
 

 

 

A CAPSTONE PROFESSIONAL LEARNING PROJECT: AN ENSEMBLE APPROACH 

TO PROFESSIONAL LEARNING  

 

By 

 

Jason Shulha 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the Faculty of Education  

in conformity with the requirements for the  

Degree of Doctor of Philosophy  

 

 

Queen’s University 

Kingston, Ontario, Canada 

January, 2017 
 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © JASON SHULHA, 2017 

 

 



 ii 

Abstract 

This study focused on understanding the nature of a professional learning experience 

facilitated through the theory and practices of ensemble theatre-making. The study was 

guided by two questions: How do K-12 teachers characterize their current school-based 

professional learning? And, how do a group of teachers experience an ensemble approach to 

professional learning? 

To answer the first question, a professional learning survey was created and 

distributed to teachers at a variety of American international schools. The purpose of the 

survey was to gain insight as to how K-12 teachers characterized their current school-based 

professional learning. The second question was explored through a professional learning 

intervention. Over an 18-week period, five middle school teachers participated in 

professional learning experience guided by the theory and practices of ensemble theatre-

making.  

Descriptive statistics and narrative were used to explain the findings from the survey.  

Narrative was used to highlight the importance of context in teacher professional learning. 

Findings from the survey suggested that schools and teachers have different perceptions as to 

what constitutes meaningful professional learning, and that teachers see a direct correlation 

between the documentation/accounting of professional learning and professional 

advancement.  

A phenomenological perspective was taken when analyzing the 18-week professional 

learning intervention. Findings from the ensemble intervention suggested that the nature of 

learning in ensemble derives from a personal pre-disposition/readiness to learn, and the 

behaviours of releasing, expressing, and supporting. Further findings suggested that the 

subjective nature of ensemble-learning provided participants with an authentic learning 

experience.  
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Key contributions of the research include: (a) language that allows teachers and 

administrators to describe the nature of accountability and capacity building in either self-

directed or institutionally-mandated professional learning initiatives, (b) a framework for a 

non-technocratic approach to professional learning that acknowledges the complex nature of 

teaching, and through multiple processes facilitates an understanding of that complexity, and 

(c) a model that articulates an emergent understanding of the actions and interactions present 

within the phenomenon of ensemble-learning. 
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Prelude 

O for a Muse of fire, that would ascend 

The brightest heaven of invention, 

A kingdom for a stage, princes to act 

And monarchs to behold the swelling scene! 

     . . .  

Think when we talk of horses, that you see them 

Printing their proud hoofs i' the receiving earth; 

For 'tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings, 

Carry them here and there; jumping o'er times, 

Turning the accomplishment of many years 

Into an hour-glass: for the which supply, 

Admit me Chorus to this history; 

Who prologue-like your humble patience pray, 

Gently to hear, kindly to judge, [my thesis]. 

This dissertation is many things, but at the heart it has been the most intensive 

professional learning experience of my teaching career. My name is Jason Shulha. I am an 

international educator. I have taught drama in Mexico, Turkey, Canada, and the United Arab 

Emirates at both the high school and middle school levels.  

Drama is my greatest passion. Inspired by teachers and family, I pursued theatre in 

university. At university, I was mentored by the late Brian Way. Brian taught through story. 

His lessons were often punctuated with stories of young people creating drama, and the 

beauty that emerges when young minds play in imaginary worlds. Enchanted by his stories, 

and knowing how much drama gave me growing up, I am not surprised that I became a 

drama educator.  
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My love of drama brought me to the classroom. I wanted to teach children about 

drama. Ironic then, that it is what children taught me about drama that propelled me out of 

the classroom. I left the classroom convinced that the key to my teaching was my approach to 

assessment. I entered the doctoral program intent on studying the relationship between 

assessment practices and classroom aesthetics. I abandoned this idea when I realized that my 

question was not about the assessment and the aesthetics of learning in my classroom, but 

about understanding the experience of learning in my classroom. Specifically, I was looking 

for words to describe a classroom experience that positioned all persons within the 

classroom, including the teacher, as learners. After much reading I started to see the idea of 

ensemble in a new way.  

I read a lot of ensemble literature, and from this reading I realized that the most 

powerful learning and expressive moments in my classroom were when the class functioned 

and felt like an ensemble. The power of these moments was not so much what the students 

learned about drama, but what they learned about themselves as dramatists. Ensemble 

drama first and foremost acknowledges the creative and intrinsic value of others. It is a 

drama that starts from a place of respect and seeks to challenge its participants artistically, 

emotionally, and socially. To be an ensemble member is to be a part of a secure environment 

that never becomes a comfort zone (Neelands, 2009). It is a place where you are continuously 

challenged and inspired by those around you to reach new levels in all aspects of your work 

(Neelands, 2010). As a drama educator and a researcher, I want to explore the potential of 

ensemble as a model for professional learning. If the pedagogy of ensemble supports learning 

about drama and the learning about self in drama, would it not be possible to use the same 

pedagogy with a group of teachers to help them learn about teaching and themselves as 

teachers? Well, we can try.  

  



 3 

Chapter 1  

Introduction 

In the teacher professional learning literature, increasing emphasis is being placed on 

helping teachers discover ways to understand how the dynamic and contextually driven 

relationships within a school setting inform individual professional practice (Dadds, 2014; 

Derrick, 2013; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Webster-Wright, 2009). Learning of this kind is 

characterized by the investigation into personal attitudes, beliefs, and practices of teaching 

(Dadds, 2014). Central to leveraging contextually driven professional learning is the process 

of leveraging multiple voices within that context in a collaborative setting (Borko, Jacobs, & 

Koellner, 2010; Dadds 2014; Derrick, 2013; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Sleegers, Bolhuis & 

Geijsel, 2005; Smith, 2010; Webster-Wright, 2009). Derrick (2013) suggests that 

collaboration is constrained in the highly sequenced and technical approaches to teacher 

learning that currently serve as the norm in teacher professional learning. Derrick (2013) 

reimagines collaboration, and subsequently the idea of professional learning, into something 

he calls practitioner learning. Practitioner learning is a non-technocratic approach to teacher 

learning that “highlights the importance of teachers’ belief systems, of opportunities for peer-

to-peer collaborative activities and reflection, of having an ‘experimentalist’ attitude to 

practice, and of ‘scholarly’ reflection on practice” (Derrick, 2013, p. 273). Derrick’s 

practitioner learning operationalizes a professional learning experience that is collaborative, 

experimental, and respectful of individual autonomy.  

 Similarities exist between Derrick’s (2013) collaborative practitioner learning and the 

theory and practice of ensemble theatre-making. Literature describes the ensemble experience 

as collaborative (Matusov, as cited in Barton, 2008), experimental (Cunningham Irvine, 

Tirone, Ferguson, & Mason, 2013), and respectful of individual autonomy (Johnston, 2011). 

The initial parallels between practitioner learning and the ensemble experience suggest that 
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theory and practices of ensemble theatre-making could act as a viable framework for 

engaging in non-technocratic professional learning reflective of Derrick’s practitioner 

learning.  

As a framework, ensemble is extremely flexible, and most importantly, sensitive and 

responsive to immediate contexts (Lewis, 2005). Traditionally, ensemble companies engaged 

in the act of theatre-making as a response/comment on the happenings within a community 

(Lewis, 2005). In comparison, using ensemble to facilitate teachers’ professional learning 

would mean that teachers working together in an ensemble would engage in learning that is 

born out of and reflective of their current teaching context. 

The practice of ensemble theatre-making is the process of exploring and developing 

one’s craft in a given context. Stanislavsky, founder of the Moscow Art Theatre, captures the 

tensions between context, and the need to explore one’s understanding of context through an 

exploration of craft.  

At present time when social forces are stirring in our country, theatre cannot and must 

not devote itself to art and art alone. It must respond to the moods of society, elucidate 

them to the public, and act as its teacher. And not forgetting its lofty social calling, the 

‘young’ theatre must strive at the same to achieve its principal aim- the rejuvenation 

of dramatic art with new forms of and techniques of staging. (Braun, 1995, p. 38) 

Stanislavski’s ensemble actors dedicated themselves to the exploration of new techniques in 

an effort to connect with and explore rapidly changing social context (Syssoyeva & Proudfit, 

2013a). Similar sentiments are expressed within the goals and intentions of teachers’ 

professional learning. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to first develop a broader understanding of professional 

learning within a specific context, that of international k-12 education. Second, and building 
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on the professional learning efforts that predominate professional learning within the 

international teaching context, the research examines the experiences of a group of teachers 

participating in a non-technocratic approach to professional learning. Specifically, the ideas 

and practices of ensemble theatre-making were chosen to operationalize Derrick’s (2013) 

conception of practitioner learning. The current study had two main questions and one sub-

question: 

1. How do K-12 teachers characterize (their) school-based professional learning? 

2. How do a group of teachers experience an ensemble approach to professional 

learning? 

a. What characterizes a group of teachers’ experience in an ensemble approach 

to professional learning? 

Rationale 

For almost a decade, the global culture of teaching and learning has been driven by 

the widespread adoption and implementation of standards-based learning (Sahlberg, 2010). 

As a framework, standards-based learning operationalizes a culture of accountability 

(Shepard, 2000). Cultures of accountability operationalize a clearly delineated and sequential 

relationship between teaching, learning, and assessment. Standards-based learning supports 

the hierarchical and sequential teaching of chunked information (Shepard, 2000), and from 

the students’ perspectives, learning becomes the sequential accumulation of bits of 

knowledge (Shepard, 2000). As a result, the measuring of students’ learning is achieved 

through the delivery of assessment that is broken down into “one-skill-at-a-time test items” 

(Shepard, 2000, p. 97).  

 Similarly, the nature of professional teacher learning within standards-based 

education has also been characterized as the learning of bits of 

curricula/pedagogical/assessment information for the purposes of developing a repertoire of 



 6 

best practices (Dadds, 2014; Derrick, 2013; Webster-Wright, 2009). The development of best 

practices serves the single purpose of strengthening/tightening the alignment between 

teaching, learning, and assessment. However, such approaches fail to account for the “variety 

and complex nature of processes which teachers undergo as they continue to learn about their 

professional craft; as they continue to gain new knowledge and understanding, reconstruct 

their attitudes, beliefs, practices, [and] struggle with the difficulties of change” (Dadds, 2014, 

p. 10). To this end, there is growing recognition that teaching, and more specifically teacher 

learning, is not a sequential process (Dadds, 2014). Rather, increased student achievement is 

dependent upon teachers developing a greater understanding of the complex 

problems/phenomena that sit at the nexus of context, teaching, and learning (Dadds, 2014; 

Derrick, 2013, Webster- Wright, 2009).  

Recently in the professional learning literature there has been a shift in this paradigm 

to help teachers identify and understand the impact of the complex and dynamic relationships 

that shape personal practice (Allison, 2103; Avalos 2011; Charland, 2011; Cranton & King 

2003; Dadds, 2014; Derrick, 2013; Gemeda, Fiorucci, Catarci, 2014; Gorodetsky & Barak, 

2009; Hickam 2010, Little 1993; Webster-Wright, 2009) as the current approaches fail to 

recognize the complex and dynamic relationship between context, practice, and the teacher-

practitioner (Dadds, 2014; Derrick, 2013; Webster-Wright, 2009). Understanding the 

interactions that create the complex and dynamic spaces of teaching and learning requires a 

different approach than the technocratic models currently operationalized in standards-based 

education (Shephard, 2000).  

 Technocratic models are limited in that they do not approach teacher learning from a 

holistic perspective and do not support holistic change (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). Holistic 

professional learning invites teachers to examine the relationship between practice and 

beliefs. Subsequently, holistic change is a learning that facilitates a change in practice and 
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beliefs. “Change can occur in one area of influence but may not lead to change in another. 

That is, teachers may change their beliefs but not their practices, may change their practices 

but not their beliefs, and ultimately may change their practice but not the learning outcomes 

of their students” (Opfer & Pedder, 2011, p. 386). The delivery of chunked information 

supports isolated change:  Meaningful teacher learning/growth must occur in multiple areas 

of influence (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002). Learning in one system must affect and be 

enacted and supported in another system. The result, “effective teacher learning requires 

multiple and cyclic movements between the systems of influence in teachers’ worlds” (Opfer 

& Pedder, 2011, p. 386).  

Ensemble. An ensemble has been defined as a group of people working towards an 

artistic goal (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013). The practice of ensemble is often organized 

through a communal conception of a creative process (Britton, 2013; Radosavljević, 2013; 

Syssoyeva & Proudfit, (2013a; 2013b). Prinsloo (2012) characterizes this process as the act 

of “[e]nsembling” (p. 88). However, the act of collectively actualizing the creative process is 

more commonly known as devising. The process of devising supports collective creation and 

individual learning through relational interactions (Prinsloo, 2012). The primary interaction 

that characterizes the devising process is the interaction between the individual ensemble 

member and the ensemble as a whole. 

 Ensembles also represent a community of artists dedicated to connecting, reflecting, 

and critiquing the community in which they practice (Lewis, 2005). This can be the 

physical/geographical community in which they live, and/or the community of artists in 

which they situate themselves. Looking to the community at large, the ensemble’s 

interactions are designed to connect to and reflect, the nature of localized identity. Within the 

community of the ensemble members, the interactions of the ensemble are designed to create 

a space of possibility that supports artistic growth and originality. This space is primarily 
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created through communal and collaborative interactions. The external and internal 

interactions of ensemble are not mutually exclusive; as the community evolves, both 

externally and internally, so too must the ways in which the community of artists seek to 

understand and reflect localized identity (Lewis, 2005), and themselves as artists. In this 

regard, the ensemble is a dynamic form that seeks to understand and responds to the dynamic 

interactions that shape a community. 

The structure of an ensemble acknowledges both the individual and the collective. 

Britton (2013), in his personal exploration of ensemble creation and facilitation, based his 

work on the idea of Self-With-Others. Britton upholds an “integrated view of the body, 

thought and action” (p. 315). Self-With-Others “offers a performer ways to train her body and 

mind by developing how she pays attention. It encourages her to do this through exploring 

relationships with others” (p. 315). Self-with-others operationalizes learning through the 

reciprocal relationship between the individual ensemble member and the ensemble as a 

whole. In the ensemble, individual ensemble members are exposed to new practices, beliefs, 

and attitudes through working with others. Through this exposure the ensemble develops its 

own practices, beliefs, and attitudes. In this regard, as the individual practices, beliefs, and 

attitudes of an ensemble member evolve and change, so too do the practices, beliefs, and 

attitudes of the ensemble.  

The working space of ensemble is dedicated to process (Radosavljević, 2013) and 

recognizes learning/growth/creation as the result of purposeful interactions and reflection 

(Callens, 2004). Ensemble actualizes learning as a dialogical space between the 

“epistemological concern about what the professional knows and does” and the “ontological 

concern about who the professional is” (Dall’Alba & Sandberg, 2006). As a work space, 

ensemble challenges its participants to look at their practices and ask, “what is it actually that 

I do?” and subsequently, “how does what I do shape my understanding of who I am?”  The 
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answers to these questions are dependent on the individual commitment, actions, and 

collective interactions that support the emergence of a learning environment that can be 

characterized as an ensemble.  

Ensemble as an approach to learning. Technocratic approaches to professional 

learning promote learning as the occasional topping up of professional knowledge (Webster-

Wright, 2009). “This perspective implicitly conceptualizes professional knowledge as 

primarily cognitive, ‘acquired’ through learning, and able to be studied separately from the 

sociocultural context in which the knowledge is used” (Webster-Wright, 2009, p. 713). An 

ensemble approach to professional learning operates through three ideas: (a) learning is 

highly contextualized (Lewis, 2005); (b) learning occurs in solitary and group spaces but is 

most powerful when these two spaces exist in a co-reflexive relationship; and (c), learning is 

communal and collaborative (Radosavljević, 2013). As an approach to professional learning, 

the collective, creative, and collaborative interactions of ensemble have the potential to help 

teachers understand the complex interactions within their classrooms, and how those 

interactions contribute to the ever emerging complex understanding of self-as-teacher.  

As a recognized non-linear process of creation (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013), 

professional learning through ensemble proposes an alternative to the over simplified 

correlation between the successful transmission, adaption, and implementation of best 

practices and improved student learning (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). As a framework for 

professional learning, the ensemble acknowledges the complex nature of both teacher and 

student learning. This study focuses specifically on the complex nature of teacher learning. 

Specifically, in an ensemble approach to professional learning the teacher is both the subject 

and object of their learning (Riveros, 2012), giving teachers the opportunity to creatively and 

reflectively engage in self-directed learning, rather than executing the learning of others.  
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The institutional prevalence of technocratic approaches to professional learning has 

potential negative long-term outcomes. Most notably, it enforces that idea that the external 

expert on teaching understands teaching better than the teacher who is in the classroom. In 

calling for a non-technocratic approach to professional learning, Dadds (2014), Derrick 

(2013), and Webster-Wright (2009) are not vilifying technocratic approaches to professional 

learning; rather, they are suggesting that there are times in a teacher’s professional career 

when a non-technocratic approach to professional learning is better suited to meeting the 

learning needs of the teacher. As a recognized and desired form of learning, there is a hole in 

the literature when it comes to understanding the nature of learning in non-technocratic 

approaches to professional learning. In response to this need, this research focuses on 

exploring the experience of a non-technocratic approach to professional learning guided by 

the ideas and practices of ensemble theatre-making.  

Context 

At the time of this study I was living and working overseas at an American 

international school. As a result, all of the participants in this study were teachers from 

American international schools. These schools represent an ideal setting to study teachers’ 

experiences in both technocratic and non-technocratic approaches to professional learning. 

American international schools, which are accredited and independent, are held accountable 

for providing an American style education. In regards to professional learning, this translates 

into supporting and engaging in the technocratic approaches to professional learning that 

have emerged from the United States. My ten years overseas taught me that an inherent 

aspect of teaching overseas is a heightened understanding of self, and teaching by the 

challenges of living and working in a context that is foreign and ever changing.  
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Structure  

There are five chapters in this dissertation. Chapter 2 outlines the literature and 

thinking that drove the study design and further explores the idea that ensemble practice can 

be utilized as a vehicle for operationalizing non-technocratic approaches to professional 

learning. Chapter 3 describes the two methods used to collect data in this study including a 

survey to determine a holistic understanding of teachers’ professional learning experiences, 

and an 18-week intervention at an American international school to develop an understanding 

of an ensemble approach to professional learning. Chapter 3 also contains a description of the 

methods used to analyze the data. Chapter 4 presents the findings from the survey and the 

intervention. Survey findings are presented using descriptive statistics and narrative whereas 

the intervention findings focus on articulating the characteristics of an ensemble approach to 

learning, and the overall experience of an ensemble approach to professional learning. The 

fifth and final chapter offers a discussion consisting of key findings, limitations, and 

recommendations for future research. Throughout this dissertation there are also four 

personal reflections, the first of which was presented in the prologue. The purpose of these 

personal reflections is to capture my own professional learning while completing my doctoral 

studies.  
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Interlude 1 

Living overseas is a journey into unfamiliar places in the world. It is also a journey 

into unfamiliar places in yourself. I remember a student in Abu Dhabi once said to me, “Mr. 

Shulha you see everything through a dramatic lens, don’t you?”  I had never thought about 

this, but it only took me seconds to say, “Yes I do”.  I remember feeling a sense of calm after 

this exchange, as if a problem I had been trying to solve for a long time had just been solved 

for me. In one question, this student identified the framework through which I view the world. 

As I left Abu Dhabi to pursue my PhD, I knew a large part of my time and energy would be 

dedicated to discovering through what kind of drama I saw the world. Some forms of drama 

could be eliminated immediately. For example, I knew my dramatic lens had little in common 

with high tragedy. I love life too much and firmly believe in the amazing potential of 

humanity to see life as a tragedy. I also knew that I was not going to sit around and wait for 

Godot to tell me the answer. I had a starting point – Brian Way and process theatre. 

However, process theatre was not enough. Process theatre is a powerful pedagogy that 

encourages social and emotional exploration and development through drama. As a teacher, 

what I have always done and encouraged within students is how explorations, when shared, 

can inform/teach/enlighten an audience and ourselves. As I read literature on drama and 

came to realize how this idea of giving back was a hidden force in my own teaching, the idea 

of ensemble started to move from the periphery of my reading to the center. Conclusively, 

what moved ensemble to the center of my research was the fact that it simultaneously 

supported both inward and outward exploration of the self within a collaborative setting. 

