feel shy and that they don't want to be embarrassed. Even the visited school
would say the same things, that the teacher might be embarrassed and often ask if the teacher is
incompetent ... so there is this negative view. | might succeed with some teachers but in many cases | have
to admit that | fail to change such teachers ... changing teachers’ beliefs is very difficult.

R. You mentioned how PL activities are decided which you described as traditional and how the needs are
identified. What is your opinion on the evaluation form used to decide the current professional needs of
teachers?

. I think that this evaluation form is part of the problem. This form is the same for three or four subjects
area ... the same form is used for these subjects. Now the question is, how possible is it to use the same
evaluation form to evaluate a lesson in Arabic and another in Social Studies? These are two different
subjects and each one has its own specialty. Therefore the evaluation form does not reflect really what is
going onin the lesson... it is wrong... it doesn't measure what it should measure and hence many inspectors
leave some items in this form as 'unevaluated'. So this form has many mistakes. Let me give you an example.
In an Arabic language lesson we might have a lesson the focuses on grammar or on reading, and these
require two different skills. In a grammar lesson, the teacher needs to use short examples, to link todays’
lesson to the previous lesson or what students have learned previously, to explain the new grammar rule,
to write the rule on the while board, and to give students enough time to practice the new rule ... all these
skills are not included in the evaluation form. In the reading lesson, the teacher should start by silent
reading and use general questions. This should be followed by anther silent reading and more deep
guestions. Then loud reading and comprehension questions can be used, to ask about new vocabulary and
to ask students to use the new vocabulary in new sentences. All these specific skills are not found in the
current evaluation form, which is used to identify the needs of the teachers. In fact, most of the time the
feedback we offer to our teachers is far away from the items of this evaluation form. In my opinion we
cannot use this form to identify the specific needs of teachers ... it might identify some needs ... but surely
it does provide a clear picture of the specific professional needs of teachers.

R. What do you know about the latest reforms in the MOE related to teachers' PL? And to what extent does
the ministry communicate its visions and rational for these reforms to schools and teachers?

I. The latest reform, as | know, is the setting up of the Specialized Centre for training of teachers and the
ministry communicated the idea of this Centre through committees from the Centre itself, which visited all
the Educational Offices and met samples of teachers and school heads to tell them about the idea behind
this Centre and its aims. This Centre also has an electronic site and information about it can be found also
in the Educational Portal of the ministry. But a question needs to be asked here: do the programmes in the
Centre differ from the programmes offered in the training centres in the educational offices? Why aren't
these programems integrated? | know that the programmes offered by the Specialized Centre are good
ones, because I'm attending one of these programmes. The programmes are translated from other English
programems but the execution is good and the trainers are competent, the programems are also very
useful. But still, we need to ask if these programems are based on identified teachers' needs? The people
in the Specialized Centre have not said so and the ministry has said nothing. We don't know, but | think the
answer is ‘no’ because these programmes are unified for all teachers. There is also the problem of
measuring the training impact ... it is not there although the Centre is a new initiative.
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R. What about changes in the curriculum. How these are handled and communicated?

l. It depends, if the changes are not major, then the ministry does not consult anyone. We often receive a
correspondence from the ministry telling us that particular topics were omitted and others were added to
the textbooks. But, if the changes are major, then, | think the ministry usually forms a committee to decide
on the changes and it consults schools and teachers, however, | believe this is done after all changes are
ready and been decided. Major changes in the curriculum are carried out by a committee made up of
officials and experts from various departments, it might include very few good teachers (the total number
usually does not exceed ten people).

R. Anything to add?

I. The issue of PL is an urgent issue in education and it is very important. PL is similar, in my opinion, to our
personal needs ... | don’t know if I'm right! In the past we needed light, so we invented the pulp and we
needed to move faster so we invented the car. This means that life is based on our needs and these needs
should suit our time and therefore we need to know exactly what our needs are to satisfy them. The
Sultanate spends large sums of money on training people and, in my opinion, the key to be on the right
track and achieve this goal is by identifying the real needs by using the correct way to do so, it is the
cornerstone. This also takes us to the role of higher education institutions in identifying the correct needs
and designing their courses based on the needs of our current changing time. We receive many new
teachers who start their teaching career knowing nothing about the MOE or about the curriculum used in
the schools. So we have to train them from the scratch, to meet their new needs. | remember once while |
was teaching one of the courses in Nizwa University, | heard from the students that we —teachers coming
from schools- are teaching much better than the lecturers of the university. This was because our teaching
was based on the needs we knew that these students would meet when they start teaching in schools and
we tried to familiarize them with the environment in the schools and what will be required from them
when they start teaching. In contrast, university lecturers teach based on the theories they know only.
Identifying teachers’ professional needs is the keystone for improving their professional learning in my
opinion.
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The coding process of the qualitative data

Appendix 22

Examples of quotes used

first round codes

second round codes

Final codes/
Themes

A collection of many things but the most important is
increasing subject knowledge and knowledge about
teaching techniques.

...an improvement in the experience and skills of
teachers so that their performance is improved and
their teaching practice is enhanced

PL in my opinion is a development in convictions and
beliefs

PL in our Educational Office takes two forms: the
individual part which usually takes place in the school,
where teachers exchange experience and discuss
issues related to teaching their subjects, and there is
the part that is done by the inspector who visits the
school and is supposed to conduct PL activities based
on the professional needs of his teachers.
.....knowing new teaching techniques ... cannot be
simply conveyed to teachers through meetings or
simple workshop...

It [PL] makes teaching techniques diversified and
useful for students

If we think about our students ... their ideas changed
a lot and they are more familiar with new technology
than when we were at their age. We do need, as
teachers, to know how our students think, what they
like, what are their preferences ... so that we can

enhancing their teaching practice

improving their students’
performance

input focus

output focus

know-how

changes in thinking
never-ending

one-off sessions

teachers’ beliefs

Advances in knowledge and
technology

Social and moral pressure
Changes in students’ learning
Internal desire

Change in ability to
practice

change in practice
Continuous process
one-off events
student-focused
teacher-focused
Externally imposed
internally  motivated
improvements to PL
Individual
responsibility
collective responsibility

Conceptualizatio
n of PL




communicate better with them.

PL is similar in my opinion to our personal needs... |
don’t know if I'm right! In the past we needed light so
we invented the light, we needed to move faster so
we invented the car... this means that life is based on
our needs and these needs should suit our time and
therefore we need to know exactly what our needs are
to satisfy them.

...it doesn’t exceed 60%...
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Many programmes and workshops we have do not reflect
the real teachers' professional needs

Yes, PL is more effective in the school, because the senior
teachers are closer to the teachers and know that not all of
them have the same needs or the same weaknesses

In the school, we have many PL forms like microteaching,
where a teacher delivers a lesson and the other teachers
attend and work as students. We also have a plan of
exchanging visits to each other’s classrooms to see how
others are doing things

Any PL activity that aims at improving teachers' knowledge
and skills or increasing their experience and enhancing
their teaching can be useful and effective

I think for those poorly performing teacher what is more
effective is practical lessons where they attend a lesson
delivered by the inspector or by a good teacher and then
they try to teach the lesson in their own classroom as they
have seen

In the school, what | have observed to be very effective,
and what we use a lot in our school, is microteaching
They indirectly convince teachers of the need to change
without hurting their feelings, because they have a
particular weakness in their teaching or that they lack a
particular skill or that they are old-fashioned teachers
Recently, some newly introduced programmes like those
offered by the Specialised Centre, the Educational Visitor
Programmes and the Academic Programme in
coordination with SQU have had real positive effects on
teachers' practice and convictions

I think most of the PL activities are imposed on teachers by
the ministry

We found no coordination between different departments
in the Educational Office.... we offered training for
teachers and discovered later on that some of them were
nominated at the same time by other departments for
other tasks

nothing new

negative attitudes

poor quality

better aligned to contexts
time saved

senior teachers’ role
closeness to the teachers
particular attention each teacher
receive

interactions

more diversified and practical
experience

discussion and interaction with
others

Observation of other teachers
Self-directed learning
Practical elements
improvement in formal PL
student focused

links to taught subjects
follow-up

Formal PL

PL in the school
Impact of PL types
Recognition
improvement
Barriers
effectiveness

of

to

Perception of PL
Impact
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There is no real follow-up or measurement of the impact of
training

There is still the issue of our social relations and culture,
which prevent us from critically evaluate our friends and
colleagues. We often prefer to keep good relations at the
cost of work efficiency
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There is a lack of communication and if there is
communication it happens only occasionally when
there is a need to nominate teachers for a particular
PL activity.

We have a Twitter account as well for the school,
which we use to spread the teaching techniques we
use and as a means of motivation and
communication with other teachers in other schools.
PL plans are not based on teachers’ professional
needs

Teachers' PL needs are identified through the
observations of those who supervise teachers, like
senior teachers, school heads and inspectors, and
also through analysing the evaluation forms used in
the School Performance Development System, which
is conducted by these people, and coming up with the
areas that need to be developed ... When we have all
these observations and evaluations we sit together
and suggest the necessary kinds of PL activities and
prepare our PL plan.

Most of the ... teachers are nominated by inspectors,
which can be understood because the idea is to
include most teachers in these training sessions
instead of giving the chance for those who have the
desire and who are very few.

Not engaging teachers means that the ministry does
not trust them

Because they see no benefit in attending PL events...
Will it be added to their CVs? What will it add to
them?

external motivation

internal motivation
influence of the context and
culture

family commitment
availability of support
financial support

Time and the accessibility of
PL

Accountability

Relevance to classrooms and
students

teachers’ preferences
quality of the PL event
quality of the trainer

Communicating with
teachers
PL plans
Identifying teachers’

professional needs
Nomination for PL events
Factors affecting
commitment to change

Involvement in the change
process
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If I wait to get permission from the Education Office
then the PL event will be finished before | can get this
permission. Getting such permission is one of the
obstacles to teachers' PL.

Many teachers do want to develop themselves
professionally but they are restricted by the
discouraging outdated rules ....

What is missing is following up to see whether this
teacher has benefited from what was offered to

him ...

The missing thing is the follow-up.... after any PL
activity there should be implementation in the
classroom and follow-up by those who conducted the
PL activity, which could take the form of a classroom
visit or online follow-up by sending something like a
project.

We have just one interactive whiteboard which is
kept in the Physics lab and only Science teachers are
allowed to use it as instructed by the education
office... although it would be of great benefit to all
subjects areas and might help in improving students’
learning ... if permitted to be used by other subject
teachers, of course!

It isn't flexible at all

I’m the queen in my school.

Last year we conducted a workshop presented by a
good trainer but it cost us 700 riyals, which was
collected from the teachers and the other
requirements were provided by the school
administration

One session conducted by an expert can convince
teachers who might not be convinced by their
colleagues even if they attended tens of PL activities
run by them

Also the presenters who present studies they have
conducted themselves ... those are the specialists who
have practical experience and who introduce things

MOE-based PL

Education office-based PL
School-based PL

Limited authority of school
leadership

Lack of coordination

Lack of follow-up
Inadequate funding for PL in
schools

Controlling guidelines

No flexibility

Clashes with teachers’ daily
work

Strategies commonly used by
all head teachers

Individual strategies used by
some head teachers

School infrastructure
External experience
Collective learning and
shared experience

Informal collective learning
opportunities

PL opportunities
available to teachers
Existing regulations and
structures

Head teachers’ role
Existence of a learning
environment

System and school support
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they have experienced themselves and been through
in curriculum or teaching strategies instead of
presenting concepts and ideas that anyone can find
in books
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Mann Whitney Tests

Comparison based on gender

Appendix 23

Statistical tests

Test StatisticsaP

PL in the PL in another PL in the PL in other PL outside
school school Training Centre | parts in Oman Oman
Mann-Whitney U 2676.500 2198.500 2308.000 2055.000 2330.000
Wilcoxon W 6162.500 4544.500 4586.000 4333.000 4676.000
z -.750 -1.530 -1.631 -2.353 -1.257
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 453 .126 .103 .019 .209

a. Grouping Variable: gender

Test Statistics?P

contribution | contribution of | contribution contribution of | contribution of | contribution
of senior inspector of school subject the of the
teachers head colleagues Educational ministry
Office officials
Officials
Mann- 2607.500 2941.500 2838.000 2571.000 2623.500 2858.500
Whitney U
Wilcoxon W 5163.500 5497.500 5394.000 6399.000 6451.500 6686.500
4 -1.524 -.555 -.674 -2.004 -1.740 -.942
Asymp. Sig. 127 579 .500 .045 .082 .346
(2-tailed)

a. Grouping Variable: gender




Kruskal Wallis Tests

Comparison based on school

Test StatisticsaP

PL in the school | PL in another PL in the PL in other PL outside
school Training Centre | parts in Oman Oman
Chi-Square 7.554 18.870 14.545 18.666 17.676
df 11 11 11 11 11
Asymp. Sig. .753 .063 .204 .067 .089
a. Kruskal Wallis Test
b. Grouping Variable: name of school
Test Statistics®P
Values of PL | Value of PL in | Value of PLin | Value of PL Value of PL
in the school | other schools | the Training others parts abroad
Centre of Oman