This was my classroom. Likewise, this is what I wanted to know more about.  
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Chapter 2  

Literature Review 

 The purpose of this chapter is to explore ensemble as a vehicle for framing and 

executing a non-technocratic approach to teacher professional learning. This chapter is 

divided into four main sections. The first section introduces the concept of ensemble, and 

describes thematic qualities of ensemble consistent across multiple ensemble theatre 

companies. The second section provides a brief overview of the professional teacher learning 

landscape. Specifically, it examines the thinking behind technocratic and non-technocratic 

approaches to teacher professional learning. In the third section, correlations are drawn 

between that nature of ensemble and Derrick’s (2013) non-technocratic approach to 

professional learning, which he calls practitioner learning. The conclusion of this chapter 

focuses on ensemble’s potential to operationalize a professional learning experience 

reflective of practitioner learning (Derrick, 2013).  

Ensemble 

 The articulation of ensemble in this section comes not from a single theatre company, 

but from an examination of multiple companies (Britton, 2013; Radosavljević, 2013; 

Syssoyeva & Proudfit, 2013a; 2013b). Specifically, the articulation of ensemble focuses on 

the ideas and the practices across multiple ensembles and contributes to a broad 

understanding of ensemble theatre-making.  

The Ideas of Ensemble. The literature examined for this study highlights the unique 

nature of ensembles of the past and present (Britton, 2013; Lewis, 2005; Radosavljević, 

2013; Syssoyeva & Proudfit, 2013a; 2013b). For example Radoslavljević (2013) entitles Part 

1 of her book “Redefinitions of Ensemble” and subsequently provides seven definitions for 

ensemble. Literature on ensemble is both articulate and messy. It is articulate in that Britton 

(2013), Lewis (2005), Radosavljević (2013) and Syssoyeva & Proudfit (2013a, 2013b) 
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adeptly articulate the nuances of a variety of ensembles. It is messy in that these nuances 

make it challenging to develop a working and researchable articulation of ensemble. Given 

the nuanced nature of ensemble, the remainder of this section focuses on developing a 

thematic, rather than specific articulation of what constitutes an ensemble.  

Lewis (2005), in his foreword to Ensemble Works: An anthology writes: “The 

ensemble theaters that I have studied and written about over the years all have at least two of 

three themes in common: community, collaboration, and originality. All of them embody the 

first two of the themes, and most embody all three.” (p. XV). Lewis (2005) sees the 

ensemble’s community as “a unique experiment in, and a metaphor for community (p. XV). 

As a metaphor, the collective exploration of possibility focuses on the interrogation and 

reflection of a localized identity (Lewis, 2012). The North American ensemble is a 

community of artists, dedicated to building a community of artists, who are in turn dedicated 

to representing the community in which they practice (Lewis 2005). For Lewis (2005), 

collaboration and community are closely linked:  

Because community identities are rich and complex, the ability to simultaneously 

reflect multiple facets of a subject is a hallmark of excellence in ensemble theater-

making. . . . Ensemble theatre tends to invest in the group genius rather than in an 

individual one which generates a polyphony of voices that harmonize while leaving 

each distinct (p. XVI).  

The significance of originality is also rooted in a multifaceted understanding of 

community. Pushing for originality whether it is in artistry, production technicalities, or 

administrative structures, is an integral part of keeping the ensemble community alive, and 

the local community (i.e. the audience) invested in the ensemble. To constantly engage in the 

exploration of new suggests an acute sensitivity to, and appreciation of, localized identity 

(Lewis 2005). When an ensemble is constantly using “new” as a vehicle for exploring 
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community, it positions itself as serving a unique cultural function within a region (Lewis 

2005). 

The studies by Britton (2013), Syssoyeva & Proudfit (2013a, b), and Radosavlejić 

(2013),  all suggest that there is an aesthetic quality to ensemble work. Moreover, the 

ensemble aesthetic is a significant contributor to an ensemble experience, and that 

facilitators/directors of ensemble, whether intuitively or explicitly, position their work within 

an aesthetic: 

In tracing the evolution of collective creation from the sixties into the current period, 

we have emphasized some of the most prominent contemporary companies . . . . As 

the discussion of La Pocha Nostra makes clear, not all current collective work seeks to 

resist or evade ideology; nor are all politically oriented collectives “unknown”; we 

might number among their ranks such prominent examples as The Living Theatre, 

The Gypsy-Punk cabaret Gogol Bordello, Odin Teatret, and Pussy Riot–an array of 

collectives as diverse in form and degree of their activism as in the form of their 

aesthetics. (Syssoyeva & Proudfit, 2013b, p. 32) 

Lewis (2005) describes this aesthetic of ensemble as “multivocal” (p. XIV). A 

multivocal aesthetic is one in which a single subject is considered from multiple perspectives 

which in turn, allows for multiple dimensions of expressions surrounding “any single 

experience” (Lewis, 2005). Britton (2013), captures the nature of Lewis’ multivocal, but 

instead frames it as an emergent aspect within ensemble. Specifically, the ensemble aesthetic 

emerges from the behaviours of the ensemble members; additionally, the ensemble aesthetic 

derives from a “network of effective bonds where each individual is able to be in contact with 

every other individual while the work is in progress” (Britton, 2013, p. 85).  

Ensemble is a theatrical tradition rich in variation (Britton, 2013; Lewis, 2005; 

Radosavljević, 2013; Syssoyeva & Proudfit, 2013a; 2013b). There are as many different 
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understandings of ensemble as there are ensemble companies.  It is possible to describe it in 

very concrete terms: an ensemble is a group of people working together towards an artistic 

goal (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013) and it can also be described in more intangible ways: 

“Ensemble is a particular form of experience emerging from particular types of interaction. It 

does not actually exist but is perceived (and therefore believed) to have existence by those 

who encounter it—performers and audience” (Britton, 2013, p. 412). Britton subscribes to the 

idea that the identification of an ensemble is actually the recognition of an emergent 

phenomenon. He draws on Hofstadter’s (as cited in Britton, 2013) work and suggests 

ensemble as “an emergent phenomenon [which] somehow emerges quite naturally and 

automatically from rigid rules operating at a lower more basic level, but exactly how that 

emergence occurs is not at all clear to the observer” (Hofstadter, as cited in Britton, 2013 p. 

411).  

If there is one consistency across all ensembles, it is that it’s concrete to all those who 

participate in it, and yet difficult to describe for those who observe it: Britton (2013) suggests 

that ensemble is an illusion (p. 412), and to try and define ensemble is akin to attempting to 

“grasp an illusion” (Britton, 2013, p. 412).  In reading the experiences of ensemble 

facilitators and participants it became clear that ensemble is the collective engagement of a 

set of actions and interactions in support of a specific objective that at the start has no known 

form. For example, an ensemble theatre company may want to create a show (the specific 

objective) but the nature of the show (the form) at the start of the process is unknown.   There 

is consensus in ensemble literature that the form takes shape through the adherence to an 

implicit/explicit creative process, the generative act of devising, and the interaction of 

collaboration.   
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The Structures and Practices of Ensemble 

The paragraphs above focused on describing, thematically, the “it-ness of ensemble” 

(Britton, 2013, p.412). This section frames these themes as the structures and practices of 

ensemble and subsequently provide greater detail on how they contribute to the emergence of 

the ensemble phenomenon. The first section focuses on identifying and deconstructing the 

creative process, the second section focuses on the process of devising, and the third section 

illustrates the significance of collaboration in ensemble.  

 The creative process. Guiding the work of an ensemble, whether explicit or implicit, 

is a creative process (Syssoyeva & Proudfit, 2013a; 2013b). There are many different 

conceptions of a creative process. One of the earliest and most commonly cited conceptions 

of a creative process comes from Wallas (2014). Wallas described the creative process using 

four phases: preparation, incubation, illumination, and verification. Other contributions to 

understanding and defining the creative process have also been made by Rossman (1931), 

Osborn, (1953), Koberg and Bagnall (1981), Barron (1988), Fritz (1991), and Amabile 

(1996). Specific emphasis in these works has been placed on understanding the psychological 

processes and sub-processes that facilitate creativity; that is the act of being creative, within 

an organizational context. The reproduction of the Creative Process Framework (CPF) 

designed by Cunning Irvine et al (2013) assumes an inherent creative potential in its users 

and harnesses that potential as a way to engage in the creation of ensemble theatre pieces, and 

by extension ensemble (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Creative process framework. Reprinted from Drama Works (p. 10) K. Cunningham 

Irvine, J. Tirone, C. Ferguson, and C. Mason, 2013, Toronto, Canada: Emond Montgomery 

Publications. Copyright 2013 Emond Montgomery Publications. Reprinted with permission.  

 An analysis of Radosavljević’s (2013) comprehensive interviews of ensemble 

practitioners and the work of Syssoyeva & Proudfit (2013a; 2013b) revealed that the 

language found in the CPF (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013) was either explicit or implicit in 

the ways in which ensemble facilitators/members described the nature and creative evolution 

of the work they helped construct. For example, Ian Morgan, a member of the Song of The 

Goat ensemble theatre company, when asked to describe the rehearsal process responded:  
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It would be dangerous to present the existence of a formula — but one could say 

there is an initial stage of gathering inspirations around the territory, narrative, 

theme, texture, etc. Then we might explore the elements — often starting by 

learning and tasting music and song in the space, then possibly combined with 

elements of text. And at some point, we might start exploring what we might call the 

physical vocabulary of the piece, the physical texture. In a long process of 

maturation, all these elements will become the ground for our own creative 

reactions. . . . Eventually Grzegorz will make an initial montage, not based on 

narrative logic but on energy and musicality. This montage will only be a first draft 

of many, as the unique journey the company intuits appears from the clay. These are 

some of the steps we may take. But each process is different. (Radosavljević 2013, 

p. 123) 

This is the reason that the CPF created by Cunningham Irvine et al. (2013) has been chosen 

as a thematic representation of the creative process in ensemble. 

  In Drama Works, Cunningham Irvine et al. (2013) define the creative process as a 

“set of steps that ensemble members follow as they develop their collective ideas” (p. 15). 

The creative process helps ensemble members “explore, nurture, and develop their individual 

and collective creativity” (Cunningham Irvine et al., p. 15). The (CPF) is not a framework 

that facilitates the emergence of creativity, but rather a framework that facilitates the 

emergence of a creative ensemble (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013). The framework they 

created consists of the following steps: (a) challenging and inspiring; (b) imagining and 

generating; (c) planning and focusing; (d) exploring and experimenting; (e) producing 

preliminary work; (f) revising and refining; (g) presenting and performing; and, (h) reflecting 

and evaluating (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013). The final step, reflection and evaluation, 

leads to a richer understanding of the initial challenge/inspiration and this, in turn, generates 
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the development of a new challenge/inspiration that can be explored through the creative 

process.  

 The steps of the CPF (Figure 1) provide a clear framework for working towards an 

artistic goal (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013). Within each step of the framework, it is the 

ensemble’s responsibility to determine the nature of the interactions that will shape each step. 

For example, the creative process prescribes planning and focusing as an important step in 

generating work; however, it does not describe how to plan and focus your thinking. To this 

end, it is up to the ensemble participants to determine what it means to engage in quality 

interactions that promote effective planning of and focusing on the work. This collective 

determining is how content is generated and the generation of content in ensemble is known 

as devising.  

Devising. Devising is the “process of generating a performative or theatrical event” 

(Govan, Nicholson, & Normington, 2007, p. 4). As a process, devising is heavily dependent 

upon a clear conception of a creative process and the interaction of ensemble members as the 

means for generating a piece of theatre (Govan et al., as cited in Barton, 2007). Devising is 

the commitment by individual ensemble members to develop a “shared sensibility, enhanced 

sensitivity, common vocabulary, [and] collective understanding” amongst one another 

(Britton, 2013, p. 274). Given the unique nature of ensemble companies, the process of 

devising is also unique. Devising in the ensemble is not a way of interacting that seeks a 

“state of agreement” (Matusov, as cited in Barton, 2008, p. xv). It is “not how performers 

come to share identical representations, but rather how a coherent interaction can proceed 

even when they do not” (Sawyer, 2014, p. 9). In the ensemble, devising is the coordinating of 

“individual contributions to a joint activity” (Matusov, as cited in Barton, 2008, p. xv). The 

act of devising, the bringing together of multiple voices around a single subject, is facilitated 

through the collective act of collaboration (Lewis, 2005). 
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 Collaboration. The process of devising is dependent upon collaboration. Lewis 

(2005) describes collaboration as an individual investment into a “group genius rather than in 

an individual one which generates a polyphony of voices that harmonize while leaving each 

distinct” (p. XVI). Matusov (as cited in Barton, 2008) identifies collaboration as the directing 

of individual talents towards a common goal. The way in which these individual talents come 

together is through a dialectic, an exploration that is propagated by contradictions (Barnett, as 

cited in Britton, 2013). It is also the idea that “reality is never static; it is a series of unstable 

states and the tensions between them are defined by contradictions” (Barnett, as cited in 

Britton, 2013, p. 128). The dialectic is an integral part of collaboration as it is the vehicle 

through which individuals collaborate. A dialectic, and by extension collaboration, is the 

collective exploration of the contradictory. The dialectic nature of Bertolt Brecht’s rehearsal 

process was designed to help actors discover and explore the many possible contradictory 

choices for future action (Barnett, as cited in Britton, 2013). For example, if a character 

decides to leave a room, that actor must also play the choice to stay. It is not that the actor 

physically plays out both choices, but understands the choice to leave is also indicative of not 

choosing to stay (Barnett, as cited in Britton, 2013). Collaboration in ensemble is the process 

of understanding the reasons why, when faced with many options regarding a contradiction, 

there is a choosing of a specific path. 

Professional Learning  

There are many ways to describe teacher learning: professional development (PD), 

professional learning (PL), continued professional development (CPD), and continued 

professional learning (CPL). There is no consensus as to what exactly each of these terms 

mean (Avalos, 2011; Cranton & King, 2003; Dadds, 2014; Derrick, 2013; Hill, Beiseigel & 

Jacob, 2013; Mockler, 2005; Mushayakiwa & Lubben, 2008; Penuel, Fishman, Tamaguchi & 

Gallagher, 2007; Wayne, Yoon, Zhu, Cronen & Garet, 2008; Webster-Wright 2009). Overall, 
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the most common terms in teacher learning literature are professional development (PD) and 

professional learning (PL). Each of these two terms different approaches to teacher learning 

in which the teacher, learning content, and learning context are accounted for in different 

ways.  

In PD it is the teacher’s responsibility to “receive and deliver centrally packed 

decisions” (Dadds, 2014). PD often takes the form of fragmented workshops (Borko, 2010), 

which focus on the transmission of knowledge (Flint, Zisook & Fisher, 2010). The 

transmission model of PD positions the teacher as the “uncritical implementer of outside 

policies” (Dadds, 2010) and are generally regarded as being “separated from engagement 

with authentic work experience” (Webster-Wright, 2009, p. 703). Dadds (2014) points out 

that teacher learning, rooted in the delivery of information, assumes “erroneously that good 

practice will come about from those outside the school making judgments for and on, those 

inside” (10). Teacher learning in the PD paradigm is highly representative of the behaviourist 

approach to teacher education. The ultimate goal of the PD is to change the behaviours of the 

teacher. Schön (1983) describes this kind of learning as demonstrating a certain technical 

rationality. Technical rationality consists of “instrumental problem solving made rigorous by 

the application of scientific theory and technique” (Schön, 1983, p. 21). The technical 

rationale suggests that problems of practice can be solved through an inquiry approach that is 

scientific in nature.  

The rise of accountability in education has contributed to an understanding of the 

teacher as the deficient professional (Webster-Wright, 2009). As a result, what has happened 

is the increasing use of PD to provide teachers with the occasional topping up of professional 

knowledge (Webster-Wright, 2009). “This perspective implicitly conceptualizes professional 

knowledge as primarily cognitive, ‘acquired’ through learning, and able to be studied 

separately from the sociocultural context in which the knowledge is used” (Webster-Wright, 
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2009, p. 713). Moreover, PD limits opportunities for teachers to explore issues of practice 

specific to their own classroom environment.  

Operating parallel to professional development is the notion of professional learning, 

an approach to teacher learning which acknowledges teachers as learners capable of 

identifying their own learning needs (Borko 2010; Dadds, 2014; Gemeda, Fiorucci, & 

Catarci, 2014; Riveros, 2012; Webster-Wright, 2009). In PL, learning needs are identified by 

the teachers, originate from the teacher’s immediate context (Avalos 2011; Borko 2010; 

Charland, 2011; Cranton & King, 2003; Flint et al., 2010) and are explored through a social-

constructivist approach in which learning is constructed through collaboration and inquiry 

(Allison, 2013; Avalos, 2011; Borko, 2010; Dadds, 2014; Gemeda et al., 2014).  

In a social-constructivist approach towards teacher learning, learning becomes a 

subjective social act (Palinscar, 2005); what needs to be learned is subjective (i.e. decided 

upon by the teacher), and the process of learning is subjective (i.e. guided by a framework but 

ultimately developed by the group as the learning progresses). The nature of PL is such that 

teacher experiences are unpacked and discussed within a peer group where new meanings can 

be either discovered, or co-constructed, and lines of further questioning developed (Nelson, 

Slavit & Deuel, 2012). In PL the demonstration of learning is found in the re-structuring of 

classroom behaviours for the purpose of generating new experiences that will provide insight 

into this phenomenon.  

In the past decade, there has been an increasing understanding and appreciation of 

teaching and learning as complex, dynamic, and contextually driven (Dadds, 2014; Derrick, 

2013; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Webster-Wright, 2009). Consequently, there is also a growing 

movement to recognize teachers’ professional learning in the same way. Inclusive in this 

movement is the recognition that growth, 



 24 

into new and better practices is often unpredictable, often non-linear; often emotional 

as well as cerebral. It demands the capacity and strength to ask questions; to analyze 

and interpret feedback; to discipline the emotions generated by self-study; to change 

established practices in the light of new understanding; to remain interested and 

professionally curious (Webster-Wright, 2009, p. 15) 

 This emerging perspective derives from the understanding (Webster-Wright, 2009) 

that the technical rational approaches associated with teacher development (e.g. the 

workshop) are incapable of addressing the complex learning needs of teachers that emerge 

within the context of their classrooms. PL was originally conceived as a means for addressing 

issues beyond content, pedagogy, individual practice, and into the investigation of shared 

visions of practice and school culture (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2000). The more nuanced 

understanding of PL proposed by Derrick (2013), Dadds (2014), and Webster-Wright (2009) 

suggests that individual visions of practice, let alone shared visions of practice and school 

culture inherently represent complex environments full of complex problems. A reframing of 

professional learning through the lens that views professional learning as inherently complex 

has resulted in a call for approaches to professional learning distinctively non-technocratic, 

and at the same time different from what is currently used (e.g. collaborative inquiry). The 

recent push to use collaborative inquiry for the purpose of institutional reform, has moved it 

into the domain of professional development and lacking in authenticity (Webster-Wright, 

2009) The next step in professional learning resides in the development of an approach that is 

capable of capturing and situating learning within the complex and contextually dependent 

world of the teacher (Dadds 2014; Derrick 2013; Opfer & Pedder 2011; Webster-Wright, 

2009).  
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Practitioner Learning: A Framework for a Complex Non-technocratic Approach to 

Professional Learning 

Derrick (2013) argues that “teacher practice and teacher learning needs to return its 

focus to the problems of practice that are not amenable to technical-rational definitions, 

because these problems are more significant, while also being just too complex, too messy, to 

deal with in that way” (p. 272). Derrick uses a wide variety of professional learning literature 

to develop an understanding of what constitutes “non-technocratic” approaches to teacher 

learning (p. 273). The foundation of Derrick’s thinking rests on distinguishing the difference 

between a professional and a practitioner. He goes on to develop the notion of practitioner 

learning through the idea of “craft practice” (p. 273), Daniel Kahnemane’s model for 

decision-making (as cited in Derrick 2013), “local distinctiveness”, and “effective pedagogy” 

(Derrick, 2013, p. 276). The detailed analysis of Derrick’s work that follows examines the 

extent to which the qualities Derrick uses to qualify his non-technocratic approach to teacher 

learning are reflected in the theory and practices of ensemble theatre-making 

Distinguishing between the professional and the practitioner. The first step 

Derrick (2013) takes in developing a non-technocratic approach is the re-framing of 

professional learning as practitioner learning. He suggests that the terms ‘profession’, 

‘professional’, and ‘professionalism’ are limited in their value for framing teacher learning. 