Chi-Square 15.667 17.313 11.386 12.813 14.559
df 11 11 11 11 11
Asymp. .154 .099 412 .306 .204
Sig.

a. Kruskal Wallis Test

b. Grouping Variable: name of school

Test StatisticsaP

contribution of | contribution of | contribution of | contribution of | contribution of | contribution of
senior inspector school head subject the the ministry
teachers colleagues Educational officials
Office Officials
Chi-Square 21.430 11.447 18.214 28.157 21.492 12.111
df 11 11 11 11 11 11
Asymp. Sig. .029 407 .077 .003 .029 .355

a. Kruskal Wallis Test

b. Grouping Variable: name of school
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Kruskal Wallis Tests

Comparison based on experience

Test StatisticsaP

PL in the school | PL in another PL in the PL in other PL outside
school Training Centre | parts in Oman Oman
Chi-Square 2.237 12.810 4.091 10.800 3.797
df 4 4 4 4 4
Asymp. Sig. 692 012 .394 .029 434
a. Kruskal Wallis Test
b. Grouping Variable: experience
Test Statistics®P
Values of PLin | Value of PLin | Value of PLin Value of PL Value of PL
the school other schools the Training others parts of abroad
Centre Oman
Chi-Square 1.379 3.984 3.547 5.388 5.918
df 4 4 4 4 4
Asymp. Sig. .848 408 471 250 .205
a. Kruskal Wallis Test
b. Grouping Variable: experience
Kruskal Wallis Tests
Comparison based on subject area
Test Statististics®?
PL in the school | PL in another PL in the PL in other PL outside
school Training Centre | parts in Oman Oman
Chi-Square 8.399 2.038 10.603 8.263 11.505
df 4 4 4 4 4
Asymp. Sig. .078 729 .031 078 021

a. Kruskal Wallis Test

b. Grouping Variable: taught subject
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Test StatisticsaP

Values of PLin | Value of PLin | Value of PLin Value of PL Value of PL
the school other schools the Training others parts of abroad
Centre Oman
Chi-Square 2.819 9.112 7.523 6.566 11.665
df 4 4 4 4 4
Asymp. Sig. .588 .058 111 .161 .020

a. Kruskal Wallis Test

b. Grouping Variable: taught subject

Test StatisticsaP

contribution of | contribution of | contribution of | contribution of | contribution of | contribution of
senior inspector school head subject the the ministry
teachers colleagues Educational officials
Office Officials
. 2.578 14.052 8.067 9.284 6.540 3.969
Chi-Square
4 4 4 4 4 4
df
Asymp. .631 .007 .089 .054 .162 410
Sig.
a. Kruskal Wallis Test
b. Grouping Variable: taught subject
Test Statistics®?
discussion with | reading subject- using the self-reflection observing
colleagues related internet others
publications
Chi-Square 4.029 6.029 6.362 9.936 5.586
df 7 7 7 7 7
Asymp. Sig. 776 .536 .498 .192 .589

a. Kruskal Wallis Test

b. Grouping Variable: number of schools worked in
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Appendix 24

Consent forms and information sheets
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University of
<> Reading

Dr. So’ad AlFori Hilal Al-Shandudi
Director of the Technical Office for Studies and Development PhD Candidate, Institute of Education
Ministry of Education, Oman University of Reading, UK

01-09-15

Dear Dr.So’ad

My name is Hilal Al-Shandudi, an employee in Al-Dhahira Educational Office who is currently doing
his PhD study in the United Kingdom. | am writing to request permission to conduct a research study
at the MOE. The study is entitled “Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent
educational reforms in Oman” and the aim is to contribute to the development of teachers’ practice
in general and to teachers’ professional learning in particular. It is intended to develop a framework

that can be used to promote teachers’ professional learning in the MOE.

| hope that you will allow me to recruit 197 participants from three educational offices (five
inspectors, twelve school heads and 180 teachers (for reasons of confidentiality) to anonymously
complete a 7-8 page questionnaires| to be interviewed (copy enclosed). Interested staff members,
who volunteer to participate, will be given an information sheet and a consent form to be signed and

returned to me at the beginning of the survey process (copy enclosed).

If approval is granted, participants will complete the survey/be interviewed in their own time and no
costs will be incurred by either the MOE, schools or the individual participants. All information
collected will be kept strictly confidential (subject to legal limitations). In order to protect the
anonymity of each participant, pseudonyms will be used to ensure participants cannot be identified
and individuals’ or schools’ names will not be used. All electronic data will be held securely in
password protected files on a non-shared PC and all paper documentation will be held in locked
cabinets in a locked office. In line with University policy, data generated by the study will be kept
securely in paper or electronic form for a period of three years after the completion of the research
project. This data may be used in future publications in appropriate academic journals and/or books.

All participants will be able to have access to a copy of the published research on request.

Your approval to conduct this study will be greatly appreciated. If you agree, kindly reply to this email
acknowledging your consent and permission for me to conduct this study at the MOE by signing the

attached consent form.
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Yours sincerely, Hilal Al-Shandudi

University of
<> Reading

Researcher: Hilal AIShandudi
Phone: 92901002

E-mail: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

TOSD information sheet

Research Project: Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational

reforms in Oman.

Project supervisors: Dr. Chris Turner; Dr. Richard Harris

The Study

This research is a part of the PhD requirements at the Institute of Education, University of
Reading in the UK. It aims to investigate the Professional Learning (PL) opportunities (defined as:
a learning activity that aims at improving teachers’ practice in the classroom like workshops,
seminars, discussion groups) and their effectiveness in improving teachers’ practice. It hopes to
contribute to teachers’ practice in general and to their PLin particular. Itis intended to develop a

framework that can be used to promote PL in the MOE in Oman.