According to Derrick, the terms are: (a) highly political; (b) context dependent and as such 

hold different meanings by different people; and (c) associated with exclusivity and elitism. 

Of the three, Derrick views the exclusivity and elitism associated with the term ‘professional’ 

as being the most problematic in regards to framing teacher learning. Derrick suggests the 

continued use of ‘professional’ to describe teacher learning propagates expert/positivist 

knowledge and a reluctance by the teacher to engage in learning that does not support or 

enrich existing attitudes, beliefs, and practices. As a way to remove the elitist and positivist 
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connotations that the term ‘professional’ brings to teacher learning, Derrick (2013) suggests 

the idea of “practitioner learning” (p. 272). 

 Practitioner learning moves away from the techno-rational approach to teacher 

learning. It values “the importance of teachers’ belief systems,” “opportunities for peer-to-

peer collaborative activities and reflection,” and “an ‘experimentalist’ attitude to practice” 

(Derrick, 2013, p. 273). Practitioner learning is about engaging in the practice of learning as a 

means for understanding the practice of teaching, not the passive acquisition of skills 

(Derrick, 2013). When a teacher engages in practitioner learning (s)he operationalizes 

learning from and through the experiences that populate the classroom on a daily basis.  

 The way in which Derrick (2013) describes the nature of practitioner learning is 

highly reflective of the way ensemble positions the creation of theatre from and through the 

experiences of artists living within a community. There are strong correlations between 

collaboration, community, and sharing as integral parts that comprise practitioner learning 

and devising (Barton, 2008), community, and performance (Lewis 2005) as key interactions 

that shape the ensemble experience. This initial correlation, although broad, indicates that 

Derrick’s big-picture thinking surrounding a non-technocratic approach, specifically re-

framing the teacher as a practitioner, aligns with the literature on ensemble.  

Practitioner Learning and Ensemble 

There are four cornerstones supporting the idea of Derrick’s (2013) non-technocratic 

approach to practitioner learning including craft practice, reflection, local distinctiveness, 

and pedagogy of the practitioner. This section is dedicated to illustrating how the 

cornerstones to a non-technocratic approach to professional learning, as construed by 

Derrick, have appeared in the thinking and practices of ensembles over time.  

Craft practice. Craft practice, as a singular construct is comprised of four facets. 

First, learning and the development of quality practice happens over time (Derrick, 2013) and 
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second is the significance and adoption of a “craft attitude” (Derrick, 2013 p. 274); this 

attitude is inclusive of a commitment to creating quality work, and an understanding “that all 

work and learning are in some sense collaborative” (Derrick, 2013, p. 274). Derrick (2013) is 

very clear that the non-technocratic approach to professional learning requires a time 

commitment not found in technical-rational approaches to teacher learning. An examination 

of major ensemble theatre companies of the 20th century (e.g. Moscow Art Theatre, Berliner 

Ensemble, The Wooster Group) reveals that devising is a time intensive process 

(Radosavljević, 2013, Syssoyeva & Proudfit, 2012b). Prolonged commitment to a 

collaborative process is one of the ways in which ensembles exemplify their commitment to 

creating quality. In the following passage LeCompte, a founding member and director of The 

Wooster Group, comments on the time it takes to devise and rehearse a piece for a public 

audience: 

We’ll work for weeks on a project then put it away, go on tour with another piece and 

come back to the project. . . . I continue to work like I’m working now, every day. . . . 

I would say it takes me usually about a year, off and on, to complete a piece, and 

when I say ‘complete’ I’m always working on it, because there are new people that 

come into it, I have to change it to organize it around who they are and what their 

skills are (Radosavljević, 2013, p. 75). 

LeCompte recognizes and values the role time plays in creating quality theatrical 

experiences. Specifically, as new people come into the ensemble and bring new skills, she 

becomes responsible for a collective and collaborative re-working of the piece. LeCompte’s 

description of theatre-making exemplifies a prolonged commitment to quality (facet one) and 

collaboration (facet two).  

The third facet of craft practices is the “integration of teaching, learning, and 

development with practice itself” (Derrick, 2013, p. 273). According to Derrick (2013), 
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teaching is more than just a singular idea; it is the practice of recognizing the interdependent 

relationship between teaching, learning, and development that facilitates an iterative 

exploration and understanding of one’s teaching and the overall practice of teaching. Craft 

practice is about being curious – curious about discovering alternatives to mass-produced 

solutions generated by technocratic approaches to professional problems. As an alternative, 

and not directly stated by Derrick, an iterative exploration and understanding of one’s 

teaching emerges from an improvised exploration of the relationship between teaching, 

learning, and development.  

Improvisation is an integral part of many ensembles’ creative process (Radosavljević, 

2013, and Syssoyeva and Proudfit, 2013b). Improvisation is a “celebration of the full 

resources of individual being and the ways that they can be combined to create new patterns 

of significance” (Frost and Yarrow, 2007, p. 183). While an ensemble member with the 

Royal Shakespeare Company Geoffrey Streatfield recalls:  

Our ever-growing trust enables us to experiment, improvise and rework on the floor 

with an astonishing freedom and confidence. This ensemble is a secure environment 

without ever being a comfort zone. All of us are continually challenging ourselves and 

being inspired by those around us to reach new levels in all aspects of our work. 

(Royal Shakespeare Company 2007, as cited in Neelands, 2009, p. 183)  

Derrick’s non-technocratic approach to professional learning suggests the practice of learning 

resides in being curious about the complex relationship between teaching, learning, and 

development. Improvisation in ensemble theatre-making and in craft practice facilitates an 

exploration beyond the default (Ross, 2012).  

The final facet that comprises Derrick’s (2013) conception is that “mass production 

techniques and rationales are inappropriate and potentially damaging models for teaching and 

learning” (p. 247). Just as teaching and learning vary from individual to individual, so too 
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does the nature of the product of that learning. Mass production techniques and rationales 

tend to promote a singular notion of effective teaching whereas craft practice supports 

personal understanding of individual practice. It is professional learning that supports the 

individuation of product. The work of Britton (2013), Radosavljević (2013) and Syssoyeva 

and Proudfit (2013), exhaustively chronicle the different ideas and practices that constitute 

this idea in ensemble.  

It is the presence of the multiple and unique voices in every ensemble that has lead to 

the individual nature of the ensembles chronicled by Britton (2013), Radosavljević (2013) 

and Syssoyeva and Proudfit (2013a; 2013b). Those same voices are also directly responsible 

for the quality and range of theatrical experiences that have emerged from ensemble theatres. 

Derrick’s non-technocratic learning is a learning that is directed by the voices of the learners. 

Lewis (2005) captures this idea in ensemble through his discussion on the multi-vocal nature 

of ensemble work. Ensemble work is supported by the consideration of a single subject from 

multiple perspectives (Lewis. 2005). In turn, the presence of these multiple perspectives 

allows for multiple dimensions of expression (Lewis, 2005). Subsequently, the multiple 

voices, perspectives, and dimensions of ensemble contribute to the individual nature of 

ensembles, and the individual nature of their work.  

Reflection. Reflection plays a significant part of Derrick’s (2013) conception of 

practitioner learning as a non-technocratic approach to professional learning. Using 

Khaneman’s model of decision making (as cited in Derrick, 2013), Derrick suggests that the 

process of intuitive decision-making is inherent within the daily lives of teachers and is 

actually the recognition of familiar elements in a new situation and the decision to act 

according to previous experience. Schön (1983) identified this process as reflection-in-action. 

According to Derrick, Schön’s reflection-on-action (1983), the companion to reflection-in 

action, is the rational process of challenging those intuitive responses. Conclusively, Derrick 
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suggests that the practice of reflection in a non-technocratic approach to professional learning 

is the continuous and collaborative analysis of intuitive response from an objective 

perspective for the purpose of changing the nature of the intuitive response. Grounding 

Derrick’s (2013) ideas on reflection is the need for teachers to re-examine the nature and 

impact of past behaviours. The outcome of this examination is an understanding of how 

things could have been different, and ideally how things will be different. Derrick’s desire to 

move the teacher into these modes of reflection represents a need to engage in a simultaneous 

subjective and objective analysis of beliefs, attitudes, and practices.  

Participants within an ensemble are both actors and spectators. As actors, they engage 

in the intuitive act of creation. As spectators they are the objective consumers of their own 

work. Ensemble members over time become “spect-actors” (Babbage, 2004; Boal, 2005). As 

“spect-actors” they are intuitive creators and rational critics of their own creations. Found 

within the structures and processes of ensemble theatre-making is the dialogical relationship 

between reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action in Derrick’s (2013) conception of non-

technocratic professional learning.  

Local distinctiveness and pedagogy of the practitioner. The final two cornerstones 

of Derrick’s (2013) practitioner learning suggest that when teacher learning is approached 

through a practitioner’s lens, “the distinctive feature of a particular locality or situation” (p. 

276) plays an integral part in understanding the nature of the problem. “Research tells us 

clearly, for example, that teachers’ sense of the particularity of situations is central to their 

understanding of the specific needs of individual students at a given moment in the learning 

process” (Derrick, 2013, p. 276). Lewis (2005) sees an ensemble as “a unique experiment in, 

and a metaphor for community (p. XV). The constituents of the ensemble represent the local 

distinctiveness of the community, and the way in which they engage with one other in this 

community represents interrogation and reflection of a localized identity (Lewis, 2012). 
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Historically, the ensembles have grown out of, and are a product of local distinctiveness 

(Britton, 2013; Radosavljević, 2013; Syssoyeva & Proudfit, 2013a; 2013b).  

Derrick (2013) also suggests the need to look to scholarship on pedagogy as a way to 

operationalize the practitioner learner as an active learner. The pedagogy of the practitioner 

learner supports the following ideas and practices:  

[R]ich and authentic interaction and feedback between learners and teachers, and 

between learners themselves; for a recognition of the power of informal learning; for 

organizing learning as collaborative research, design and production; and for the 

importance in developing skills and confidence in self- and peer-assessment. (Derrick, 

2013, p. 276). 

Derrick’s (2013) pedagogy of the practitioner represents an eclectic mix of ideas 

pertaining to assessment, instructional strategies, identity and the complex nature of 

relationships within teaching and learning. The creative process  (Cunningham Irvine et al., 

2013), the process of devising, and the dual nature of learning in ensemble, individual and 

collective directly support all but one of Derrick’s pedagogical tenets: “learning activities 

designed explicitly to develop the autonomy of learners” (p. 79). However, if we return to the 

dynamic interaction between individual learning and group learning, it is possible to conclude 

that ensemble indirectly supports the development of autonomous learners.  

This widespread endorsement of the practitioner pedagogy is not intended to suggest 

that ensemble is pedagogy. Ensemble is a phenomenon and as a phenomenon, it is directed 

and shaped by the process of devising. Devising as it is described in ensemble literature 

embodies all of the tenets described in Derrick’s (2013) conception of the teacher as a craft 

practitioner, and ensemble is a construct that supports the collective learning of the craft 

practitioner.  
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Conclusion 

 The first section of this chapter was dedicated to describing ensemble. Analysis of 

ensemble literature served to develop a broad thematic understanding of the idea of ensemble 

and the practices of ensemble. The second section focused on distinguishing between 

professional development and professional learning, and emerging non-technocratic 

approaches to teacher professional learning. Specific attention in this section was given to 

Derrick’s (2013) idea of practitioner learning, and how the ideas of practitioner learning are 

reflected in a more nuanced understanding of the ideas and practices of ensemble.  

As presented in this chapter, both practitioner learning and ensemble represent 

multifaceted and complex constructs. The complex nature of Derrick’s (2013) practitioner 

learning is what makes it a non-technocratic approach to professional learning. Practitioner 

learning (Derrick) is a list of tenets for operationalizing learning rooted in the complex nature 

of being a teacher, and facilitating learning within specific contexts. Illustrating the parallels 

between the practitioner learning and ensemble is important because it has shown how the 

ideas and practices of ensemble support and operationalize Derrick’s idea of practitioner 

learning. Ensemble is the agent that moves the theory of practitioner learning into the practice 

of practitioner learning.  

 In support of exploring a new professional learning convention, Derrick (2013) 

suggests “useful perspectives on practitioner learning for teachers can be found in a range of 

fields of research and theory situated outside of education” (p. 278). As an approach to 

teacher learning the ensemble provides a cohesive, flexible, and collaborative framework for 

exploring the complex relationships that comprise the practice of teaching, and by extension 

the practice of learning.   
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Chapter 3  

Methods 

Introduction 

This study focused on capturing the experience of current teacher learning in schools, 

and the experience of a group of teachers participating in a non-technocratic approach to 

learning guided by the ideas and practices of ensemble theatre-making. Given the focus of the 

research, data were obtained through multiple methods. The first method took the form of a 

professional learning survey. The purpose of this survey was to gain a burgeoning 

understanding of teachers’ attitudes towards, and experiences in, school-based learning 

opportunities. The second method of data collection was an 18-week ensemble learning 

intervention. The intervention took the form of a series of ensemble meetings, interviews, and 

a culminating focus group. The meetings were held every four to six weeks.  The first 

ensemble meeting occurred at a participant’s house on a weekend over breakfast. At that 

time, it was agreed upon that all other meetings would occur in a similar fashion.  The 

interviews were conducted at the school, and the final focus group was held at my residence. 

Given the complex nature of this ensemble approach to professional learning, the methods 

devised in the intervention focused on four things: (a) situating my participants’ learning 

within a complex understanding of teaching; (b) positioning learning within that complex 

understanding; (c) identifying the individual actions and interactions that came to 

characterize the process of devising; and (d) identifying the nature of learning in the 

ensemble.  

In line with the purpose of the study, two main research questions were developed 

that allowed for independent analyses and associations to be drawn between data sets. The 

first question was: How do K-12 teachers characterize (their) school-based learning? The 

second question was: How does a group of teachers experience an ensemble approach to 
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professional learning? Once clearance was received from the General Education Research 

Ethics Board (Appendix A), I proceeded with the research using the following methods.  

The Survey  

The teacher participants in this portion of the study responded to a general survey 

invitation sent to their schools. The schools that were sent the invitation were all American 

international schools that (a) self-identified as high functioning (college prep); (b) were 

recognized by an accrediting body (e.g. Council of International Schools, Middle States 

Commission on Higher Education); (c) offered an American-style education supported by a 

standards-based curriculum; and (d) supported teacher learning through PD. A list of schools 

meeting the above criteria was identified from a recruiting fair held annually in Canada. In 

addition, the survey was also distributed to a group of schools located in the Middle East and 

East Asia under the guidance of my current superintendent who had extensive knowledge of 

the area. The superintendents of each school were then emailed a form letter inviting them to 

participate in the study (Appendix B). In the form letter was a paragraph containing the link 

to the survey that they could then send to their faculty (Appendix C).  

The survey was distributed through the internet-based web interface tool, 

FluidSurveys. The first page of the survey included the Letter of Information and Informed 

Consent (Appendix D), which was obtained when the participant hit the “Continue” button. 

Participants were allowed to stop the survey at any time before hitting the submit button. In 

the Letter of Information the participants were notified that once the survey was submitted, 

the data would not be able to be removed.  

The purpose of the survey was to obtain data regarding teachers’ attitudes towards, 

and experiences in, school-based learning. The survey was divided into three sections and 

contained a total of 19 questions. Section 1, titled “Getting To Know You and Your Teaching 

Environment,” contained four questions, and collected demographic information. Section 2, 
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titled “Professional Learning/Development Opportunities Within Your Current School (a.k.a. 

school-based PL/PD), contained eight questions and targeted the nature of PL/PD 

opportunities teachers are currently using in their schools. Section 3 titled “Accountability 

and Recognition in Professional Learning/Development”, contained seven questions, and 

asked teachers to identify the ways in which they had to account for their learning 

experiences. The survey used multiple choice, yes/no, and open-ended questions to access 

teachers’ experiences in and perceptions about current professional learning practices in 

American international schools.  

The Ensemble Intervention 

 The second component of the current study was the ensemble intervention. This 

portion of the study took place at an American international school in the Middle East. The 

opportunity to participate in the study was offered to the entire middle school teaching staff at 

an all-staff meeting. After the meeting, letters of information (Appendix E) were placed in 

teachers’ mailboxes. A period of one week was given to the teachers to sign and return the 

letters. Five teachers agreed to participate. The five teachers were vetted to ensure that they: 

(a) were full time and certified teachers at an American international school; (b) were willing 

to engage in an exploratory form of professional learning; and (c) had agreed to the details in 

the letter of consent. In addition, I ensured that the potential participants understood the level 

of commitment the study required. Participants were expected to dedicate approximately 20 

hours of their own time in addition to time in the classroom exploring their learning.  These 

hours included an initial workshop, group meetings, interviews, and a final focus group. 

Lastly, before the study began the teacher participants were asked to read and sign a letter of 

consent (Appendix F).  
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A Phenomenological Study of Ensemble  

The ensemble experience was studied using a phenomenological approach. The aim 

of the research design was to create and describe the lived experience (van Manen, 1997) of a 

group of teachers participating in an ensemble approach to professional learning. The focus 

of the intervention was to provide conditions that would organically allow for the 

manifestation of pre-reflective actions (van Manen, 2014), and in the case of ensemble 

interactions, that would provide insights into the phenomenon of professional learning 

through an ensemble framework.  

The qualitative methods used in this study were designed to capture and identify the 

actions and interactions that characterized the ensemble experience. As the intervention 

progressed, it became apparent that capturing what the participants experienced and how they 

experienced it (Moustakas, 1994) was also shaped by the content of their learning and their 

emotional connection/history with and to that content. To that end, as the intervention 

progressed it became clear that capturing the experience of the ensemble approach to 

professional learning operationalized in this study was dependent upon thematically 

identifying the actions, interactions, learning content, and emotional engagement of the 

group.  

During this study I assumed the role of a participant observer (Stake, 2010). As a 

participant observer, I participated in the intervention as a facilitator while observing the 

intervention as a researcher. My responsibility as the facilitator of the intervention was to 

ensure that my actions and interactions were guided by and supportive of the creative process 

framework (CPF) (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013). Adherence to the CPF provided me with 

benchmarks to understand the discrete moments of ensemble. For example, I would ask the 

participants to identify their position in the process before beginning a conversation, and this 

allowed me to understand what actions/interactions characterized different parts of the 
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process. 

While conducting the intervention, I was very aware of my own history with 

ensemble. I used my research journal to record and reflect on potential moments in which my 

previous experiences with ensemble may have influenced the course of the study. I worked 

hard during the intervention to let the professional learning ensemble organically emerge. 

This is also reflected in my research journal. I have extensive experience in facilitating the 

idea of ensemble for educational purposes; however, as a researcher I have never experienced 

the ensemble as a framework for professional learning. To that end, this research, and my 

role as a researcher was to recognize and examine the phenomenon of ensemble as a 

framework for professional learning not as a reenactment of the theatrical ensemble, but as a 

phenomenon in and of itself (Moustakas, 1994).  

The following section gives a detailed account of the approach and methods I used to 

facilitate an ensemble learning experience in this study. Given the unique nature of this 

research, reasoning behind methodological choices is also provided. Specific attention is 

given to why certain choices were made, and how these choices were intended to support the 

emergence of ensemble within a professional learning context. This section concludes with a 

description of the qualitative methods that were used to capture the experience of an 

ensemble approach to professional learning. The methods of data collection and analysis used 

in this study were specifically chosen to capture the ensemble participants’ actions, 

interactions, and emotions in a professional learning experience guided by ensemble thinking 

and practices.  

Operationalizing an Ensemble Intervention 

The purpose of the ensemble intervention was to facilitate professional learning 

experience through the ideas and practices of ensemble. Figure 2 provides a visual 

representation of how an ensemble approach to professional learning was facilitated in this 
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study. The dotted arrow at the top indicates the continuous use of the creative process 

framework (CPF; Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013) to guide my work as a facilitator. The 

middle section illustrates the timing of the various moments isolated for the study. Lastly, the 

dotted arrow on the bottom represents my constant reflection during the process, inclusive of 

any acknowledgment of bias.  

 
 Figure 2. Mapping the ensemble intervention 
   
 Ensemble meeting one. Integral to this study, and the focus of ensemble meeting one 

was framing professional learning as a complex act within the complex context of a school 

culture. An analysis of the professional learning literature used to guide this study (Allison, 

2103; Avalos 2011; Charland, 2011; Cranton & King 2003; Dadds, 2014; Derrick, 2013; 

Gemeda, Fiorucci, Catarci, 2014; Gorodetsky & Barak, 2009; Hickam 2010, Little 1993; 

Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Webster-Wright, 2009) suggested that helping teachers view learning 

and the context in which they were learning as complex was dependent upon four factors: (a) 

an understanding of why/how schools are complex places; (b) The identification or setting of 

a problem within that complex environment (Cushman, 2014); (c) the use of an inquiry 

framework that reflects the complex nature of education and situates the teacher as a learner 

within that complexity; and d) a mindset that recognizes teaching as a craft and teachers as 

practitioners of that craft. The purpose of the first ensemble meeting was to help teachers 
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start thinking about how and why schools are complex, teaching is complex, and what it 

means to position oneself as a learner within that complexity. Using the language of the CPF 

(Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013) the goal of the first meeting was to: (a) challenge and 

inspire the participants to think about professional learning in new ways; (b) imagine what in 

their teaching could be different; and (c) and generate a question that would help them learn 

about the value and significance of this difference.  

In the first meeting, I provided my participants with a resource handbook (Appendix 

G) complete with quotations and activities designed to helped them think about professional 

learning in a complex way. The first activity of the meeting was geared towards inspiration. 

On the first page of the handbook are a series of quotations about professional learning from 

the work of Dadds (2014) and Avalos (2011). These quotes comment on the dangers of the 

widespread adoption and implementation of technocratic approaches to professional learning 

while promoting more teacher-centered and context-relevant professional learning. The final 

quotation on the first page specifically identifies the need to recognize professional learning 

as complex: 

Teacher professional learning is a complex process, which requires cognitive and 

emotional involvement of teachers individually and collectively, the capacity and 

willingness to examine where each one stands in terms of convictions and beliefs and 

the perusal and enactment of appropriate alternatives for improvement or change. 

(Avalos, 2011, p. 11) 

Using Avalos’ (2011) ideas, I began to challenge my participants by moving them into a 

discussion on what is complex, and why education is complex. Following this discussion, the 

participants were instructed to look at a page in the handbook that contained five free-floating 

circles with the following labels: context, teaching, learning, individual as teacher, and child 

as student/learner. 
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 To gain a better understanding of the content of these circles, we engaged in a 

segmenting exercise, which breaks a big topic into smaller components (Wagner, 1999). 

Figure 3 is an example of how one of the participants deconstructed the complex nature of 

context.  

 

Figure 3. Context segmenting exercise 

First, a stimulus is given, for example, context, and then participants proceed to deconstruct 

the stimulus into what he or she understands/believes to be in the segments. Collectively, 

these segments reflect the individual perceptions and responses to the stimulus. The group 

proceeded through a methodical process of segmenting and sharing all five circles. After the 

group had spent some time segmenting a circle, they were invited to share and comment on 

what they had written.  
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Lastly, in order facilitate a truly complex conception of teaching and learning, I 

thought it necessary for my participants to identify and segment the feelings, values, and 

aesthetics that guided their teaching (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988); and, second, to identify 

the origins of those feelings, values, and aesthetics. Like the previous segmenting exercises 

the participants were invited to share and comment on what they had written.  

 Having segmented each of the circles (context, self as teacher, child as 

student/learner, teaching, and learning), and as a way to further support and demonstrate the 

idea of teaching and learning as complex, I proposed a Venn diagram that suggested a very 

specific relationship between the five concepts we had just segmented (Figure 4). Figure 4, a 

model of my own devising, was the model used in this study to conceptualize the complex 

nature of teaching, learning, and school culture. The model reads from the outside in.  

 

Figure 4. The complex nature of teaching and learning 
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Context (i.e. location of school, school history) directly informs conceptions of teaching and 

learning at the school, and interacts with the individual who chooses to teach within that 

context, as well as the student who participates within the context. Within the larger circle of 

context sit the circles of individual as teacher, child as student/learner, teaching, and learning. 

At the center of these four circles I placed teaching and learning. The letter ‘T’ represents 

potential areas of tension within the complex nature of teaching and learning. For example, 

there could be a tension between how a teacher conceived of meaningful teaching and 

learning, and how the schools conceived of meaningful teaching and learning. I proposed to 

the participants that one of the great problems with professional learning in international 

schools, is that a large part of the suggested/mandated teacher learning is developed and 

championed in foreign contexts. As a way to engage in meaningful and contextually relevant 

professional learning, I suggested that we look at the areas where the circles overlap and 

identify them as areas that may contain tension. Any areas in which the participants were able 

to identify tension were the areas that we wanted to consider focusing on during our time 

together.  

After we identified areas of tension in ensemble meeting one, the next course of 

action was to develop what I have come to call “learning questions.” The idea of the learning 

question is a methodological tool that I developed instead of the more traditional and 

technocratic learning goal. Derrick (2013), in his discussion on non-technocratic approaches 

to professional learning, does not address the issues of question making and the impact 

aligning a question to a goal can have in creating a technocratic professional learning 

experience. As a result, part of the methodology in this study was to develop an approach to 

questioning one’s practice that would operate within and support Derrick’s (2013) non-

technocratic approach to professional learning and capture the spirit of practitioner learning.  

Looking for a way to propose a question that did not pre-suppose a determined end point I 
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adopted Schön’s (1983) idea of problem setting. The idea of the problem setting used in this 

study was guided by three tenets: (a) “the practice of problem setting assumes that problems 

do not present themselves as givens that need solving” (Cushman, 2014, p. 332);  (b) 

“professionals construct the situation within which they set the dimensions of their problem 

space and invent the moves by which they attempt to find solutions” (Schön, 1992, p. 11); 

and (c) the “practice of problem setting is the practice of acting in order to act again. It is not 

a linear practice” (Cushman, 2014, p. 343).  

 Within the ensemble intervention individual learning questions were positioned as 

objectives that were to be guided by clear ideas of who and how we are when to were are 

together (Neelands, 2009, 2010), and a delineated creative process (Cunningham Irvine et al, 

2013). As an empirical tool, the learning question acted as the stimulus that facilitated entry 

into movement through the creative process framework. The purpose of the initial ensemble 

meeting was to facilitate a shift in mindset and induct the participants into the CPF 

(Cunningham Irvine et al, 2013). 

The first ensemble meeting concluded with a discussion and approval on the use of a 

Google forum to stay connected and contribute to each other’s learning between meetings. 

Having not completed the goal of fully realizing and finalizing their learning questions, the 

participants were given the task of generating and sharing their learning question in the 

forum. The next ensemble meeting was dedicated to discussing these learning questions so 

that each participant had a clear focus for planning their exploration.  

 Ensemble meetings 2, 3 and 4. The subsequent three ensemble meetings were 

scheduled around the school calendar and each teacher’s availability. The overarching goal of 

the rest of the ensemble meetings was to move participants as far as possible through the CPF 

(Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013). After the completion of the initial ensemble meeting, in 

accordance with the CPF (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013), the participants were asked to 
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continue to imagine and explore possible learning questions. The second ensemble meeting 

focused on exploring and simplifying the learning questions, as well as planning future 

explorations. After this ensemble meeting, rather than pushing for movement through the 

creative process, I allowed, through reflection, teachers to self-identify their position within 

the creative process. Ensemble meetings 3 and 4 started with opportunities for participants to 

share with their colleagues at these meetings their movement within the process, the 

explorations that facilitated that movement, and the learning that came from that movement.  

 Interviews. Two sets of interviews were conducted during the course of the 

intervention. The first interview occurred between ensemble meetings two and three, and the 

second interview occurred at the end of the study. In the current study, this method was used 

as a way to obtain the “unique information or interpretation held by the person interviewed” 

(Stake, 2010, p. 95) and as a way to provide feedback and reflection opportunities for 

participants. Given these purposes, a responsive semi-structured interview protocol was used 

to draw out vivid and nuanced responses in the form of personal narratives from the 

interviewees (Rubin & Rubin, 2011; Stake, 2010). The interview questions were specifically 

designed to draw each participant’s attention to, and to open up “unrecognized spaces within 

their world, selves, or community” (Linds, 2006, p.122). The goal of the interviews was to 

move my participants into these unrecognized spaces and then allow them to populate the 

content of those spaces with their own ideas.  

Both interviews followed the same basic protocol (Appendix H). The reason why the 

same protocol was used was to capture change in the participants’ thinking. I thought 

capturing change in the participants’ thinking would be an additional way to capture and 

provide insight into the ensemble experience. The interview questions were scaffolded to one 

particular question: What might someone, who is very familiar with you as a teacher, notice 

that is different about you, and/or your teaching, since you started this process?  
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 Focus group. Ensemble meeting 4 concluded with a focus group. The focus group 

was semi-structured and guided by five questions: These questions were: 

1. Can you describe a significant event in your professional learning that occurred 

during our work together? 

a. What made it significant? 

2. Relative to other professional learning experiences you have had, how did the 

ensemble approach to professional learning differ or feel similar? 

3. One of my goals was to explore both group and individual learning, can you provide 

examples of times in which the ensemble approach encouraged these? Hindered 

these? 

4. What aspects of the professional learning we have done together have been the most 

beneficial for you? 

5. What aspects of the professional learning we have done together have been the most 

challenging for you?  

 I used the focus group at the end of the intervention as a way to gain a richer 

understanding of the experiences that populated an ensemble approach to professional 

learning across the group. The focus group allowed me to “observe the extent and nature of 

[the] interviewees agreement and disagreement” (Morgan, 1997, p. 139). I used the 

techniques and guidelines as discussed by Casey and Krueger (2004) which outlines the 

systematic structure that was adhered to for this study. Specifically, surrounding the use of 

open-ended questions and think back questions (Casey & Krueger, 2004) as a way to draw 

rich responses from my participants.  

Qualitative Analysis of Ensemble Intervention Data 

At the end of the intervention four ensemble meetings, three sets of interviews per 

participant, one focus group, and my personal research journal were available for data 
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extraction. All meetings, interviews, and the focus group were recorded using an iPod and 

transcribed soon thereafter. The methods used in this study to analyze that data focused on 

identifying and describing qualities common across all participants. Granted, while each 

person within the intervention had an experience that was unique to them, the intervention 

analysis focused on identifying and describing the lived experience (van Manen, 1997) 

common across all participants. As part of my analysis, and in recognition of the 

phenomenological nature of the study, I adopted the following mindset when engaging in 

data analysis. First, as a participant observer, my analysis of data contains hermeneutic 

qualities. Second, as my participants lived and shaped the ensemble experience, I also lived 

and shaped the ensemble experience. Third, my transcripts represent lived experiences. 

Hence I analyzed the data with the intent to describe the nature, quality, and content of the 

pre-reflective actions/interactions that contributed to creating the phenomenon of an 

ensemble approach to professional learning (van Manen 2014). Lastly, analysis of the data 

focused on discovering the lived experiences of the participants, adding meaning to those 

experiences through coding (van Manen, 2014), and identifying common lived experiences 

through the development of thematic units.  

The primary focus of the data analyses was to identify the actions and interactions 

that manifest in an ensemble approach to professional learning (Saldaña, 2012). However, as 

described earlier, as the intervention went on it became clear that descriptive and emotional 

coding (Saldaña, 2012) would provide essential insight into the nature of the ensemble 

experience. Descriptive coding, while used throughout the ensemble data intervention, 

proved most useful in the final focus group when the participants were asked to reflect on the 

ensemble experience. Lastly, I used emotional coding to capture the range of emotions that 

manifested themselves within the ensemble approach to professional learning (Saldaña, 

2012). A holistic understanding of the pre-reflective actions/interactions (van Manen, 2014) 
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and subsequently an ensemble experience in professional learning was derived from a 

description of the actions and interactions of the participants, the feelings imbedded within 

those actions and interactions, and a reflective description of the learning experience.   

 Coding the research journal. The first document I analyzed was my research 

journal. I chose to start with this document because it offered a clear reminder of my thoughts 

and emotions during the course of study and it brought to light any potential bias that I might 

bring to my examination of the participants’ data. The research journal was analyzed using 

descriptive codes (Saldaña, 2012). Codes were grouped into categories, and categories were 

grouped into themes. Analytic notes were written during and after the analysis. Through the 

use of analytic notes, I reflected on the nature, value and impact of ensemble as a 

professional learning framework. The analytic notes, like the research journal, became a 

place to identify my emotional connection to the study and my desires for the study. Coding 

my research journal first allowed me to acknowledge and separate the participants’ 

descriptions of their lived experience from my interpretation of their descriptions of their 

lived experiences. The goal of my research was not to prove what I knew/believed to be the 

experience and value of an ensemble approach to professional learning (Conklin, 2007), the 

goal was to let the methods I had committed to and the data I had gathered reveal the 

experience and value of an ensemble approach to professional learning.  

Coding the ensemble meetings. The four ensemble meetings captured the 

participants’ movement through and around the CPF. With the creative process framework 

operating as the rules for the ensemble experience, the ensemble meetings provided an 

understanding of the basic actions and interactions that populate an ensemble approach to 

professional learning. The nature of the first ensemble meeting was primarily didactic, and, 

as such, the meeting was dominated by the single interaction between the facilitator (me) and 

the five participants. The dominant action in this ensemble meeting was that of instruction. In 
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the first ensemble meeting, the participants came in contact with many new ideas regarding 

schools, teaching, learning, and themselves as teachers. Regarding understanding the 

experience of an ensemble approach to professional learning, I used descriptive coding for 

the purpose of describing how participants responded to the theory that drives an ensemble 

approach to professional learning (Saldaña, 2012). 

The subsequent ensemble meetings were coded in the following manner. First, all of 

the interactions within the meeting were identified as either being between ensemble 

members or between an ensemble member and the facilitator. Once the interactions had been 

identified and coded into two groups, action coding was then used to identify actions and 

interactions (Saldaña, 2012). Descriptive coding was used to identify the content of the 

interactions, and emotional coding to describe the emotions imbedded within the interactions. 

Connections were made and variations identified across the three ensemble meetings. From 

this coding, a composite picture of the actions and interactions embedded within the 

experience of an ensemble approach to professional learning was created.  

 Coding the interviews. The interview questions were specifically designed to draw 

teachers’ attention to and to open up “unrecognized spaces within their world, selves, or 

community” (Linds, 2006, p. 122). The interviews were coded using action, interaction, 

descriptive, and emotional coding. First, the interactions were coded; specifically, who the 

learning question was leading them to interact with outside of the ensemble meetings. 

Second, I used action coding to describe the behaviours that characterized the interactions. 

Next, I used descriptive coding to identify the content of interactions. Lastly, I used 

emotional coding to identify either the explicit emotions identified by the participants that 

populated the actions/interactions, or the implicit emotions located in the participants’ use of 

language.  
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 Coding the focus group. The focus group occurred immediately after the final 

ensemble meeting. When we met for the focus group, I was clear with my participants that 

this was not another ensemble meeting. I made it clear that the purpose of our coming 

together was to offer objective criticism of the intervention and offer evaluative opinions on 

an ensemble approach to professional learning that we shared for the previous 18 weeks. I 

analyzed the focus group using descriptive coding (Saldaña, 2012). The use of descriptive 

coding was used given my desire to gain insight into the “it-ness” (Britton, 2013, p.412) of 

ensemble through reflective questioning.  

Summary 

 The tools, methods, and protocols developed for the ensemble intervention were 

guided by Derrick’s (2013) idea of practitioner learning and operationalized through 

ensemble thinking (Neelands, 2009, 2010) and the CPF (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013). 

After the first ensemble meeting, the ensemble experience was structured in such a way to 

operationalize, regardless of the individual participant’s location in the CPF (Cunningham 

Irvine et al., 2013), the collective responsibility to facilitate individual learning. The coding 

of the intervention data was done through a phenomenological lens and designed to capture 

an understanding of the ensemble experience described through the actions, interactions and 

emotions of the ensemble participants.  It was thought that a combination of these three 

components when combined would best reflect the lived experience (van Manen, 1997) of 

ensemble learning when combined with the emergent phenomenon of ensemble, the nature of 

learning in ensemble, and the learning outcomes from an ensemble experience.  

In researching an ensemble approach to professional learning, I recognized the value 

of all the data collected during the intervention. Interpretations of the data acknowledged any 

bits of outlying information (Yin, 2009), and any negative or discrepant data (McMillan & 

Schumacher, 2010). This study was a rigorous investigation into a specific conception of the 
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phenomenon of ensemble as professional learning. As evidence of this rigour, I draw 

attention to the prolonged and persistent fieldwork, the multiple methods used in data 

collection, and my own research journal. Dependability entailed “the careful documenting of 

procedures for generating and interpreting data” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 227). I also kept an 

electronic field journal and engaged in critical reflection to ensure that the study remained 

objective and unbiased from my personal experiences in ensembles.  
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Interlude 2 

In my teaching experience overseas, I can identify three distinct professional learning 

modes. The first mode I experienced was the workshop approach to professional learning. I 

would say the majority of my learning in my first years of teaching came through workshops. 

In these workshops, I was exposed to many clearly articulated ideas about what makes good 

teaching, and what makes a good classroom. These workshops were a great benefit to my 

early teaching. Beyond giving concrete skills and techniques, I learned that teaching could be 

known, and if I just learned all of the things that were known about teaching, then I too 

would become a good teacher. For a new teacher, knowing that teaching could be known was 

very calming.  

The second mode of professional learning that I experienced overseas could be 

typified as a collaborative inquiry approach. With the professional learning landscape 

shifting towards collaborative inquiry, teachers, myself included, found themselves in the 

possession of a tool that allowed them to take what was known about teaching and make 

connections within their own teaching contexts. All of a sudden, with this new collaborative 

inquiry approach to professional learning, international teachers were in possession of a tool 

that would illuminate why a best practice from the United States was not working with a 

group of international students in a foreign country. Collaborative inquiry provided my 

colleagues and I with a professional learning space that allowed us to investigate the 

challenges of implementing what is “known” about teaching in relation to our teaching 

context.  

In the final year of my teaching before entering the doctoral program, I was given 

permission to engage in a self-directed and self-authored form of professional learning. I did 

not use a framework, I did not have a goal, and I had no idea what it was that that I was 

trying to know. I wrote: “My first goal of my FFG [Framework For Growth] is to be an 
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excellent drama teacher. I am not sure if any of the ideas I want to explore will work, or will 

make me an excellent drama teacher, but I do know that the exploration of these ideas will.” 

The subsequent explorations, and the learning that occurred during those explorations 

remains the single richest learning experience I have had as a teacher.  

Over the course of my dissertation, I have been examining why, at certain times in my 

career, I have been attracted to specific kinds of learning. In retrospect, I am not surprised 

that early on in my teaching I was attracted to the workshop model. The workshops were 

geared towards the delivery of clear and concrete ideas about good teaching. In these 

workshops, I was quickly able to identify the shortcomings of my teaching and grateful for 

the solutions that could be immediately implemented in my classroom. Workshops helped me 

know ‘things’ about teaching. Later in my career my learning desire changed. Rather than 

having a need to know more about teaching, because I felt I knew enough, I became curious 

as to why what I knew to be successful teaching looked different everywhere I taught. The 

obvious answers were: (a) because my teaching context was different, and (b) as my 

knowledge of teaching grew my teaching changed, and every year I was a slightly different 

and arguably better teacher. Yet despite all of these changes, what I now understand is that 

what didn’t change was my conception of myself as a teacher and my ideas of what 

represented good teaching.  

I hear this all the time in teaching, “I know who I am as a teacher,” and “I know what 

makes me a good teacher.” When I hear these statements, what I hear is, “I know what 

teaching is, what it looks like, and I possess the knowledge to operationalize both of these in 

my classroom.” During the first eight years of my teaching, I developed a very clear idea of 

good teaching, what it looks like, and how to operationalize it in my classroom. Something 

changed in the eighth year. I looked at my classroom and looked at my teaching and suddenly 
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saw the next 20 years on repeat. Of course I would have to use new technologies, new 

standards but what I did not see was a new me and a new classroom.  