Aims of the study

e Toanalyze and evaluate the quality of PL opportunities.

e To improve teachers’ practice in general and their capability to meet students’ needs in
particular.

e To help toimprove teachers’ teaching performance.

e Todevelop asuitable framework of PL which can be implemented in the MOE context.

Who are the participants?
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e Five educational inspector in one selected Educational Office.

e Twelve school Heads from 12 schools in one selected educational office.

e 180 core subject teachers (in the selected Educational Office) - Fifteen from each school
where headteachers were selected.

These participants will be chosen due to the contribution they can provide in helping to answer

the research question and due to their role as providers or receivers of professional learning.
What will happen if my schools take part in this study?
If you agree and permit your schools to take part, two methods of research will be conducted:

e Individual interviews with Inspectors.

e Questionnaires with all the school heads of the selected schools and interviews with some of

them in person.

e Questionnaires with all the selected teachers and interviews with some of them in person.
The questionnaires are expected to take no more than 25 minutes to complete and will take place in
September 2015 in the schools and the interviews will last for about 40-45 minutes and will be done
between September and November in the schools. This will be in coordination with the schools'

administrations and based on participants’ consent to participate in the study.

Do schools and participants have to take part?

It is entirely up to the schools and participants whether to participate or not. Participants may also
withdraw their consent to participation at any time during the project, without any repercussions to
them, by contacting the Researcher, Hilal Alshandudi, Tel: 92901002, email:

h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

What are the risks and benefits of taking part?

The information the participants give will remain confidential and will only be seen by the researcher.
My academic supervisors will have access to the transcripts and the recordings (for reliability
purposes). No names will be identifiable in any published report resulting from the study.
Information about individuals will not be shared with the school nor with the educational office or

the ministry.
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| anticipate that the findings of this study will be used to develop teachers’ pedagogical skills and thus
lead to improvement in classroom teaching and learning in Oman. This development may enhance
teachers’ performance and may lead to recommendations for changes in strategic planning process.
Through my role in the Human Resources Development Department (HRDD) in AlDhahira
Educational District Office | will make sure to disseminate the findings of my research to the officials

in the Educational Office and the ministry and help them to improve PL practices.
What will happen to the data?

Any data collected will be held in strict confidence and no real names will be used in this study
orin any subsequent publications. The records of this study will be kept private. No identifiers linking
you, or the school to the study will be included in any sort of report that might be published.
Participants will be assigned a number and will be referred to by that number in all records. Research
records will be stored securely in a locked filing cabinet and on a password-protected computer and
only the researcher will have access to the records. The data will be destroyed securely after two years.
The results of the study will be presented at national and international conferences, and in written

reports and articles. | can send you electronic copies of these publications if you wish.
What happens if participants change their minds?

Participants can change their minds at any time without any repercussions. During the research, they
can stop completing the activities at any time. If they change their minds after data collection has

ended, | will discard their data.

Who has reviewed the study?

This project has been reviewed following the procedures of the University Research Ethics Committee
and has been given a favourable ethical opinion for conduct. The University has the appropriate

insurances in place. Full details are available on request.
What happens if something goes wrong?

In the unlikely case of concern or complaint, you can contact my supervisor: Dr. Chris Turner, at the

University of Reading’s Institute of Education by email on c.k.turner@reading.ac.uk

Where can | get more information?
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If you would like more information, please contact me via email on h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk.

What do I do next?

| do hope that you will agree to the study to be conducted. If you do, please complete the attached

consent form and return it by e-mailing it back to h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk.

| know how busy you are, but | highly value the information that schools can provide regarding PL,
and | hope that you will be able and willing to contribute to this research project by giving your

permission.

Thank you for your time.

Yours sincerely

Hilal Alshandudi
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University of
<> Reading

Researcher: Hilal Al-Shandudi
E-mail: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk
Supervisor: Dr. Chris Turner; Dr. Richard Harris

E-mail: c.k.turner@reading.ac.uk; r.j.harris@reading.ac.uk

TOSD (Consent Form)

Project title: “Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational

reforms in Oman”.
| have read the Information Sheet about the project and received a copy of it.

| understand what the purpose of the project is and what is required of the participants. All my
questions have been answered.

Please tick as appropriate:

| consent to this research to take place in my educational offices and schools: [ ]

]

| agree to the use of anonymised quotations in publications []

| consent to the interviews being recorded and transcribed

Name:
Signed:
Date:
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University of
<> Reading

Researcher: Hilal AIShandudi
Phone: 92901002

E-mail: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

Head Teacher information sheet

Research Project: Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational

reforms in Oman.
I would like to invite you to take part in a research study about Professional Learning.

Project supervisors: Dr. Chris Turner; Dr. Richard Harris

Dear Head Teacher

I would like to invite you and your school to take part in a research study about Professional
Learning of teachers.

What is the study?

This research is a part of the PhD requirements at the Institute of Education, University of
Reading in the UK. It aims to investigate the Professional Learning (PL) opportunities (defined as:
a learning activity that aims at improving teachers’ practice in the classroom like workshops,
seminars, discussion groups) and their effectiveness in improving teachers’ practice. It hopes to
contribute to teachers’ practice in general and to their PLin particular. Itis intended to develop a
framework that can be used to promote PL in the MOE in Oman.

The study will involve teachers, headteachers and inspectors. Teachers and headteachers will be
asked to complete a survey and might be asked to sit for an interview; inspectors will be asked to
sit for an interview. The interviews will be audio recorded. The recordings will be transcribed and

anonymised before being analysed.
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Why have | and this school been chosen to take part?

You and your school have been invited to take part in the project because

e Your school has been chosen based the contribution it can provide in helping to answer the
research question about teachers’ PL
e Yourrole and influence in teachers’ PLis very important

e Yourviews as a school head are very important to this study

Does the school have to take part?

It is entirely up to you whether to participate yourself and/or give permission for the school to
participate. You may also withdraw your consent to participation at any time during the project,
without any repercussions to you, by contacting the Researcher, Hilal Alshandudi, Tel: 92901002, email:

h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

What will happen if the school takes part?

With your agreement, you will be asked to complete a questionnaire about your own opinion about
Professional Learning (PL) of teachers. This should take about 25 minutes to complete. Five randomly
selected core subject teachers will also be asked to complete a questionnaire about their own
experience and opinion about PL. You and some of your teachers might be asked to sit for an interview
for about forty minutes, in a mutually agreed time, to clarify some in-depth issues and elicit some

examples. This will only happen if you, and your teachers, give your consent, in advance.

What are the risks and benefits of taking part?

The information you give will remain confidential and will only be seen by the research team listed at
the start of this letter. Neither you nor the school or teachers will be identifiable in any published
report resulting from the study. Information about individuals will not be shared with the school nor

with the educational office or the ministry.

| anticipate that the findings of this study will be used to develop teachers’ pedagogical skills and thus
lead to improvement in classroom teaching and learning in Oman. This development may enhance
teachers’ performance and may lead to recommendations for changes in strategic planning process.
Through my role in the Human Resources Development Department (HRDD) in AlDhahira
Educational District Office | will make sure to disseminate the findings of my research to the officials

in the Educational Office and the ministry and help them to improve PL practices.
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What will happen to the data?

Any data collected will be held in strict confidence and no real names will be used in this study
or in any subsequent publications. The records of this study will be kept private. No identifiers linking
you, or the school to the study will be included in any sort of report that might be published.
Participants will be assigned a number and will be referred to by that numberin all records. Research
records will be stored securely in a locked filing cabinet and on a password-protected computer and
only the researcher will have access to the records. The data will be destroyed securely after two years.
The results of the study will be presented at national and international conferences, and in written

reports and articles. | can send you electronic copies of these publications if you wish.
What happens if | change my mind?

You can change your mind at any time without any repercussions. During the research, you can stop
completing the activities at any time. If you change your mind after data collection has ended, | will

discard your data.
Who has reviewed the study?

This project has been reviewed following the procedures of the University Research Ethics Committee
and has been given a favourable ethical opinion for conduct. The University has the appropriate

insurances in place. Full details are available on request.
What happens if something goes wrong?

In the unlikely case of concern or complaint, you can contact my supervisor: Dr. Chris Turner, at the

University of Reading’s Institute of Education by email on c.k.turner@reading.ac.uk

Where can | get more information?

If you would like more information, please contact me via email on h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk.

What do I do next?

| do hope that you will agree to your participation in the study. If you do, please complete the

attached consent form and return it by e-mailing it back to h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk.

Thank you for your time.

Yours sincerely
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Hilal Alshandudi

University of
<> Reading

Researcher: Hilal Al-Shandudi
Phone: 92901002

E-mail: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

Research Project: Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational
reforms in Oman.

Head Teacher Consent Form

| have read the Information Sheet about the project and received a copy of it.

| understand what the purpose of the project is and what is required of me. All my questions have
been answered.

Name of Head Teacher:

Name of school:

Please tick as appropriate:

| consent to the involvement of my school in the project as outlined in the Information  []

Sheet

| consent to completing a questionnaire []
| agree to the use of anonymised quotations in publications []
Signed:

Date:
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University of
<> Reading

Researcher: Hilal Al-Shandudi
Phone; 92901002

E-mail: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

Research Project: Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational
reforms in Oman.

Head Teacher Consent Form

I have read the Information Sheet about the project and received a copy of it.

| understand what the purpose of the project is and what is required of me. All my questions have
been answered.

Name of Head Teacher:

Name of school:

Please tick as appropriate:

| consent to the involvement of my school in the project as outlined in the Information  []
Sheet

| consent to being interviewed

| consent the interview to be recorded and transcribed

| agree to the use of anonymised quotations in publications

Himgn

Signed:

Date:
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University of
<> Reading

Researcher: Hilal Al-Shandudi
Phone: 92901002

E-mail: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

Teacher information sheet

Research Project: Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational
reforms in Oman.

Project supervisors: Dr. Chris Turner; Dr. Richard Harris

Dear Teacher
| would like to invite you to take partin a research study about teachers’ Professional Learning.

What is the study?

This research is a part of the PhD requirements at the Institute of Education, University of Reading
in the UK. It aims to investigate the Professional Learning (PL) opportunities (defined as: a learning
activity that aims at improving teachers’ practice in the classroom like workshops, seminars,
discussion groups) and their effectiveness in improving teachers’ practice. It hopes to contribute to
teachers’ practice in general and to their PL in particular. It is intended to develop a framework that

can be used to promote PL in the MOE in Oman.

The study will involve teachers, headteachers and inspectors. Teachers and headteachers will be
asked to complete a survey and might be asked to sit for an interview; inspectors will be asked to sit
for an interview. The interviews will be audio recorded. The recordings will be transcribed and

anonymised before being analysed.

Why have | been chosen to take part?

You have been invited to take partin the project because

e You have been selected randomly to represent core subject teachers in your school

e Your opinion is very important to the research
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Do I have to take part?

It is entirely up to you whether you participate. You may also withdraw your consent to
participation at any time during the project, without any repercussions to you, by contacting the

Researcher, Hilal Alshandudi, Tel: 92901002, email: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

What will happen if | take part?

You will be asked to complete a questionnaire about your own experience and opinion about
Professional Learning. This should take about 25 minutes to complete.
You might also be asked to sit for an interview for about forty minutes to clarify some in-depth issues

and elicit some examples. This will only happen if you give your consent, in advance.

What are the risks and benefits of taking part?

The information you give will remain confidential and will only be seen by the researcher. Neither
you nor the school will be identifiable in any published report resulting from the study. Information
about individuals will not be shared with the school nor with the head teacher, and the researcher

will make sure that all participants are unidentifiable.

| anticipate that the findings of this study will be used to develop teachers’ pedagogical skills and thus
lead to improvement in classroom teaching and learning in Oman. This development may enhance
teachers’ performance and may lead to recommendations for changes in strategic planning process.
Through my role in the Human Resources Development Department (HRDD) in AlDhahira
Educational District | will make sure to disseminate the findings of my research to the officials in the

Educational Office and the ministry and help them to improve PL practices.
What will happen to the data?

Any data collected will be held in strict confidence and no real names will be used in this study
orin any subsequent publications. The records of this study will be kept private. No identifiers linking
you, or the school to the study will be included in any sort of report that might be published.
Participants will be assigned a number and will be referred to by that numberin all records. Research
records will be stored securely in a locked filing cabinet and on a password-protected computer and
only the researcher will have access to the records. The data will be destroyed securely once the
findings of the study are written up, after five years. The results of the study will be presented at
national and international conferences, and in written reports and articles. | can send you electronic

copies of these publications if you wish.
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What happens if | change my mind?