There are moments in my life, and I have come to love these moments, where I fulfill 

many clichés of a drama teacher. The choices that I have made overseas have in a large part 

been guided by the lyrics from musicals, one musical specifically: Sunday in the Park with 

George, written by Stephen Sondheim. In the song “Move On,” the character Dot gives 

George Seurat the following advice: “Stop worrying where you’re going move on. If you can 

know where you’re going you’ve gone, just keep moving on. I chose and my world was 

shaken, so what? The choice may have been mistaken, the choosing was not. You have to 

move on.” That day in the classroom I was very worried, because I could see where I was 

going. The future was set, and I was scared.  

It has taken me four years of doctoral work to understand the goal I wrote five years 

ago. I now understand that rather than asking how could things be different, and what if 

things were different in my teaching, I was asking what if I were different, and what if I were 

different in my teaching? That year, five years ago, was the most exciting year in the 

classroom. That year I acknowledged that I knew certain things about teaching and myself, 

but did not “know” teaching or “know” myself. This acknowledgement marked the start of 

an exciting exploration into ‘self-as-teacher’ that continued right through my doctoral work. 

And I suspect it will continue for the rest of my life. To date, the exploration has 

simultaneously been the most challenging, revealing, confusing, scary, anxiety producing, 

and rewarding learning in my life. I am now four years into this exploration. I have no idea 

what my future looks like. I just keep moving on.  
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Chapter 4 

Research Findings 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to gain greater insight into teachers’ professional 

learning experiences in standard-based schools by using a survey and facilitating a 

professional learning experience guided by the theory and practices of ensemble theatre-

making. The survey focused on one major question: How do K-12 teachers characterize 

(their) school-based learning? The intervention was guided by one primary question: How do 

a group of teachers at an American international school experience an ensemble approach to 

professional learning? This question was supported by one sub-question: What characterizes 

a group of teachers’ experience in an ensemble approach to professional learning? 

Accordingly, this chapter is divided into two sections: the findings from the survey, and the 

findings from the ensemble intervention. 

Section 1 The Survey  

The data from the survey provide a description of teacher learning as it occurs across 

a number of standards-based American international schools (Appendix I). These data also 

provide descriptions of teachers’ personal preferences and attitudes towards the nature of 

professional learning in their current schools. The majority of the survey questions asked 

were multiple-choice style in which respondents were able to choose from a bank of pre-

determined responses. The remainder of the survey questions were open-ended short answer 

questions. FluidSurveys, a web-based interactive survey tool, was used as the platform for the 

survey, and potential participants were able to access and complete the survey from April 

11th, 2015 until July 9th, 2015. Geographically, teachers from North America, South America, 

the Middle East, India, China, and South Korea responded to the survey, with the largest 

number of respondents from the United Arab Emirates. 186 people started the survey, and 
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149 (71.3%) teachers completed the survey.  Given the number of schools that were invited 

to distribute the survey, and the fact that the majority of the schools were medium-to-large in 

size, the overall response rate to the survey was extremely low.  Using a conservative 

estimate of approximately 40 teachers at school of 800 students, there could have been 

upwards of 1,600 teacher responses.  However, there is no way of knowing if the 

superintendents actually forwarded the initial email to participate in the survey to their staff.  

This reduced sample of 149 people was then used for subsequent analysis. Among 

this final sample, there were missing responses for the open-ended, short-answer items. 

Specifically, 125 respondents chose to answer Question 9: “Consider your responses to 

questions 5, 6, and 7. What possible ‘down side’, if any, is there to having school-based 

professional learning/development expectations at a school like yours?” A total of 132 

respondents chose to answer Question 8, “Consider your responses to questions 5, 6, and 7. 

What are the strengths, if any, of having school-based professional learning/development 

expectations at a school like yours?” Lastly, 137 respondents chose to answer Question 12: 

“Consider your response to Question 11, what, for you, is the appeal of this type of 

professional learning/development?” 

Survey Respondents  

Of the 149 respondents, 67% were female and 33% male; 85% had been teaching for 

five or more years. At the time the survey was distributed, 85% were working at schools with 

a student population greater than 800, and of these, 52% were working at schools with a 

student population of over 1300. Lastly, 37% of teachers indicated they had worked in, and 

subsequently had professional learning experiences in more than one school division with 

middle school being the most common division. Thus a “typical” survey respondent was 

likely an experienced female teacher currently working at a relatively large school, with 

current or previous experience teaching in a middle school. 
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A review of the 149 responses to the survey suggested there was a rich story to tell 

about how these particular teachers, all working in the context of American international 

schools, experienced and contextualized their learning. As a result, the analysis for the 

current study focuses on the variation in responses to items, and the use of different response 

patterns to construct a narrative about how respondents conceptualized their current teacher 

learning. 

An Integrated Approach to Presenting the Survey Findings: Narrative and Descriptive 

Statistics 

As a form, narrative helps to highlight human experiences and/or a social 

phenomenon (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Stanley (2008) outlines how it is useful for the 

researcher to apply personal understandings generated within the targeted research context as 

a way to perceive the tacit connections among data. Winchester et al. (2011) suggest 

“fictional tales are suggested to render lived experiences effectively to readers” (p. 221). The 

use of narrative to present the survey data is intended to help the reader understand the nature 

of learning in standards-based schools as a kind of lived learning experience. The use of 

narrative is also intended to demonstrate that within the survey there were respondents who 

were living one kind of experience, but who were ready for a different kind of experience.  

In creating the narrative, the decision was made to conceive of the 149 respondents as 

teachers from a variety of schools participating in a professional learning conference. The 

idea of the conference is what allows the main character of the story, Damla, to gather data 

from a wide variety of schools. At the start of the narrative, Damla represents the typical 

survey respondent. She is female, teaches middle school, and has more than five years of 

teaching experience. The character of Damla serves as a vehicle for connecting in a clear 

sequential manner a variety of discourses (Hinchman & Hinchman, as cited in Winchester, 
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Calvire, & Camiré, 2011) surrounding the experience of professional learning in standards-

based schools into a single story.  

Over the course of the story, Damla’s attitude toward her own learning grows to 

mirror the tensions surrounding in-school professional learning reflected in the survey. 

Specifically, teachers recognize the value and purpose of in-house school-directed teacher 

learning that builds schools’ capacity, but are acutely aware that this same learning provides 

little opportunity for in-house teacher/self-directed school-based learning opportunities that 

build individual teacher capacity. As Damla continues to develop an understanding of her 

own learning needs, she becomes the voice of the respondents in the survey who are seeking 

learning opportunities reflective and responsive to their own needs; essentially, learning 

which will serve to build individual teacher capacity. At this point, a second voice is 

introduced into the narrative, that of Sarah. Sarah is Damla’s principal, and represents the 

voice of the school. Sarah explains, using the language of the survey respondents, the reasons 

for, and nature of, teacher learning as it is currently being experienced. By the end of the 

narrative, what emerges is a broad understanding of teacher learning in standards-based 

school from the teachers’ perspective.  

Section 1.1 The Story of Damla 

Introduction  

The story begins at the start of Damla’s seventh year of teaching. At the end of the 

summer, Damla was attending a professional learning conference on assessment. 

Immediately following the conference Damla returned to her school for the yearly pre-school 

orientation. The narrative focuses on Damla’s growth as a teacher, how school-based learning  

facilitated that growth, and ultimately how continued growth for Damla is represented in a 

readiness and need to move beyond the learning opportunities available to her.  
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The Desire for Something Different 

After days of sitting in workshops and seminars Damla began to have negative 

feelings towards the same kind of structured learning she knew was awaiting her this coming 

year at her school. These negative feelings stemmed from the fact that the majority of her 

learning this academic year was to be directed by school initiatives and guided by clear 

procedures. Not discrediting the value of these initiatives, Damla was pretty sure that they 

would have nothing to do with what she felt she needed to learn at this point in her career.  

Slightly depressed by the fact she knew she was going to have to choose something 

within a couple days of school starting, Damla returned to her hotel that night and attempted 

to understand why she was struggling to see value in the ‘learning opportunities’ presented at 

the conference, and the ones that awaited her at her school. She came to two conclusions. 

First, in the early years of her career, and in the first couple of years at her current school, her 

learning needs directly aligned with divisional and/or school-wide learning initiatives. 

Second, her commitment to the learning opportunities provided by her employers has been 

the greatest contributor to her career advancement. Through further pondering, Damla 

recognized that the school-based learning she has engaged in over the years had a significant 

and positive impact on her teaching and teaching career. Conversely, this very same learning 

now seemed ill-suited towards her needs as a teacher. Damla wondered if she was the only 

one who has ever felt this way, and decided to use the remaining days of the conference to do 

a little research.  

The Investigation  

The following day Damla began her investigation by asking her peers at the 

conference whether they agree with or disagree with an idea she heard floating around one of 

the sessions the day before; namely, that engaging in school-based learning is important for 

setting up opportunities for future advancement (e.g., changing roles within my current 



 59 

school; to make myself more marketable to other schools). After a busy day of talking to 

teachers, and taking note of who she talked to, Damla was surprised to find that an 

overwhelming majority (85%) of the teachers she talked to viewed participation in 

professional learning as a key to professional advancement. When she mined the responses 

even more, she saw that there was a correlation between a desire for teachers to have their 

professional learning accounted for externally by an administrator or department head. In 

turn, what manifested itself was a strong link between engaging in in-house professional 

learning, and having that learning account towards professional advancement. Curious about 

this connection between in-house professional learning, accountability, and career 

advancement, Damla put a survey together inquiring about her peers’ experiences at other 

schools surrounding the nature, tracking, and assessment of their learning. The following day 

she returned to the conference, and forgoing all of her sessions tracked down the people she 

talked to yesterday and gave them the survey. At day’s end Damla stood in the reception area 

of the hotel and collected all 149 surveys. She  informed them that there will probably be 

another survey tomorrow. Surprisingly, all the teachers were more than happy to help Damla 

in her research and agreed to meet her every morning in the reception area.  

That night in the hotel, an analysis of the data showed that teachers engaged in a wide 

variety of learning experiences. The majority of these experiences, however, held one thing 

common: the use of tracking and assessment tools to account for professional learning. The 

top three tracking tools were rubrics (47 respondents), tracking sheets (53 respondents), and 

oral or written reports (56 respondents). In total 78 respondents indicated that their progress 

was monitored through the use of multiple tools, with 36 respondents indicating the use of 

three or more tools including portfolios, blogs, and reflective journals to track their learning. 

Thirty-one respondents indicated having learning experiences in schools in which they were 

not aware of any tracking procedures. However, a comment in the optional written response 
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highlighted that there was an administrator at most schools who was responsible for tracking 

and recording all staff participation in in-house professional learning.  

In regards to the assessment of teacher learning, the assessment practices varied just 

as much as the tracking. In her survey, Damla provided seven options to choose from. The 

top three responses were professional performance as judged by an administrator (57 

respondents), the use of a formal report to describe professional growth and achievement 

goals (57 respondents) and, simply whether or not the project was completed (43 

respondents). Interestingly, 35 respondents indicated the lack of a tool for assessing learning 

in their school. When compared with the 31 respondents who reported a lack of tracking 

procedures, 12 still identified the use of a formal assessment tool. Conversely, 16 out of 35 

respondents who identified the lack of a formal learning assessment identified the use of a 

tracking tool. This suggested to Damla that in some schools tracking is considered 

assessment, and that it is an acceptable practice in other schools to assess teacher professional 

learning without first tracking, or having a record of the learning. In the end however, 114 out 

of 149, or 77% of the participants, indicated the use of tracking tools and a formal learning 

assessment at their schools.  

To develop a deeper understanding of her colleagues’ experience Damla developed a 

second survey and distributed it to her colleagues. With a strong indication that accountability 

played a major role in the experience of in-house professional learning, Damla started the 

survey with the very pointed question: “How important is it for you to have your professional 

learning/development recognized by your administrator?” The remainder of the survey was 

dedicated to discovering the nature of the professional learning currently being experienced 

by her colleagues at their respective schools.  After collecting the surveys at the end of the 

day, a quick analysis of the responses in the lobby showed Damla that almost 78% of her 

colleagues felt that if they were going to commit themselves to fulfilling the learning 
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expectations required by their school, then it was important that the learning be recognized by 

their administration.  

If teachers see a record of learning as the key to advancement, then having formal 

records of learning/growth at a school is essential. Given this dynamic, Damla started to 

understand why the majority of in-house school-led learning was structured around tools and 

processes that can, in some way, clearly account for teacher participation at a minimum, and 

in some instances, their learning as well. Having these accountability tools allows 

administrators to report out the extent of teacher learning to stakeholders and interested 

parties. It is not surprising then that 81 out of 149 teachers who agreed to help Damla 

identified workshops/classes facilitated by recognized institutions or experts, as their learning 

mode of choice. The participants explained the reasoning behind this choice. They believed it 

kept them connected to new best practices, promoted a sense of working towards mastery, 

and provided teachers with tangible takeaways that could be applied in class and/or shared 

with colleagues.  

The survey data also illustrated that beyond the form of the workshop, the content and 

structure of learning practices in large schools was, to a certain degree, influenced by the 

needs of the schools. Thus, regardless of how much a teacher is able to direct his or her 

learning, the learning in some way was held accountable to the needs of the school. Teachers 

who responded to the survey also strongly agreed that regardless of the tool(s) through which 

they here held accountable for their learning, a formal assessment of their learning should be 

at the very least recognized by an administrator (116 respondents). Furthermore, respondents 

overwhelmingly agreed that the opportunity to express or demonstrate their learning to their 

administrators was a critical part of fostering career advancement (124 respondents).  

.  
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Damla returned to her hotel and reflected on what she had learned. In looking at her 

own career path she saw how her participation in school-directed learning had provided her 

with opportunities to advance. She also saw how that advancement was, in many ways, 

dependent upon the school’s responsibility to stay abreast of current thinking on best 

practices in education, and how well her administration conceptualized and supported skilled 

teaching and professional growth. Damla recognized that at this point in her career she was 

not looking to advance, she was looking to do some specific learning – learning that she 

identified as being relevant to her teaching. Thinking back on the responses from the day, she 

found she identified most with the teachers who preferred to participate in small group 

learning projects, or who structured their own learning as the need arose. Specifically, one 

teacher, who had been teaching for a long time, wrote: “As an experienced teacher and 

teacher educator, I am interested in drawing on the different experiences and expertise of 

others, while also sharing (as others express a need) knowledge/experience from my areas of 

interest and expertise.” Another stated: “Small groups allow for meaningful exchange of 

ideas. The focus is relevant and can be adapted as the group moves forward. [Groups] 

improve relationships for other work beyond the focus.” Remaining committed to, and 

respectful of, the in-house learning afforded to her by her current school, Damla wanted to 

know if any other teachers were experiencing a similar tension when it came to participating 

in school-based learning. She returned to her conference on the final day and asked two more 

questions. First she asked what were the strengths, if any, of having clearly defined and 

prescribed school-based professional learning/development expectations at a school like 

ours? Second, what were the possible down sides, if any, to having clearly defined and 

prescribed school-based professional learning/development expectations at a school like 

ours?  
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In response to the first question, most of her colleagues felt that school-directed in-

house teacher learning was the school’s most powerful tool for developing and maintaining 

consistency in school culture and practice amongst staff. Specifically, her colleagues felt that 

the programmatic nature of prescribed in-house teacher learning as defined by the school 

played an important role in a) keeping the school up to date with new educational thinking; b) 

building an identifiable and sustainable culture of teaching; and c) anticipating the long-term 

needs of the school, not the long term needs of the individual teacher. In response to her 

second question, Damla learned that her colleagues felt that the biggest drawbacks to school-

directed and prescribed learning was that: a) it was irrelevant to their practice; b) it was 

developmentally inappropriate given their individual learning needs, c) it was too broad to be 

immediately applicable, or some combination of the three. Understanding the drawbacks to 

having clearly defined and prescribed school-based teacher learning expectations, Damla  

was able to qualify the kind of learning that was important to her at this stage in her career. 

Damla was looking for learning that was structured and yet not programmatic, exploratory in 

nature, group-based, relevant to her practice, responsive to her learning needs, and 

immediately transferable to her teaching.  

Post conference, back in her own school and uncertain how to pursue her own 

learning for the year, Damla decided to go and talk with Sarah, her administrator. In the spirit 

of transparency, and with permission from her participants, she shared her survey and survey 

results with her administrator. They agreed to meet in two days, to talk about Damla’s 

learning for the year. 

Two days later, on the way to Sarah’s office, Damla saw the head of her arts 

department, Steve, who was also at the conference and a survey participant. Steve stopped 

Damla in the hall and let her know that he had been thinking of her surveys quite a bit, and 

had been trying to summarize his feelings about the questions she had asked. As Steve had 
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been teaching for more than 10 years, Damla really wanted his insight on the matter. Steve 

said:   

When the school sets the goal, it may not be in a domain that matches the felt needs of 

individual teachers. If the expectation for division-wide learning is high and the 

domain is not a match, the individual teacher may lack motivation and ‘buy in’ for the 

professional development, and it may be difficult for a teacher to find time to pursue 

growth in their felt-needed area.  

That was it!  That was the tension Damla was experiencing!  

In Sarah’s office, Damla began talking about the concerns she had regarding the 

learning options provided by the school for the year. Taking Sarah’s ideas, Sarah pondered for 

a moment and then leaned across the desk and spoke:  “I have yet to encounter a school that 

does not expect their teachers to participate in school-based learning. Have you found this to 

be true in talking to your colleagues?” Damla responded: “Yes, 100% of the people I have 

talked to are aware of the need and the expectation to engage in professional development.”  

Sarah continued:  

Currently, it is the expectation at this school that all teachers will engage in some form 

of school-based learning. As a school, we feel that teachers appreciate structure and 

guidance in their learning. In looking at your surveys I found that 85 out of 149 of the 

teachers you talked to are participating in learning in which a learning domain has 

been chosen for them. Of those 85, 58 also chose to focus on an option pre-

determined by the school within that domain, while 27 opted to choose their own 

focus. It is our hope that even though these teachers are working in these 

predetermined domains and foci, that the learning that occurs, and the outcomes from 

this learning, is meaningful to both the school and the teacher. As a way to help ensure 

that professional learning contains some degree of personal relevance we encourage 
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the creation and use of small learning groups. In fact 103 out of the 149 colleagues 

you talked to are working in these small learning groups. 

Damla agreed with Sarah. Working in small groups is one way in which teachers can achieve 

a sense of personal relevance when working on school-directed in-house learning. Sarah went 

on to say: 

Damla, you need to understand that orchestrating and facilitating the learning of a 

large faculty is very complex. There are two forces at play, the needs of the school, 

and the needs of the teacher. These two forces are not always in alignment, which is 

why 112 out of the 149 teachers you talked to are engaging in more than one form of 

learning, with 76 of the 112 identifying the need to structure their own professional 

learning as the need emerges.  

What is exciting to me is that there is a large amount of learning going on in this 

school that I didn’t even know about. The survey data suggests that the overall 

teacher-preferred form of learning remains the workshop, and other forms of 

externally organized and facilitated learning (93 out of the 149 respondents). A large 

number of teachers, 76, also identified a need to engage in self-directed learning 

initiatives. And yet, only 19 of these 76 identify self-directed learning as their 

preferred form of learning. Specifically, there are a group teachers engaging in their 

own self-directed learning, not because they like to, but because they identified the 

need to do so. This leads me to think that the spontaneous responsive teacher learning 

that occurs as the need arises plays a significant part in any teacher’s career.  

What is clear in looking at these results, but through the lens of an 

administrator, is that two things require more understanding: the value and impact of 

context-driven, self-directed learning on the individual and on the school at large; and 

the disparity between the number of teachers who are engaging in self-directed 
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learning and the number of teachers who choose self-directed learning as their 

preference. 

Damla, having never thought of learning from an institutional perspective, had a 

newfound respect for the school and its attempts to balance institutional needs with individual 

teacher needs. Sarah went on to say:  

You are part of those 19 teachers who chose, as a preference, self-directed learning. 