You can change your mind at any time without any repercussions. During the research, you can stop
completing the activities at any time. If you change your mind after data collection has ended, | will

discard your data.
Who has reviewed the study?

This project has been reviewed following the procedures of the University Research Ethics Committee
and has been given a favourable ethical opinion for conduct. The University has the appropriate

insurances in place. Full details are available on request.
What happens if something goes wrong?

In the unlikely case of concern or complaint, you can contact my supervisor: Dr. Chris Turner, at the

University of Reading’s Institute of Education by email on c.k.turner@reading.ac.uk

Where can | get more information?

If you would like more information, please contact me via email on h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk.

What do I do next?

| do hope that you will agree to your participation in the study. If you do, please complete the

attached consent form and return it by e-mailing it back to h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk.

Thank you for your time.

Yours sincerely

Hilal Alshandudi
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University of
<> Reading

Researcher: Hilal Al-Shandudi
Phone: 92901002

E-mail: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

Research Project: Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent
educational reforms in Oman.

Teacher Consent Form (for survey)

I have read the Information Sheet about the project and received a copy of it.

| understand what the purpose of the project is and what is required of me. All my questions have
been answered.

Name of teacher:

Name of school:

Please tick as appropriate:

| consent to completing a questionnaire []
| agree to the use of anonymised quotations in publications []
Signed:

Date:
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University of
<> Reading

Researcher: Hilal Al-Shandudi
Phone: 92901002

E-mail: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

Research Project: Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent
educational reforms in Oman.

Teacher Consent Form (for interview)

| have read the Information Sheet about the project and received a copy of it.

| understand what the purpose of the project is and what is required of me. All my questions have
been answered.

Name of teacher:

Name of school:

Please tick as appropriate:

| consent to being interviewed []
| consent the interview to be recorded and transcribed ]
| agree to the use of anonymised quotations in publications []
Signed:

Date:
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University of
<> Reading

Researcher: Hilal Al-Shandudi
Phone: 92901002

E-mail: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

Inspector information sheet

Research Project: Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational
reforms in Oman.

I would like to invite you to take partin a research study about Professional Learning.

Project supervisors: Dr. Chris Turner; Dr. Richard Harris

Dear Inspector
I would like to invite you to take part in a research study about teachers’ Professional Learning.

What is the study?

This research is a part of the PhD requirements at the Institute of Education, University of Reading
in the UK. It aims to investigate the Professional Learning (PL) opportunities (defined as: a learning
activity that aims at improving teachers’ practice in the classroom like workshops, seminars,
discussion groups) and their effectiveness in improving teachers’ practice. It hopes to contribute to
teachers’ practice in general and to their PLin particular. It is intended to develop a framework that

can be used to promote PLin the MOE in Oman.

The study will involve teachers, headteachers and inspectors. Teachers and headteachers will be
asked to complete a survey and might be asked to sit for an interview; inspectors will be asked to sit
for an interview. The interviews will be audio recorded. The recordings will be transcribed and

anonymised before being analysed.

Why have | been chosen to take part?

You have been invited to take part in the project because
e Yourrolein the provision of teachers’ PL.
e Yourinfluence on teachers’ PL

e Your opinion is very helpful to the research
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e You have been randomly selected

Do | have to take part?

It is entirely up to you whether you participate. You may also withdraw your consent to
participation at any time during the project, without any repercussions to you, by contacting the

Researcher, Hilal Alshandudi, Tel: 92901002, email: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

What will happen if | take part?

If you agree to take part, an interview for about 40-45 minutes will be conducted with you to discuss
various issues related to teachers’ PLin the school or any place that suits you. This will only happen

if you give your consent, in advance.

What are the risks and benefits of taking part?

The information you give will remain confidential and will only be seen by the researcher. Neither
you nor the school will be identifiable in any published report resulting from the study. Information
about individuals will not be shared with the school nor with the head teacher, educational office, or

the ministry. The researcher will make sure that all participants are unidentifiable.

| anticipate that the findings of this study will be used to develop teachers’ pedagogical skills and thus
lead to improvement in classroom teaching and learning in Oman. This development may enhance
teachers’ performance and may lead to recommendations for changes in strategic planning process.
Through my role in the Human Resources Development Department (HRDD) in AlDhahira
Educational District | will make sure to disseminate the findings of my research to the officials in the

Educational Office and the ministry and help them to improve PL practices.

What will happen to the data?

Any data collected will be held in strict confidence and no real names will be used in this study
orin any subsequent publications. The records of this study will be kept private. No identifiers linking
you, or the school to the study will be included in any sort of report that might be published.
Participants will be assigned a number and will be referred to by that number in all records. Research
records will be stored securely in a locked filing cabinet and on a password-protected computer and
only the researcher will have access to the records. The data will be destroyed securely once the
findings of the study are written up, after five years. The results of the study will be presented at
national and international conferences, and in written reports and articles. | can send you electronic

copies of these publications if you wish.
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What happens if | change my mind?

You can change your mind at any time without any repercussions. During the research, you can stop
completing the activities at any time. If you change your mind after data collection has ended, | will

discard your data.

Who has reviewed the study?

This project has been reviewed following the procedures of the University Research Ethics Committee
and has been given a favourable ethical opinion for conduct. The University has the appropriate

insurances in place. Full details are available on request.
What happens if something goes wrong?

In the unlikely case of concern or complaint, you can contact my supervisor: Dr. Chris Turner, at the

University of Reading’s Institute of Education by email on c.k.turner@reading.ac.uk
Where can | get more information?

If you would like more information, please contact me via email on h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk.

What do | do next?

| do hope that you will agree to your participation in the study. If you do, please complete the

attached consent form and return it by e-mailing it back to h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk.

Thank you for your time.

Yours sincerely

Hilal Alshandudi
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University of
<> Reading

Researcher: Hilal Al-Shandudi
Phone: 92901002

E-mail: h.alshandudi@pgr.reading.ac.uk

Research Project: Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational reforms
in Oman.

Inspector consent Form

| have read the Information Sheet about the project and received a copy of it.

| understand what the purpose of the project is and what is required of me. All my questions have
been answered.

Name of inspector:

Please tick as appropriate:

| consent to being interviewed
| consent the interview to be recorded and transcribed

| agree to the use of anonymised quotations in publications

1 O

Signed:

Date:
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Appendix 25
Letter to facilitate the study

== U['Ii"."f:?r.'sil}r []r Institute of Education

| ]

- RE l_.'ld | ng London Road Campus
4 Rediants Road
Reading BiEL 5EX

phooe+44 (0115 378 2614
fax  +d44 (D)115 3758 2r31
emal loe-porhreading.ac.uk

24 August 2017

To whom it may concem in the Mok

RE: Hilal Al Shandudi

| am writing to confirm that Mr Hilal A-Shandudi is a full fime doctoral student
here in the University of Reading, where he is being supervised by Dr Chris
Turner and Dr Richard Harris. | would be grateful if you would grant him
permission to camry out his research and collect data in schools in Oman in the
pericd betweaen June and October 2015, The fitle of his research is:
‘Teachers' Professional Learning in the context of recent educational reform
in Cman'.

If you have amy quernes please do not hesitate to contact me by email:
c.k.tume ding.ac.uk

ours sincerzly

C Lﬁm et

Dr CE. Turmer

LIMITLESS POTENTIAL LIMITLESS AMEITION LIMITLESS IMPACT
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Appendix 26
Ethical approval to conduct the study

University of Reading
Institute of Education
Ethical Approval Form A (version February 2014)

Tick one:

Staff project: ___~ PhD__ X __

Name of applicant (s): Hilal Alshandudi

Oman”.

Name of supervisor (for student projects: Dr Chris Turner; Dr Richard Harris)

Please complete the form below including relevant sections overleaf.
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@ University of
Reading

Title of project: “Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational reforms in

YES

NO

Have you prepared an Information Sheet for participants and/or their parents/carers
that:

a) explains the purpose(s) of the project

b) explains how they have been selected as potential participants

¢) gives a full, fair and clear account of what will be asked of them and how the
information that they provide will be used

<< <

d) makes clear that participation in the project is voluntary

e) explains the arrangements to allow participants to withdraw at any stage if they wish

f) explains the arrangements to ensure the confidentiality of any material collected
during the project, including secure arrangements for its storage, retention and disposal

< < <

g) explains the arrangements for publishing the research results and, if confidentiality
might be affected, for obtaining written consent for this

h) explains the arrangements for providing participants with the research results if they
wish to have them

i) gives the name and designation of the member of staff with responsibility for the
project together with contact details, including email . If any of the project investigators
are students at the IoE, then this information must be included and their name provided

k) explains, where applicable, the arrangements for expenses and other payments to be
made to the participants

j) includes a standard statement indicating the process of ethical review at the University
undergone by the project, as follows:

“This project has been reviewed following the procedures of the University Research
Ethics Committee and has been given a favourable ethical opinion for conduct’.

k)includes a standard statement regarding insurance:
“The University has the appropriate insurances in place. Full details are available on
request”.

Please answer the following questions

1) Will you provide participants involved in your research with all the information
necessary to ensure that they are fully informed and not in any way deceived or misled as
to the purpose(s) and nature of the research? (Please use the subheadings used in the
example information sheets on blackboard to ensure this).

2) Will you seek written or other formal consent from all participants, if they are able to
provide it, in addition to (1)?




3) Is there any risk that participants may experience physical or psychological distress in
taking part in your research?

4) Have you taken the online training modules in data protection and information
security (which can be found here:
http://www.reading.ac.uk/internal/imps/Staffpages/imps-training.aspx)?

5) Have you read the Health and Safety booklet (available on Blackboard) and completed a
Risk Assessment Form to be included with this ethics application?

6) Does your research comply with the University’s Code of Good Practice in Research?

NO

N.A.

7) If your research is taking place in a school, have you prepared an information sheet
and consent form to gain the permission in writing of the head teacher or other relevant
supervisory professional?

8) Has the data collector obtained satisfactory DBS clearance?

9) If your research involves working with children under the age of 16 (or those whose
special educational needs mean they are unable to give informed consent), have you
prepared an information sheet and consent form for parents/carers to seek permission in
writing, or to give parents/carers the opportunity to decline consent?

10) If your research involves processing sensitive personal datal, or if it involves
audio/video recordings, have you obtained the explicit consent of participants/parents?

11) If you are using a data processor to subcontract any part of your research, have you
got a written contract with that contractor which (a) specifies that the contractor is
required to act only on your instructions, and (b) provides for appropriate technical and
organisational security measures to protect the data?

12a) Does your research involve data collection outside the UK?

12b) If the answer to question 12a is “yes”, does your research comply with the legal and
ethical requirements for doing research in that country?

13a. Does the proposed research involve children under the age of 5?

13b. If the answer to question 13a is “yes”:

My Head of School (or authorised Head of Department) has given details of the proposed
research to the University’s insurance officer, and the research will not proceed until I
have confirmation that insurance cover is in place.

If you have answered YES to Question 3, please complete Section B below

PLEASE COMPLETE EITHER SECTION A OR B AND PROVIDE THE DETAILS REQUIRED IN
SUPPORT OF YOUR APPLICATION, THEN SIGN THE FORM (SECTION C)

A: My research goes beyond the ‘accepted custom and practice of teaching’ but I
consider that this project has no significant ethical implications.

Give a brief description of the aims and the methods (participants, instruments and

procedures) of the project in up to 200 words. Attach any consent form, information sheet and
research instruments to be used in the project (e.g. tests, questionnaires, interview schedules).

Please state how many participants will be involved in the project: 197 participants
This form and any attachments should now be submitted to the Institute’s Ethics Committee for
consideration. Any missing information will result in the form being returned to you.

This research investigates the influence of recent educational reforms in improving teachers’
professional learning in Oman. One hundred and ninety seven participants (five inspectors, 12

school heads, 90 male teachers and 90 female teachers) from one Educational Office will be

involved in this study.

1 Sensitive personal data consists of information relating to the racial or ethnic origin of a data subject, their
political opinions, religious beliefs, trade union membership, sexual life, physical or mental health or condition, or
criminal offences or record.
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Three data collection methods will be used: semi-structured interviews (for all categories of

participants) and questionnaires (only with teachers and head teachers).

There will be a pilot study followed by the main study.

SPSS will be used for quantitative analysis and NVivo for qualitative analysis of data. These will

be triangulated to provide more robust results.