And as a member of those 19 teachers you have helped me come to understand that 

there are going to be times when teachers will require the time and space to engage in 

self-directed learning. But more importantly as an administrator I can support that 

learning by recognizing it as a valuable contribution to personal and professional 

practice, and by extension to culture of teaching and learning at the school. I respect 

that you have examined the learning opportunities provided by the school this year 

and found they do not align with your current learning needs. Furthermore, I can also 

see how our learning and appraisal framework is not designed to capture the learning 

journey you are ready to begin. You want to take self-directed learning to the next 

level. You are looking for learning about teaching that is going to be different from the 

more common goal-oriented learning.  

Damla, simply but emphatically said, “YES”!  

“Do you have any idea what this would look like?” asked Sarah.  

“The specifics? No.” Damla replied. “But the feel, the nature of that experience, 

absolutely. It is going to be structured but not programmatic, exploratory in nature, 

group-based, relevant to my practice, responsive to my learning needs, and immediately 

transferable to my teaching.”  
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With this, Damla smiled at Sarah, said thank you, and walked out of the office 

grateful for the opportunity to express her thoughts and to be engaged by her administrator as 

a professional learner. 

 During the questioning of her colleagues, Damla had some in-depth discussions with 

five teachers who expressed similar frustrations about school-mandated learning. As a group, 

they drafted a proposal and were able to get support from their school’s administration to 

experiment with a very different learning structure, one informed by the thinking and 

practices of ensemble. Ensemble work, in the broadest sense, is an emergent meaning-making 

phenomenon. The idea of ensemble and the use of the CPF designed by Cunningham Irvine 

et al. (2013) was chosen by the participants because of its perceived ability to provide guided 

responsive, and relevant learning. Specifically, these teachers were eager to situate learning 

within the flow of their teaching practice, unsure and yet committed to an unknown process, 

and curious as to the nature of the outcomes.  

Stepping Outside the Narrative 

A dominant theme in Damla’s story is the tension between the learning that is 

formally acknowledged as occurring and is assessed, and the self-directed learning that is 

happening on a daily basis and not necessarily formally recognized or assessed. Analysis of 

the survey, combined with 10 years of working in such an environment, suggests that the 

focus of this tension centers around the amount of additional effort it takes to instigate this 

kind of learning and an understanding that for the most part, unless explicitly asked, a teacher 

will never mention that the learning has occurred because they see it as part of their job. 

The last finding that arises from the survey comes specifically from the written 

responses in Question 8: “Consider your responses to questions 5, 6, and 7. What are the 

strengths, if any, of having school-based learning/development expectations at a school like 

yours?”  An analysis of all 132 responses suggests that teachers have a strong sense of what it 
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is they want and need to learn to become better teacher technicians. The written responses to 

this question indicate that a technocratic mindset to teaching is very much alive in current 

teacher thinking. Table 1 contains five of the more explicit answers from the responses with a 

complete list of all 132 responses found in Appendix J. 

Table 1  

Teacher Technicians 

Example # Responses 

1 Learning new strategies to use in the classroom, becoming a stronger teacher, 
students having a better education. 

2 Current knowledge of teaching techniques. 
 Exposure to new resources, experience and help developing meaningful 

lessons. 
3 Teachers are expected to implement and improve practices learned during 

professional development opportunities. Teachers are expected to share 
knowledge, ideas and challenges with each other to improve student learning. 

4 It encourages teachers to be learners and continually refine their knowledge 
and skills. 

5 One can continue to develop one's expertise in the teaching field at your place 
of work where it will have a practical focus. 

 

Responses to Question 8 suggest that teachers in standards-based schools engage in 

teacher learning from a developmental and technical standpoint. The survey data indicate that 

teachers are aware of how the technocratic approach to learning and how cultures of 

accountability are important for building skills and capacity as well as promoting consistency 

within schools. These data also suggest that as an approach, technocratic learning, while 

supported by teachers, is not meeting all of their needs. Specifically, in Question 9 of the 

survey, teachers suggest that the ‘down-side’ to their school’s learning expectation, is a sense 

of constraint and exhaustion. “We're not given the time to look into other areas that interest 

us or that we feel will benefit our students. It's very top-down, and many groups hand-pick 

their members, so teachers cannot just get involved if they have the interest.” “It can be 
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tiring. Sort of an ‘always newer, always better, always improving, never time to rest’ 

feeling.”   

In the narrative, Damla is the embodiment of the ideas, frustrations, and feelings of 

the 149 survey respondents. Through Damla’s narrative it is possible to gather a sense of the 

kind of professional learning that is not occurring at the cost of professional development. 

Furthermore, her story also illustrates the degree to which teachers desire to freely engage in 

exploratory professional learning but are limited by the connection and emphasis teachers 

themselves place on participating in accountable learning for the purpose of career 

advancement. Damla’s story highlights the need to expand and develop an understanding of 

how individual learning, supported through non-technocratic approaches, contributes to the 

greater school community, and how to account for that contribution.  

Section 2 The Ensemble Intervention  

Four female and one male teacher volunteered to participate in the ensemble 

intervention. The teaching experience of the participants ranged from 5 to 18 years. Beth, 

Ferris, Erin, and Claire were middle school classroom teachers who between them taught 

social studies, math, physical education, and science. The fifth participant, Denise, was a 

middle school learning support teacher.  

The ensemble intervention was driven by two questions: What characterizes a 

professional learning experience guided by ensemble thinking and ensemble practices? And, 

what characterizes a group of teachers experience in an ensemble approach to professional 

learning? Analysis of the data suggests that the ensemble experience in this study was 

comprised of four facets: (1) actualizing ground rules; (2) interacting; (3) learning; and (4) 

reflecting. Figure 5 illustrates how these four facets and their constituent parts came together 

to create the experience of ensemble that emerged in this study. The figure has been arranged 

vertically to show the emergent and interdependent nature of the four facets. Holistically, the 
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ensemble-learning experience is not about moving through each facet sequentially, but 

coming to a point in time when all four facets are operating together in a complex and 

dynamic way.  

 

Figure 5. The ensemble learning experience 

The remainder of this section is divided into six sub-sections. The first sub-section 

serves as an introduction to the five participants and the concept of readiness. In the next four 

sub-sections Figure 5 is broken down and explained facet by facet. The last sub-section 

concludes the chapter with an examination of the complex nature of ensemble-learning.  
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Personal Readiness  

 

Figure 6. Personal readiness 

Figure 6 represents the generic sense of readiness each of the participants brought to 

the intervention.  As a significant finding, this section is dedicated to articulating the nature 

of readiness as it emerged over the course of the study and how that readiness shaped 

individual learning and group dynamics.  

What follows is a holistic description of each participant’s readiness as it manifested 

itself over the course of the intervention. These holistic descriptions have been drawn from 

the same data used to describe the nature of an ensemble learning experience. Embedded 

within these data was the story of each participant’s readiness to engage in the creation of an 

ensemble space and learn within that space. Readiness, as it emerged in this study, was the 

readiness of each participant to engage in the creation of an ensemble-learning space, and the 

readiness to learn within that space. As is discussed later in the chapter, learning in ensemble 

is highly subjective and reflexive in nature.  Ensemble learning positions the participant as 

the subject and the object of the learning. With new insights into the nature of learning in 

ensemble, it is clear that each of the five participants in this study came with varying degrees 

of willingness to participate in ensemble, and to learning through ensemble.   

Ferris’ learning focused on developing and understanding his capacity as a leader. 

Over the course of the intervention, he demonstrated a high degree of readiness in 

contributing to the creation and sustaining of an ensemble-learning environment and his own 

learning. As a result, Ferris appears frequently in the findings.  
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Erin was very ready to participate in the creation and sustaining of an ensemble space. 

She also demonstrated a readiness to learn. Unfortunately for her, the learning she wanted to 

engage in was technology driven and stalled for the entire duration of the intervention by 

forces beyond her control. For the majority of the intervention, Erin was frustrated, as she 

had to deal with the frustration of her learning being stalled by a lack of infrastructure. Since 

her learning was thwarted during the intervention, Erin became an avid contributor to the 

ensemble-learning environment and appears frequently in the findings.  

Denise came to the ensemble with a pre-determined focus. She missed the second 

ensemble meeting in which the learning questions were developed. As a result, her learning 

question was developed independent of the ensemble process. She was a quiet member while 

in the ensemble-learning space. She did, however, demonstrate a strong desire and 

commitment to her learning question, although the extent to which it was facilitated by the 

ensemble space remains unclear. Denise’s limited participation in the ensemble translates 

into a limited presence in the findings.  

Claire engaged in the ensemble space and learning in a selective manner. She was 

present in the ensemble space and engaged in learning; however, she did not demonstrate 

conviction in either area. Claire’s voice is certainly present in the findings, albeit to a much 

lesser extent than the other participants.  

Lastly, Beth initially demonstrated a strong desire and readiness to contribute to the 

ensemble. However, as the reader follows her experiences and thoughts throughout this 

chapter it is evident that she was not fully ready to engage in learning within the ensemble 

space. At the time of the intervention, changes were happening within the school that would 

alter Beth’s teaching content. Passionate about her content and the way she taught her 

content, Beth’s focus during the intervention may have been more on preserving what she 

had in the school rather than on new learning. This occurred despite encouragement from the 
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ensemble members to focus her learning on the identification of what made her teaching of 

her current content so effective, and learning how she could transfer those strengths to the 

new content. Beth is a strong presence in the findings. She was vocal in the support of others, 

and in the validation of her own beliefs.  

As a result of having a readiness for both working and learning in ensemble, Ferris, 

Claire, Erin, and Denise concluded the intervention with an acknowledgement that learning 

had occurred. Conversely, Beth, who was ready to participate in the ensemble-learning 

environment but not ready to learn, concluded the intervention by vocalizing that she had 

learned nothing. In conclusion, the participants in this study who were ready to engage in the 

creation of an ensemble space and learn through that space were the ones who concluded the 

intervention having learned something about themselves, their teaching, or themselves as 

teachers.  

Actualizing Ground Rules 

 

Figure 7. Actualizing the ground rules  

The phenomenon of ensemble emerges from a set of rules. These rules are either 

determined collectively by the ensemble participants or, as in the case of this study, 

predetermined by a facilitator. The term ‘rules’ comes from Hofstadter’s (as cited in Britton, 

2013) description of emergent phenomenon. Hofstadter suggests that basic ground rules must 

be in place for a phenomenon to emerge. Moreover, it is the interaction and operation of these 

basic ground rules that form the foundation and support the process of emergence. Rather 

than looking to the participant data, I looked to my own research journal for an understanding 

of the ground rules in this study. As ground rules, they would/should be something I put into 
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play, and kept in play throughout the whole study. Analysis of my methodology, as recorded 

in my research journal, suggests that the phenomenological experience of ensemble-learning 

in this study was built upon, and emerged from, operationalizing and consistent presence of 

three specific rules: (a) the reason for coming together, learning; (b) the focusing of learning 

through a learning question; and (c) the use of the CPF (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013).  

Early in the first ensemble meeting it was established and agreed upon by all that the 

reason we had come together was to learn. Learning in this context meant pursuing individual 

learning and facilitating the learning of others through the idea of ensemble. The participants 

remained committed to this agreement throughout the entire intervention, and consistently 

demonstrated this commitment through their actions and interactions with others. I chose to 

benchmark this commitment as the start of the ensemble experience as it represents the first 

collective action by the participants in the ensemble.  

The remainder of the first ensemble meeting was dedicated to scaffolding the 

participants’ thinking into an ensemble mindset, as well as introducing them to the structures 

and processes that were going to be used to facilitate ensemble-learning. Specifically, part of 

that process was discussing and developing the individual learning questions that would 

guide the participants’ work for the remainder of the intervention. Even though their learning 

questions may have changed over the course of the intervention, what did not change was the 

fact that learning was always connected to and driven by a learning question. Here is an 

excerpt from the final ensemble meeting. This excerpt illustrates how I kept the learning 

question as the center of the ensemble experience right up to and inclusive of the last 

meeting:  

Before each of you is an envelope which contains your original question. That 

question represents you at a very specific moment in time. How, if at all, has your 

question evolved over the course of this semester?  
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A thematic coding of the ensemble meetings shows a continuous and strong presence 

of a collective commitment to learning through ensemble, the idea of the learning question, 

and the use of the CPF in all ensemble meetings. As such, I suggest that they are ground rules 

that shaped the nature of the ensemble experience in this study. For example, here is an 

excerpt from ensemble meeting one. In this passage, I clearly indicate that the CPF 

(Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013) will be driving the learning process through the 

intervention.  

So in the past five weeks what we have been doing is imagining and generating 

questions. What I would like to do today is really focus on the third circle planning 

and focusing, so that you can go away and do exploring/experimenting and produce 

preliminary work. So do the two circles in the next four or five weeks. That's our 

goal today is to work on that one circle so you guys can go off and start exploring 

experimenting, and getting some initial response, and go from there. And then our 

third meeting will be revising and refining. As well as we’ll check in with 

preliminary results from what you've been discussing. And in our fourth meeting 

will be discussion of our final results and potentially how we want to share these 

ideas with the community at large. And that's going to be very non-threatening. 

 I include the identification of the ground rules in the findings section because only after the 

intervention was done was I able to identify them as the ground rules for the ensemble 

experience in this study.  
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Interacting 

 

Figure 8. Interacting 

To facilitate the learning of individual members, the ensemble adopted a pattern in 

which the learning of one person would be singled out and given the full attention by the 

remaining group members. As a result of this pattern, the most common interaction in the 

ensemble was between an individual learner and a group of learner facilitators (see Figure 2 

and 8). In the figure the individual learner is interacting (blue arrow) with the rest of the 

ensemble members and vice versa. A greater understanding of this interaction was derived 

from looking specifically at the action and interaction coding from the ensemble meetings 

and identifying: (a) the actions of the ensemble members when they assumed the role of the 

individual learner; (b) the common actions collectively engaged in by the remaining 

ensemble members when they assumed the roles of learner facilitators; and (c) the vehicle 

through which individual ensemble member and the learner facilitators interacted. When 

individual members adopted the role of the learner in the ensemble, they consistently 

engaged in an action that I have identified as release. The remaining ensemble members, 

assuming the role of learner facilitators, in response to release, offered support. Subsequently, 

expression acted as the vehicle through which individual learners and learner facilitators 

interacted.  

Release. Release is the way in which individual learners directly contribute to the 

ensemble experience, and indirectly ask for support in their own learning. When individual 

learners release, they are releasing the experience of their learning, as they are living it in that 

moment, to the learner facilitators. Release is also an invitation from the individual learner to 
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the learner facilitators to participate in that experience. It is the lived experience of releasing 

one’s learning into the ensemble and inviting others to participate in that experience. This is 

what differentiates release from sharing and collaboration. Sharing and collaboration have 

possessive qualities to them in which ideas and experiences are owned by people. Release is 

the process of supporting and learning from group ownership.  

Once the theme of release was identified, the data was recoded using descriptive 

coding (Saldaña, 2015) to parse a more detailed understanding of release. Four kinds 

of release were identified in the current study’s ensemble data: (a) open ended, (b) 

emotive, (c) direct response, and (d) acknowledgement (Table 2). Open-ended release 

occurred when individual learners invited the learner facilitators to openly comment 

on the nature, process, or direction of their learning. Emotive release occurred when 

individual learners wanted the learner facilitators to experience the emotional 

struggles of their learning. Direct response release occurred when the individual 

learners directed the engagement of the learner facilitators towards a specific aspect 

of their learning. The first column identifies the participant. The second column 

identifies the kind of release. The third column contains data from the ensemble 

meetings, and the fourth column contains a personal commentary on the data 

facilitating access to the lived experience that was that moment for each participant.  

Table 2  

Capturing Release 

Participant Nature of 
release 

Supporting text Lived experience 

Ferris 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Open-
ended 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Mostly just working on my own 
leadership stuff with my department. 
And it’s been changing to` and fro 
depending on what I'm capable of 
doing, and what certain needs arise. So 
originally it was collaborative 
structures. Then it was just trying to 
get us on the same page.   

In this excerpt Ferris is 
releasing to the learner 
facilitators the ambiguity 
he is experiencing 
between his knowledge 
and implementation of 
collaborative structures to 
effectively mange and 
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 create a team, and his 
developing 
understanding/realization 
that the learning that 
actually needs to happen 
is in regards to his 
personal relationship to 
leadership.  
 

Beth Emotive It’s not just like, so it’s been painful on 
so many levels and then I tried to 
remove myself and think about it 
objectively. If I were to come in and 
teach this group, then of course, that 
would be the way it was and because 
I’ve been here, you know, lots of 
things I’m trying to be objective. 
 

Here Beth is inviting the 
learner facilitators to 
participate in the pain she 
is feeling surrounding 
change, and her journey 
to become objective on 
the matter. 

Erin Emotive 
 

I've hit many brick walls in the whole 
process. I keep trying to follow those 
breadcrumbs back out and follow 
different avenues, and its not going 
anywhere. I'm working on 
implementing the heart rate monitors. 
And every ah... like with this one app 
that is fabulous, we can't use it here. 
Unless we do something that is not 
very full of integrity and lie, and then 
can get access to it. And I've just hit 
one brick wall after another. 
Constantly, it just seems absolutely 
ludicrous. 
 

Erin is expressing and 
inviting the learner 
facilitators to participate 
in the frustration of not 
being able to move 
forward. As the other 
ensemble members 
moved forward with their 
learning it became 
increasingly important for 
Erin to demonstrate, 
through her frustration, 
her desire to learn.  

Claire  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Direct 
Response 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Claire:  
for me it's deciding which task to do it 
on.  
Erin: So your getting data back to 
yourself about which is working better 
and which is not.  
Claire: Yes...[laughter]. Well it's hard 
with grade six kids right? Cause 
they're like... You know which one is 
better for you, and they're like: "I like 
to hear your voice". Or, "I like that 
you put, you know a little star". So I'm 
just like okay fine, alright. But for me, 
it's like looking at their work 
afterwards, like how has it changed? 
How as the structure changed? Has it 
changed? 

Taking into account the 
nature of feedback 
provided by 6th graders, in 
this passage Claire is 
inviting the learner 
facilitators into the 
experience of trying to 
decide whether one kind 
of feedback actually 
makes a difference in 6th 
grade. She is inviting 
specific responses to her 
observations.  
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There is a direct relationship between release and the readiness to participate in the 

creation of an ensemble space. Ferris, Beth, Erin and Claire arguably engaged in release 

during the course of the intervention. Denise very rarely, and arguable never engaged in 

release. Her responses to her colleagues were punctuated by summaries, and 

acknowledgments such as “yup”. There is a personal aspect to release. In this ensemble-

learning experience, there was the feeling that when individual learners released their 

learning to the learner facilitators they were also releasing themselves. The objective foci of 

their learning (e.g., heart rate monitors, leadership, curriculum, and feedback) came to 

represent and embody the subjective learning of themselves. In the final ensemble meeting 

Ferris captured this aspect of release. In the excerpt below Ferris directly remarks on the 

subjective nature of everyone’s learning and the presence of self in the learning:  

I think the one thing that I learned in just listening to all of you is I don’t think you 

can, as much as we want to, objectify a goal or, and make it have real results; it seems 

that every single one of our questions and goals was personally oriented and personal 

growth oriented. Regardless of, even in the heart rate monitor and the way that you 

deal with frustration, the way that you deal with vindication is so personal and as 

much as teams and that try to talk about depersonalizing the classroom, I just, it’s 

impossible. I think it will always be personal and because it’s, we teach what we 

believe and we act in groups and we believe and we set goals on what we believe. 

There is nothing de-personal about that, so yeah, that is what I find fascinating, how 

all of us went right back to self.  

Supporting. With one ensemble member assuming the role of the individual learner 

and engaging in release, the remaining ensemble members assumed the role of learner 

facilitators and responded to individual release by collectively and consistently offering 

support. Support manifested itself in multiple ways from the learner facilitators (Table 3); the 
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examples from the table below highlight the kinds of support offered in ensemble. Table 3 

illustrates the kind of support offered by the learner facilitators. The first column identifies 

the method in which the ensemble provided supports. The second column contains examples 

from the intervention data that illustrate the method of support.  

Table 4 contains an extended dialogue that provides more detailed insight into how 

multiple ensemble members offer support around a moment of release. In the left hand 

column of the table I have coded the dialogue using the kind of support identified in Table 3. 

In this example, the right hand column contains a section of an ensemble meeting in which 

Ferris had assumed the role of the individual learner. In the two to three minutes of this 

exchange, Ferris was offered 11 supportive statements. What cannot be seen in this exchange 

are the offers of non-verbal support from the ensemble members to Ferris and to each other as 

they expressed their ideas. The excerpt in Table 4 starts with Claire rephrasing something I 

had just said.  
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Table 3  

Kinds of Support 

Method of support Evidence of support 

Rephrasing/Reframing Beth: So her problem is, how the students see whether the doing 
is worthwhile, is that what you are saying? 
Erin: How to get them more motivated to do any kind of fitness. 
To increase their fitness level. Because any time we do anything 
they are out there whining and moaning and complaining about 
it.  
Beth: So you’re just kind of starting with the heart monitor as an 
example: right?   
Claire: It’s like a hook. 
 

Envisioning Future 
Learning  

Ferris: I’d be very interested when you got the implementation 
phase how did you deal with the kids with it? Because, I think 
the hurdles of technology, we've all dealt with and it is well 
documented. We have all gone through it. 
 

Sharing Personal 
Anecdotes 

Erin: You know the thing that I’ve done with my department, is 
cause we have Tuesdays and we don't always formally kind of 
meet is send an invite, a calendar invite, and it’s on their 
calendar ahead of time a week or two. And say, okay just plan 
for it, were meeting on this Tuesday. 
 

Giving Praise Denise: I just have so much information it’s just like… [sound 
of head exploding] 
Erin: Somebody got somewhere... yeah! 
 

Offering Solidarity Beth: No there is no more culture. It’s concepts  
Ferris: And how culture affects those things.  
Beth: So, river valley civilizations then governance then you 
know... economy and then...  
Ferris: Interesting  
Beth: Yea 
Erin: They have done the same thing in health. The Ontario 
curriculum does. And our problem is we don't feel like they have 
the basic knowledge to able then do that.  
Beth: Yeah  
Erin: They’re missing, often, the factual knowledge. To be able 
then to compare and contrast. And see those connections that 
way. But it’s like you gotta have this base line first, is what we 
feel. 
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Table 4  

Ensemble Support in Action 

Method of support Extended dialogue 

Rephrasing/Reframing Claire: That's the momentum piece to write? 
Offering Solidarity 
 

Erin: Well we are talking about buy-in with my question, it is 
almost like how you keep those people who are leaving, how do 
you keep them buying in to the process of the department while 
there... 

Rephrasing/Reframing  Beth: And that's the nature of international schools, many of us 
never get to know who's replacing us, we never even connect 
with them or tell them you know. 

 Ferris: You were saying something about momentum because 
like I feel I have the momentum from the previous department 
of keep the chill, and I'm trying to change the momentum 

Envisioning Future 
Learning  
 
 
Offering Solidarity 
Envisioning Future 
Learning  
 
 
 
Offering Solidarity 
 
 
 
Offering Solidarity 
Rephrasing/Reframing 
Offering Solidarity 
Envisioning Future 
Learning  
 
 
 
 
 
Rephrasing/Reframing 
 

Claire: Sure, but then you have new people coming in that all of 
a sudden, like that, kind of like I know what it is like to be new 
right, its like you feel like when you're coming into something 
you’re stopping everybody going, okay get me caught up on... 
Beth: right... right... 
Claire: And it’s like you guys are full steam ahead, and then 
you get new person come in and you got to back step or 
backtrack. You know your idea of like having people meet each 
other, having people integrate you know their ideas, practices, or 
whatever their...their...curriculum, help us continue with the 
momentum. You know, where you’re headed with the 
department, and I mean, your idea of .... having... these 
collaborative meetings, part of it is our professional 
responsibility. 
Ferris: uhhuh 
Claire:  So don't feel bad about it. You know what I mean? 
Beth: And you're lucky that they are local hires. That they're 
here. 
Claire: Sure, that's a huge part of it too the adjustment piece. 
But I mean, you know, going forward with it, I mean the people 
on our team are pretty great so... 
Ferris: Ya they are. But I do think we’re, uhmmm. I mean 
there's definitely, from the people heading out there, there as 
resistance for sure and so its... It's physics right, you have an 
object in motion and you need to change its direction and that's 
always going to take more force than if it wasn't in motion.  
Erin: It's a unique thing that happens internationally; is that you 
know at least six months ahead of time that you are leaving. And 
going somewhere else, and you’re dealing with all this stuff of 
the transition so it’s hard to stay... involved, invested in where 
you are right now. I think that's a unique thing. 
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Expressing. The ensemble space that emerged in this study was contingent upon 

verbal expression which is the mechanism that brought release from the individual learner to 

the learner facilitators, and support from the learner facilitators to the individual learners. 

Four modes of expression were identified in the ensemble data: (a) verbally explicit, 

emotionally explicit; (b) verbally explicit, emotionally implicit; (c) verbally implicit, 

emotionally explicit; and (d) verbally implicit, emotionally implicit 

Verbally explicit expression refers to instances in which individual ensemble 

members use explicit language when talking about their own learning or supporting the 

learning of their peers. Verbally implicit expression refers to instances in which individual 

ensemble members were unable to use explicit language to describe their own learning or 

support the learning of their peers. Instead, they spoke around what they were trying to say, 

implying content and meaning. The following exchange between serves as an illustration of 

verbally implicit (Claire) and verbally explicit (Denise) expression: 

Claire: I forgot what your thing is. 

Denise: I'm tracking SAPs [Student Action Plans]. Parent comments on how it affects 

their emotions, their classes, and grades, and then feedback from kids, feedback from 

parents. 

Claire: Oh cool.  

Claire poses a question using verbally implicit language implying that “your thing” is 

Denise’s learning question. Denise responds using very explicit language demonstrating a 

clear sense of purpose in her work. Claire concludes the exchange using implicit language. It 

is not exactly clear in this context what “cool” means. Does it mean that Denise’s learning 

question is clear? Does it mean, “Cool, thanks for reminding me”? It could also mean that it 

is an interesting question to pursue. Or, perhaps it is a combination of all three.  
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Embedded in explicit and implicit verbal expression is a diversity of emotions. 

Similarly, emotional expression is also either explicit or implicit. Emotionally explicit 

expression within the ensemble intervention refers to exchanges in which participants directly 

identified the emotions associated with their learning journey or had those emotions directly 

identified for them by their peers. Emotionally implicit expression occurred when the 

emotions associated with a participant’s learning were implied from the way in which they 

spoke, and/or their behaviour as they spoke. The following exchange between Erin and Ferris 

contains both explicit and implicit emotional expressions. Explicit emotional expressions 

have been underlined, and implicit emotional expressions have been distinguished using a 

double underline.  

Ferris:  I don’t enjoy it all.  

Erin:  You’re supposed to.  

Ferris:  Right. Getting back to “You’re suppose to” and realize I shouldn’t and I have 

it again for next year and I don’t get any self-worth out of it and it only makes me feel 

bad.  

Erin:  That’s a huge learning though, to know that.  

Ferris:  [Laughing] Yeah. Oh, my gosh, it told me that I never want to be an 

administrator. I never want to be any sort of team leader, ever. So that was really 

important for me to learn. I like being the worker bee. I like just being on the sixth 

grade team. 

In the underlined text Ferris explicitly identifies a lack of enjoyment, “self-worth”, 

and the general feeling of “bad”, as emotional conditions experienced during his learning 

journey. Following this explicit emotional expression is an implicit expression of emotion. In 

the double underlined text Ferris actually laughs a couple times as he expresses the 

culmination of his learning. Given the context of the conversation, I identified Ferris’ 
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emotion at this time as ironic relief. Expression, as it emerged in this ensemble experience 

can be characterized as the fluid movement between and combination of verbally 

explicit/implicit and the emotionally explicit/implicit expressions.  

The interaction of release, support, and expression contributed to the emergence of a 

unique learning space. I call this space the ensemble space. Ensemble space is not an actual 

space but a perceived space that emerges from “particular types of interaction” (Britton, 

2013, p. 413). The ‘particular type of interaction’ that emerged and contributed to the 

ensemble space was the interaction between release, support, and expression. With an 

understanding of how the ensemble spaced emerged, the next section focuses on describing 

the nature of learning that occurred within the ensemble space.  

 
Learning in an Ensemble Space 

 

Figure 9. Learning in an ensemble space 

Figure 9 depicts the ensemble space that emerged from the interactions described in 

the previous section. The ensemble space, inclusive of, and dependent upon the interactions, 

is also the space in which learning occurred. In Figure 9, the learner facilitators have been 

distributed around the individual learner to more accurately reflect the ways in which support 

manifests itself in an ensemble-learning experience. The location of the learner facilitators is 



 86 

also indicative of the multivocal nature of ensemble space. A multivocal space supports the 

expression of multiple opinions and multiple perspectives around a single issue (Lewis, 

2005). In ensemble-learning the multiple voices of the learning facilitators support and 

facilitate the learning of the individual learner. Subsequently, the process of learning for an 

individual within the ensemble space has been identified through the data as that of 

positioning and repositioning one’s self/understanding/growth in relation to the multiple 

voices offering support. I have identified the process of learning in ensemble that emerged 

from the individual action of release, the collective willingness to express, and a unified 

commitment to support as that of positioning.  

The following sections provide a general description of positioning, and by extension 

the general nature of learning that occurred during the intervention. I also illustrate in this 

explanation that while the process of positioning was common across all participants, the 

nature/way in which each participant positioned himself or herself directly influenced the 

nature of their individual learning. Thus positioning is a common experience, and at the same 

time an individual experience.  

General overview of positioning. Positioning, was the learning process common 

across all the participants. Positioning, as it appeared in the study for all participants, starts 

with the development of a learning question that acknowledges the teacher as a contributor to 

the complex nature of teaching and learning within their classroom. Furthermore, the content 

of the learning question identifies the nature of a specific relationship within that complexity, 

and the fact that the relationship is expressed as a question represents a willingness to explore 

and develop an understanding of that relationship. This was the starting position for learning 

for all participants in the ensemble. Once the starting point was established, the process of 

learning in the intervention became the process of re-positioning oneself in relation to the 

original or subsequent development of new questions as learning occurred.  



 87 

Learning through positioning. The process of positioning starts with the positioning 

of oneself in the learning question. In the intervention, the participants and I spent a lot of 

time developing questions, or at least finding a focus for learning. The use of the segmenting 

exercises required teachers to deconstruct their relationship with a complex construction of 

teaching. Using Schön’s (1983) conception of problem setting teachers created learning 

questions (Table 5) that would position learning within their own complex construction of 

teaching. In accordance with the literature guiding this study, I strongly pushed for a 

subjective positioning of self in the questions. Table 5 below contains each participant’s 

learning questions.  

Table 5  

Participant Learning Questions 

Name Learning Question 

Ferris By taking a collaborative approach to teaching in my own practice 
and planning, will I foster an improved sense of collegiality in my 
working teams? 
 

Claire 

 
Denise 
 
 
 
Erin 

Between written and digital feedback, which is a better form for me to 
use to increase student engagement in the learning process?   
 
Can student motivation raise /grades raise, with parent 
comments/teacher comments on SAP tracking done by shared Google 
doc. created by teachers/ed psych. report/student feedback?   

I'm wondering if using this [heart rate monitors] will increase their 
motivation to participate with more effort during activities in class?  
I'm wondering if the motivation would be long term, a few weeks or 
more, or only until the novelty wears off? 
 

Beth Jason: So you're question is how do you capture, what is valuable in 
this curriculum? 
Beth: Yes. Current curriculum, while I have a ... while I have an 
opportunity to do it... And moving that data forward and saying look, 
here's what I found out through parents, students, through other 
teachers...[about the value of what I teach] The question I'm trying to 
formulate is.... (I think)  How is measurable data more effective than 
intuition and/or experience?   
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 Ferris’ learning question positions him as the subject and the object of his learning. 

Claire, Denise, Erin, developed questions that were overall more objective in nature. The 

focus of their questions lay outside of themselves (e.g. heart rate monitors, student action 

plans, and feedback protocols). Regardless of the degree of subjectivity within their 

questions, Ferris, Erin, Claire, and Denise defined a starting position for their learning that 

was rooted within the complex nature of their respective teaching worlds, and geared towards 

exploring that complexity. Beth’s question was also rooted in the complex nature of her 

teaching world. However, rather than developing a question that would provide a learning 

opportunity within the lived and complex nature of her teaching life, Beth developed a 

question that effectively sought to deny/block the increasing complex nature of her teaching 

world. Rather than positioning herself within the complex nature of her own teaching world 

and looking for learning within that complexity. Beth chose a learning question that 

positioned herself in the complex nature of institutional change. The following excerpt from 

one ensemble meeting is the moment when Beth rejected an exploration of her complex 

environment, and chose, a very absolutist approach to learning.  

Jason: So I think the question is: do you want to try and capture what you think is 

most powerful in this current curriculum? Or, do you want to capture what is most 

powerful about your current teaching so that you can understand it and bring it with 

you? 

[Pause] 

Beth: The current curriculum... 

Jason: You want to focus on the curriculum? 

Beth: I have no doubt about the power of my teaching. 

Representative of a participant who is seeking to control the complex nature of her teaching 

rather than explore the complex nature of teacher, Beth’s learning/participation in the study 
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helps to highlight where ensemble excels, and where it has limitations. While the other 

participants in the ensemble chose to explore, Beth chose to prove. The initial choice on 

Beth’s part to prove rather than to learn, resulted in no learning over the course of the study.  

After the original positioning of self in the learning question, the process of 

positioning manifested itself in three other ways; (a) in relation to the learning question; (b) 

in relation to practices that came out of the learning question; and (c) in relation to former 

conceptions of self, or future conceptions of self. For example, in relation to the learning 

question Erin discussed the following:  

I'm trying to figure out which route I'm trying to take. Because there are so many 

questions just based on heart rate monitors. Is it the motivation? Is it more 

engagement? Or a higher level of participation? Is it knowledge about what the heart's 

doing? I'm not sure. 

In regards to practices that came out of the learning question Denise said:  

So I've thought everything that I've done up to this point has been a success. I've had 

numerous compliments on the emails. I've had emails that were backlash. All of those 

were very important, so I just found everything a success. And now, I just need a lot 

of eyes to look at the information I have. 

Finally, on a level where teachers begin to position themselves against former conceptions of 

self, or envision future conceptions of self, Erin remarked: “This process that we’ve been 

doing is much more about where am I now and where do I want to go?”  

The following exchange in the third ensemble meeting captures the potential of 

positioning as a learning process, specifically as a change in self and a change in practice: 

Ferris: I like challenges. But then I don't like this other part that comes with them.  

Erin: But it’s a part of finding out who you are as a person, does change who you are 

as a teacher too.  
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From looking at Beth’s learning in comparison to the other participants it is possible to 

conclude that learning, in the ensemble approach adopted in this study, was directly related to 

the nature of learning established within the learning question.  

Recognizing learning through a change in position. When the data were examined 

for evidence of learning, participants’ learning questions were taken as the starting position of 

a self-authored change narrative. A change in position is how I came to understand and 

identify learning in the ensemble. The data from the interviews and ensemble meetings 

suggest there was a spectrum of experiences regarding this conception of learning. 

Regardless, at the completion of the ensemble process, each participant was able to position 

his or her learning within some form of a change narrative. In the paragraph below I describe 

each participant’s change narrative.  

Beth, who largely explored how she could justify to administration maintaining a 

curriculum she had built, acknowledges limited change in herself/her teaching between the 

start and end of the intervention: “I feel more validated in what I do now based on the process 

in what I believe works and is good for this age group for these sixth graders because of the 

process. But I don’t think I’m teaching any differently.” This response is the natural 

extension of a learning question that never was intended to support change. Beth positioned 

her learning within the complex nature of institutional change, as in the institution needed to 

change not her. As a result, there was no learning about herself as a teacher. Beth herself is 

even capable of identifying this lack of change “I wouldn’t say anything has changed or I 

wouldn’t say I do anything differently as a teacher.” 

Beth learned nothing about herself as a teacher as she spent the entire ensemble 

process learning how to emotionally accept the institutional changes that, despite any effort 

on her part, were always going to occur. Accepting of emotions does not negate the presence 

of these emotions. Beth even recognizes that achieving this acceptance/neutrality did not 
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change her position regarding the potential value added of the incoming curriculum change. 

In her first interview Beth said:  

I’m sort of...I’m more committed to what I teach and how I teach it, and that value. 

As opposed to just ‘Hey, I like teaching this class, and this is how we’re gonna teach 

again this year’. I change things up, it’s not like that, but now I’m thinking, okay, 

now that something’s gonna be taken away from me, I have to decide – okay, what 

about that is gonna be good? What about that doesn’t necessarily mean ‘good’ just 

because it’s being mandated from America?  

And in her final interview she said:  

I don’t know that it impacted my teaching directly but it did make me reflect a little 

bit more and slow down. You know, pull my emotion out of it and think, okay. It’s not 

that I feel differently about how I feel about the curriculum but it made me reflect on 

it more neutrally.  

In the end, what Beth learned was to accept a change that was beyond her control. 

Acceptance could be construed as change; however, it is not the kind of change an ensemble 

approach to professional learning is designed to support.  

Erin, who never really cemented her learning question and kept changing her own 

investigation because of technology issues, ironically pointed out: “I’ve taught long enough, 

that in the current system of professional learning stuff I can skate through that pretty easily 

and do that and what I have realized is that I have been doing that for the last couple of 

years.” Even though the learning that occurred over the intervention was not directly related 

to her learning question, Erin acknowledged that the ensemble experience provided insight 

and highlighted a waning commitment to professional learning. Erin’s change narrative was 

not in the ensemble experience but a product of the ensemble experience.  

 Claire investigated a best practice and acknowledged learning on a technocratic level:  
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Well, mine was about looking at ways to give feedback and so during assessments and 

things like that, so I mean, how did it impact it.... I don’t think it’s impacted in terms 

of my teaching style but it has impacted how I provide feedback to students.  

A change in teaching style would come from a change in self. While Claire did not 

experience a change in self, she did identify a change in teaching.  

 Denise, who devised and explored a new practice, came to understand that: “I would 

like to be heard more…. I’m a hard worker, I’m a ‘behind the scenes’ worker. I do not want 

all the lime light but I don’t want to be thrown off to the side.” Her desire to implement a new 

practice brought about a change in self. Her work, spurred and supported by the ensemble 

experience, empowered her to seek greater recognition for her efforts within the school 

community. In Denise’s case, a change in the construct of teacher led to a change in the 

construct of self. Although a quiet presence throughout the entire intervention, Denise 

identified a change in her teaching and herself as a teacher.  

 Lastly Ferris, who was the most ready to engage in ensemble and the kind of learning 

that ensemble supports, concluded: “So I realized, okay, I don’t want to be a team lead or a 

department chair or an administrator. It’s not the kind of leadership I want to do.” In terms of 

a narrative of repositioning/change, Ferris’ experience in intervention is the strongest 

example of the kind of learning ensemble supports. Ferris started the ensemble intervention 

in a teacher leadership position with future plans to continue in leadership. The change in 

Ferris, facilitated by the ensemble experience, centered on understanding not what kind of 

leader he wanted to be, but how to lead. His understanding of self-as-teacher led him to that 

conclusion and the ensemble experience provided the space to understand what kind of 

leadership excites him.  
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The Aesthetics of Learning in an Ensemble Space 

The process of positioning in an ensemble space contributed to the emergence of a 

learning aesthetic. The remainder of this section uses data from the intervention and 

demonstrates how the idea of learning as positioning emerged, and the identification of three 

specific learning aesthetics felt by all five participants. The understanding of aesthetic used in 

this study comes from Irwin’s (2003) idea that aesthetics, or an aesthetic is a sensory 

representation of knowing, and that emotions are an expression of that sensory knowledge. 

To that end, the aesthetic of the ensemble study space was captured by identifying and 

analyzing the feelings of the participants that emerged in the ensemble space. Emotional 

coding was used to gain a greater understanding of the ensemble aesthetic and captured how 

the participants felt as learners in and towards the ensemble process. Figure 10 contains a 

word cloud that provides a visual representation of the larger units found during emotional 

coding, and the number beside each word indicates the number of times it was coded. 