Participants will have the right to withdraw from the study at any time even after the data have
been collected with no consequences which will be clearly mentioned in the Information
Sheets.

Any data collected will be held in strict confidence and no real names will be used in this study
or in any subsequent publications. The records of this study will be kept private. Participants
will be assigned a number and will be referred to by that number in all records. Research
records will be stored securely in a locked filing cabinet and on a password-protected
computer and only the researcher will have access to the records. The data will be destroyed

securely after two years.

B: I consider that this project may have ethical implications that should be brought
before the Institute’s Ethics Committee.

Please provide all the further information listed below in a separate attachment.
1. title of project

2. purpose of project and its academic rationale
3. brief description of methods and measurements
4. participants: recruitment methods, number, age, gender, exclusion/inclusion criteria

5. consent and participant information arrangements, debriefing (attach forms where
necessary)

6. aclear and concise statement of the ethical considerations raised by the project and
how you intend to deal with then.

7. estimated start date and duration of project

This form and any attachments should now be submitted to the Institute’s Ethics Committee for
consideration. Any missing information will result in the form being returned to you.




@ University of
Reading
I have declared all relevant information regarding my proposed project and confirm that ethical good practice

will be followed within the project.

C: SIGNATURE OF APPLICANT:

Signed: .....J. g........ Print Name: Hilal Al-Shandudi  Date: 17/03/2015

STATEMENT OF ETHICAL APPROVAL FOR PROPOSALS SUBMITTED TO THE INSTITUTE ETHICS
COMMITTEE

This project has been considered using agreed Institute procedures and is now approved.

s My

Signed: Print Name Andy Kempe Date 27.3.15
(IoE Research Ethics Committee representative)™

* A decision to allow a project to proceed is not an expert assessment of its content or of the possible
risks involved in the investigation, nor does it detract in any way from the ultimate responsibility
which students/investigators must themselves have for these matters. Approval is granted on the
basis of the information declared by the applicant.
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Risk Assessment Form for Research Activities February 2014
PGR project
Name of applicant (s): Hilal Al-Shandudi

Title of project: “Teachers’ Professional Learning in the context of recent educational reforms in
Oman”
Name of supervisor (for student projects): Dr Chris Turner; Dr Richard Harris

A: Please complete the form below

Brief outline of Investigating teachers’ perceptions of their current professional learning opportunities
Work/activity: and their influence on their teaching practice through questionnaires and interviews.
Papers, a pen and a recorder will be used.

Where will data be | In 12 secondary schools in one educational district
collected?

Significant hazards: | There are no significant hazards. | will follow the current safety guidance of the
Educational Offices and schools.

Who might be No one

exposed to

hazards?

Existing control I will seek to obtain the permission of the Technical Office for Studies and Development
measures: which is the unit authorized to give this permission in the MOE. This will guarantee that

schools are aware of all the requirements including safety issues. Also answering the
questionnaires will be up to the teachers and headteachers to decide the place and time.
The interviews will take place in the schools but outside the classrooms in suitable well
ventilated rooms. All schools in Oman are designed to allow enough light and well
ventilation. In case there is any issue with the place, | will make sure to find another
suitable location that suits the interviewees.

Are risks YesX No [

adequately

controlled:

If NO, list additional | Additional controls Action by:

controls and
actions required:

B: SIGNATURE OF APPLICANT:

I have read the Health and Safety booklet posted on Blackboard, and the guidelines overleaf.

I have declared all relevant information regarding my proposed project and confirm risks have been
adequately assessed and will be minimized as far as possible during the course of the project.

Signed: ... LA z.... Print Name Hilal Al-Shandudi Date 17/03/2015

STATEMENT OF APPROVAL TO BE COMPLETED BY SUPERVISOR (FOR UG AND MA STUDENTS) OR BY IOE
ETHICS COMMITTEE REPRESENTATIVE (FOR PGR AND STAFF RESEARCH).

This project has been considered using agreed Institute procedures and is now approved.
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Signed: Print Name Andy Kempe Date 27.3.15
* A decision to allow a project to proceed is not an expert assessment of its content or of the possible risks
involved in the investigation, nor does it detract in any way from the ultimate responsibility which

students/investigators must themselves have for these matters. Approval is granted on the basis of the
information declared by the applicant.
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Guidance notes for the completion of the risk assessment form

Significant hazards:
- Only list those that you could reasonably expect to cause significant injuries or affect
several people

- Will the work require the use of machines and tools? How could you or anyone else be
injured? Will injury be significant?

- Will the research take place in a high-risk country?

- Will the work require the use of chemicals? Check safety data sheets for harmful effects
and any exposure limits?

- Will the work produce any fumes, vapours, dust or particles? Can they cause significant
harm?

- Are there any significant hazards due to where the work is to be done, such as confined
space, at height, poor lighting, high/low temperature?

Who might be exposed?
- Remember to include yourself, your supervisor, your participants, others working in or
passing through the work area.

- Those more vulnerable or less experiences should be highlighted as they will be more at
risk, such as children, people unfamiliar with the work area, disabled or with medical
conditions e.g. asthma.

Existing control measures:
- List the control measures in place for each of the significant hazards, such as machine
guards, ventilation system, use of personal protective equipment (PPE), generic safety
method statement/procedure.

- Existing safety measures and procedures in place in the establishment
- Remember appropriate training is a control measure and should be listed.

- List any Permits to Work which may be in force.

Are risks adequately controlled?
- With all the existing control measures in place, do any of the significant hazards still
have a potential to cause significant harm.

- Use your judgement as to how the work is to be done, by whom and where.

Additional controls:
- List the additional control measures, for each of the significant hazards, which are
required to reduce the risk to the lowest so far as is reasonably practicable.
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- Additional measures may include such things as: increased ventilation, Permit to Work,
confined space entry permit, barriers/fencing, fall arrest equipment, etc.

- PPE should only be used as a last resort, if all else fails.

11302014 Page 1
@ g;gg';;.ﬂg‘ DATA PROTECTION ACT 1998
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This is to certify that
> Hilal Al-Shandudi

has complated the Data Protection Act 1998 online test on

= 11/30/2014

-y -
10:06 AM & i
L=
with a score of L
» 100 outof 100 i
Please print this certilicate as a referance o indicate that you

hawe completed this online course by clicking on the prinber icon. =
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Item Name Information Security Test
Aggregation Last attempt

Points Possible 200
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