 

Figure 10. Aesthetic word cloud 

In developing an understanding of the aesthetic and trying to develop an aesthetic 

theme in the coding, I only used codes that were coded to three or more participants. To that 

end the words, calm, glad, and validated were not considered for analysis as only one or two 

participants mentioned them. The goal of this analysis was to describe an aesthetic experience 

of learning that was representative of all of the participants. The word cloud shows the 
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presence of qualities of learning that are reflective of learning in and through ensemble. For 

example, connected, included, and appreciative (appreciated) when cross-referenced with 

descriptive coding at the same nodes reflected individuals’ emotions regarding learning with 

their colleagues. Looking at the context was key in developing a theme that reflected the 

lived nature of the aesthetic. Ultimately, the strongest code for describing the individual 

feelings towards the ensemble was connected. 

The emotions of exposed, invested, and devoted were analyzed in a similar way as 

above, and were attributed to the individual learning experiences of the ensemble members. 

When present in the ensemble meetings, the participants were invested and devoted to 

advancing their learning questions, even when it meant exposing their personal struggles to 

the group. Again, paying special attention to context, and looking at the actions/interactions 

that were occurring when the participants felt exposed, invested, devoted all at the same time 

the word that emerged was safe. For example, at the start of ensemble meeting three, Ferris 

opened the whole discussion with this extremely honest admission about his learning and 

himself: 

Ferris: I am spending most of my time on the word challenging. And that’s about it.  

Jason: Challenging how? 

Ferris: Just a … 

Jason: The year’s been challenging? 

Ferris: I think for me more than anything else.  

Jason: Okay. 

Ferris: … 

Ferris’ silence at the end of this exchange spoke more about his state as a person and a learner 

than any words could have spoken. From the same meeting, here is Erin’s response when she 

was questioned about her progress:  
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Erin: Uhmmm [long pause] ya...I've hit many, many brick walls in the whole process. 

I keep trying to follow those breadcrumbs back out and follow different avenues, and 

it’s not going anywhere. …And I've just hit one brick wall after another. Constantly, it 

just seems absolutely ludicrous. 

Ferris: But how great once you get it to work. Or if it does work, you can literally tell 

everybody this what you need to do, and what you don't need to do.  

Erin: At this point there is no work around.  

Ferris: [grunts in agreement] 

In Erin’s expression of her devotion to finding a solution, she is also admitting to a failure. 

Learning spaces in which individuals express failure are spaces in which individuals feel 

safe. 

Lastly, challenged, bothered, and pressured were the emotions attributed to the 

experiences the participants had as they encountered the processes of learning through 

ensemble. A contextual analysis of these emotions placed them at the start of the intervention. 

The participants were challenged by the constructs explored on the first day, initially 

bothered by the iterative and recursive nature of the learning process, and pressured by the 

fact that they had committed to something extra on top of their already busy schedules. These 

codes were amalgamated to reflect the feeling at the start of the intervention that the learning 

commitment felt like something extra.  

An analysis of the learning aesthetics suggests that the aesthetics within an ensemble-

learning space are time sensitive. In this study, the feeling that dominated the learning at the 

start of the study was that feeling of participating in something extra. Over time this feeling 

gave way to an ensemble-learning space in which the learners and the learning felt connected 

and safe.  
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Returning once again to Irwin’s (2003) conception of aesthetic, at the start of the 

ensemble interventions the participants were acutely aware, that they knew they were 

participating in something extra. As the ensemble emerged, what the participants began to 

experience, and construct for themselves was an environment in which they knew they were 

connected to one another, and they felt safe.  

I have intentionally not mentioned one word in the aesthetic word cloud, 

“purposeful.” I did this because I believe this word is more reflective of the quality of the 

learning in ensemble rather than the feeling of learning. I differentiate between the aesthetic 

of learning and the quality of learning using a simple test. I used every word in the word 

cloud to complete the following sentence stem: “I felt . . .” When I got to the word 

purposeful, the sentence “I felt purposeful” did not feel right. I kept playing with the sentence 

stem until I ended up with “My learning was purposeful.” To me this sentence is more 

indicative of a quality of learning rather than a feeling of learning. In the first interview, the 

participants talked about their learning as having a strong sense of purpose. By the end of the 

study the quality of learning had gone beyond purposeful and become authentic. 

Reflecting 

Figure 11. Reflecting 
 

Each participant was asked to reflect on, and describe holistically their individual 

experience within the greater ensemble experience. There was agreement amongst 

participants that the authentic quality of learning in the ensemble experience was emblematic 

of an authentic learning experience. Furthermore, their authentic learning experience was 

synonymous with having personal learning needs/desires at the center of a learning 

experience (Table 6). 
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Table 6  

Comments Pertaining to Authenticity 

Name Comments pertaining to authenticity 

Ferris I think the open endedness made it much more authentic. I wasn’t 
trying to reach some product to please an administrator. That sort of, I 
hate to say, it but a fixed mind set around a goal was absent and it was 
more an ongoing conversation. I really appreciated that. The feeling 
of it, I thought, was more authentic, was more personal and was more 
goal-minded and less contrived. 
 

Erin So this seems like it’s so much more, something that I’m really 
interested in doing no matter where it takes me, and so it is more 
authentic that way. Then it’s really about my passion and what I want 
to do. 
 

Beth Well, it was more personal and it was more tapered to us at the 
school. So, if I go to a professional learning at a NEESA conference; 
the workshop is chosen; I go to it; it may have nothing to do with 
what I do even though the title may have said that. Here, because it 
was sort of an open-ended process we were allowed to come with our 
own questions; we had to create our own problems then we could talk 
about them. 
 

Denise 

 
 
 
Claire 

The introduction. I had no idea what I was getting myself into, which 
was intriguing and even after the first meeting, it was nice hearing the 
background and the circles and connections and information but just 
what it came down to was myself and I appreciated that 
 
Because usually when you have professional learning it’s someone 
giving you something, someone sort of like, it’s prepackaged, you 
know, where this wasn’t prepackaged. This was us doing all of our 
own discovery, I guess, you know and so its way more authentic 
because you’re questioning yourself, you know. 

 
 

A Complex Approach to a Complex Problem 

In 2011, Opfer and Pedder completed an extensive review of professional learning 

through a complexity lens. Acknowledging the limitations of linear process-product models, 

they suggested that a complex approach to professional learning would provide insight into 

the complex interactions between the teacher, learning context, and learning activity. As a 
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methodological challenge Opfer and Pedder purport:  

The methodological challenge from a complexity thinking perspective is to sustain a 

holistic interest in complex systems. Research designs need to illuminate multiple 

causalities, multiple perspectives, and multiple effects that constitute complex activity 

within and between complex systems and subsystems from the perspectives of 

interacting agents. (p. 396) 

 Table 7 provides a review of the methods and outcomes in this study to determine if, 

according to the work of Opfer and Pedder (2011), an ensemble approach to professional 

learning positions learning within the complexity of teaching, and then operationalizes 

learning within that complexity through a practical framework that is itself complex. The 

table highlights the connections between the ensemble methods and findings in this study and 

Opfer and Pedder’s (2011) conception of a complex professional learning approach.  

Based on the connections outlined above it appears that an ensemble approach to 

professional learning, as operationalized in this study, represents a first step towards 

designing and implementing professional learning that acknowledges the complex nature of 

teaching, and the complex nature of professional learning. As an approach to professional 

learning, it lends itself well to teachers who are ready to: (a) recognize teaching as complex; 

(b) recognize themselves as contributors to that complexity; and (c) recognize professional 

learning, and an ensemble approach as a process capable of facilitating learning of and in that 

complexity.  
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Table 7  

Connections Between Opfer and Pedder’s (2011) Conception of a Professional Learning and 

Ensemble Methods 

Opfer and Pedder (2011) Ensemble Approach to Professional 
Learning 

1. Complex systems thinking assumes that 
there are various dynamics at work in social 
behavior and how these interact and combine 
in different ways such that even the simplest 
decisions can have multiple causal pathways. 
(p. 378) 
 

1. Learning framed through an ensemble 
approach acknowledges teaching as social 
behaviour. The first ensemble meeting and 
specifically the segmenting exercises were 
used to identify and segment the dynamics 
that comprise the social nature of teaching. In 
this study, the following dynamics were 
identified and segmented: context, teaching, 
learning, self-as-teacher, child-as-student. 

 
2. An important characteristic of the 
complexity of teacher learning is that it 
evolves as a nested system involving systems 
within systems (p. 379) 
 

2. Once identified and segmented the 
dynamics were combined into a Venn 
diagram. Combined in a Venn diagram, the 
dynamics form a model of a complex system 
reflective of teaching in an American 
international school. Subsequently, context, 
teaching, learning, self-as-teacher, and child-
as-student were identified and positioned as 
the subsystems operating within and 
comprising the larger system.  

 
3. These systems and subsystems associated 
with teacher learning are interdependent and 
reciprocally influential. As a result, to explain 
teacher professional learning, one must 
consider what sort of local knowledge, 
problems, routines, and aspirations shape and 
are shaped by individual practices and 
beliefs. How are these then framed by the 
other systems involved? (p.379) 

3. The interdependent and reciprocal 
influential nature of the system and 
subsystems was operationalized through the 
premise of the learning question. The 
learning question reflects an identifiable 
tension within or between subsystems. In 
ensemble meeting two, the teasing out and 
focusing on the learning question brought to 
the forefront how their learning question was 
shaped by who they are, and their movement 
through and relationship to the system as a 
hole, and movement/interactions between 
individual subsystems 
 

4. Casting teacher learning as a complex 
system recognizes that this involves many 
processes, mechanisms, actions, and 
elements and that it is hard to specify exact 
outcomes in every instance. (p.379) 
 
 

4. The creative process framework 
(Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013) supports 
without prescribing the processes, 
mechanisms, actions, and elements required 
for engaging in a rich exploration of 
individual learning questions. The descriptors 
within the framework describe the nature of 
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 the outcome, but not the content of the 
outcome. In this regard, every ensemble 
participant creates a learning journey that 
meets the complex needs of their learning 
question.  

 
5. There are many ways to produce teacher 
learning (p. 70). Some causes may be 
preconditions, others may be catalysts, others 
may influence the way learning is produced, 
and others may be able to affect learning, but 
they may also work together to produce 
learning. 

5. As a way to produce teacher learning, an 
ensemble approach to professional learning 
operationalizes all of the conditions describe 
to the left. Ensemble-learning starts first with 
the adoption of a mindset, a willingness to 
reframe professional learning as an 
investigation into the craft of teaching, and 
the teacher as a practitioner of that craft. This 
is the precondition. The catalyst for learning 
is the learning question. The actions of 
ensemble influence the nature and quality of 
the learning. Ensemble is complex because 
the experience of learning in ensemble is 
dependent upon facilitating the emergence of 
a space where multiple independent voices 
and perspective interact to produce a shared 
learning experience. 
 

6. How someone learns depends on the larger 
system in which he or she learns. Elements of 
the system (both individual learners and other 
system elements) cannot be understood 
independently. Rather, the interactions of the 
elements give rise to emergent behaviors that 
would not arise through independence. (p. 
381) 

6. During the ensemble intervention 
participants co-created a system that would 
support their learning. The elements of the 
system, the actions, interactions, emotions, 
and aesthetic cannot be understood, nor 
would they exist without the presence of 
others.  

 

Summary 

Although there were multiple learning journeys occurring within the ensemble space, 

the collective experience of ensemble in this study emerged from the following: (a) the 

personal readiness of each participant to create and participate in an ensemble space, and 

learn; (b) acknowledgment and support of learning as the reason for coming together on a 

consistent basis; (c) the development and commitment to a learning question; (d) the use of 

the CPF (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013) to direct learning; (e) the desire to interact as an 

individual learner and a learner facilitator; (f) a willingness to continuously position and re-
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position oneself within the complex nature of one’s teaching; and (g) When all of these 

elements were present teachers learned. The nature of this learning was unique to each 

teacher, but somehow, that nature of the individual learning journeys contributed to a learning 

environment in which the learners felt safe and connected. Lastly, as participants concluded 

the intervention they left with the sense that they had had an opportunity to engage in an 

authentic learning experience.   
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Chapter 5 

Summary and Discussion 

Summary of Study 

The aim of this study was to explore teacher professional learning experiences. Two 

methods of data collection were used to gain a greater understanding of this topic. First, a 

survey was used to capture teachers’ current professional learning experiences in standards-

based schools. Second, a professional learning intervention was designed and delivered using 

the theory and practices of ensemble theatre-making. The respondents to the survey and the 

participants in the study were all teachers from American international schools. The research 

was guided by two main questions: How do K-12 teachers characterize their current school-

based professional learning? And, how do a group of teachers experience an ensemble 

approach to professional learning? 

Increasingly, emphasis in professional learning literature is being placed on 

recognizing the need for and developing approaches to professional learning that help 

teachers understand how the dynamic and contextually driven relationships within a school 

setting inform their teaching practice (Dadds, 2014; Derrick, 2013; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; 

Webster-Wright, 2009). In these types of learning the focus is on situating learning within the 

complex relationship between personal attitudes, beliefs, and practices of teaching for the 

purpose of bringing about holistic change (Opfer & Pedder, 2011). This development in 

professional learning also supports a socio-constructivist approach to professional learning 

for the purpose of aligning the learning more closely with the needs of teachers (Borko, 

Jacobs, & Koellner, 2010; Dadds, 2014; Derrick, 2013; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Sleegers, 

Bolhuis, & Geijsel, 2005; Smith, 2010; Webster-Wright, 2009). Inclusive of these learning 

needs are professional learning opportunities that help teachers understand how the dynamic 

and contextually driven relationships within school settings impact and shape the person who 
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is the teacher (Dadds, 2014; Derrick, 2013; Webster-Wright, 2009). Professional learning of 

this nature positions learning within the reciprocal relationship between the identities of self 

and teacher. Dadds (2014), Derrick (2013), and Webster-Wright (2009) write about the need 

for professional learning that acknowledges both self and teacher, or more specifically self-

as-teacher. Practical frameworks specifically intended to support professional learning that is 

highly subjective and socially co-constructed are slowly emerging and represent an area full 

of research potential. Furthermore, how this kind of professional learning can support and 

complement pre-existing technocratic approaches to professional learning in the professional 

life of the teacher requires a deeper understanding. In response to these needs, a survey was 

designed to capture teachers’ current attitudes toward and practices of teacher learning, as 

well as their desire for future learning. Subsequently, a professional learning intervention, 

guided by ensemble thinking and practices, was developed in an attempt to operationalize a 

non-technocratic approach to professional learning.  

Major Findings 

Survey. A survey was designed and distributed to over 40 American international 

schools around the world. From these schools, 149 teachers completed the survey. The 

findings from the 149 respondents subsequently became baseline data regarding international 

teachers’ descriptions and perceptions of professional learning practices currently operating 

in American international schools. The survey findings were presented using descriptive 

statistics and a narrative. The narrative form provided the opportunity to construct and 

position the data within the lived experience of teacher professional learning in standards-

based schools. Five significant findings emerged from the analysis:  

1.  School-based professional learning experiences at standards-based schools tend 

to be more developmental in nature (e.g. the workshop, direct instruction). 
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2.  School-based learning focuses on developing, and sustaining, a common standard 

of teacher knowledge. This approach to professional learning leaves teachers 

feeling frustrated at times, as they feel they are engaging in learning that does not 

reflect personal learning needs.  

3. There is a strong connection between career advancement and participating in 

school-directed learning initiatives that hold teachers accountable for their 

learning.  

4. Valuable teacher learning has multiple meanings. Schools construe mandated 

institutional learning as valuable teacher learning. Teachers construe mandated 

institutional learning as mandated institutional learning, and valuable learning as 

learning that responds to the needs of their practice.  

5. There is a limited understanding of how individual learning, supported through 

non-technocratic approaches, contributes to the greater school community, and 

how to account for that contribution. 

Ensemble intervention. The ensemble intervention was conducted with five 

participants over 18 weeks. The idea of ensemble was chosen specifically for its flexibility of 

form and potential to facilitate a professional learning that supported an exploration of 

personal practice that was context related. A phenomenological research approach was used 

to capture the experience of learning in/through ensemble. Data analyses focused on 

identifying and describing the actions, interactions, nature of learning, and outcomes among 

the participants. The following findings emerged from a phenomenological analysis of the 

data: 

1. This ensemble experience provided teachers with a complex non-technocratic 

approach to professional learning that acknowledges the complex nature of 

teaching and learning. 
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2. The phenomena of ensemble is not the emergence of a single phenomenon, but 

rather the complex interaction of multiple interdependent phenomena emerging 

from a common set of ground rules.  

3. The emergence of ensemble is guided by rules. The rules, and the behaviours that 

emerge from those rules (e.g., the process of devising) contribute to the 

development of an ensemble space and an identifiable learning experience.  

4. Learning in ensemble is shaped by the degree to which participants are ready to 

participate in ensemble behaviours and learn through the process of positioning. 

Positioning engages learners in a subjective exploration of self-as-teacher.  

5. Findings from the survey show that the most dominant and desirable form of 

learning for teachers is participation in small group professional 

learning/development projects with peers. In this regard, the ensemble experience 

aligns with the survey data. Also, the authentic nature of ensemble addresses the 

desire expressed in the survey for professional learning opportunities offered or 

developed in direct response to the individual needs of teachers.  

6. As evidenced in the survey, accountability of learning is important to teachers in 

the context of American international schools. The iterative and less programmatic 

nature of learning in ensemble could be problematic in cultures of professional 

learning that require and implement rigid accountability measures. If an ensemble 

approach to professional learning is to become a viable option for teachers’ 

professional learning, a deeper understanding of accountability in ensemble needs 

to be developed.  
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Facilitating Professional Learning Conversations between Administrators and Teachers    

The survey focused on capturing the learning experiences of teachers at standards-

based schools in an international setting. The findings indicate that the majority of 

professional learning experiences in these schools are developmental in nature and operate 

through a performative discourse (Webster-Wright, 2009). The majority of survey 

respondents, to varying degrees, indicated their school directed the nature of their 

professional learning. Top down professional learning is inherently performative in nature 

(Webster-Wright, 2009). In a performative working context, the employer makes decisions 

about the direction of learning, the value of learning, justifies the need for set learning to 

occur, and outlines how learning is rewarded. Professional learning in this context is the 

engagement of learning that is aligned with institutional goals and designed to increase 

employee capacity (Webster-Wright, 2009). The workshop is a perfect example of this kind 

of learning. The survey findings indicate that the workshop is the most popular form of 

professional learning for teachers at these schools. According to Webster-Wright (2009), the 

purpose of the workshop is to keep currently employed teachers up to date with the 

established and projected needs of the school. 

As evidenced in the survey, the variety of professional learning opportunities 

presented to teachers is increasing. In some of these opportunities the locus of accountability 

is shifting to teacher peer groups. As the locus of accountability shifts so too does the nature 

of the performative discourse. There is strong evidence in the survey to suggest that the 

teachers who responded to this survey engage in professional learning across a performative 

discourse spectrum.  

Recently, there has been a movement towards providing teachers with additional in-

house learning opportunities in which the locus of accountability is peer-centric and process 

oriented (e.g. collaborative inquiry, critical friends). With ever-increasing and diversifying in-
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house learning opportunities for teachers, teacher learning can no longer be qualified and 

characterized through a single performative discourse. Instead it is now more appropriate to 

think of teacher learning as existing on a spectrum (Figure 12) in which the qualities of 

performative learning – the direction of learning, the value of learning, the justifications for 

such learning to occur, and the rewards for learning (Webster-Wright, 2009) – can be used by 

administration and teachers to articulate/discuss the nature of a wide variety of learning 

opportunities whether they be teacher generated or school initiated.  Subsequently, the four 

qualities of performative learning when placed on a spectrum operate as an accountability 

framework through which a variety of learning can be articulated.  

Figure 12. Performative discourse spectrum  

In Figure 12 teachers and administrators have been placed at opposite ends of the 

performative discourse spectrum. At the center of the spectrum sit the qualities of 

accountability in performance-driven learning. The qualities of accountability have been 

positioned in the middle of the spectrum to represent their inherent neutrality. The colour 

gradation in the area represents the degree to which the direction of learning, the value of 

learning, the justification for learning, and rewards for learning originate from the 

administration (solid yellow), or teachers (solid blue). The discourse occurs when teachers 

and administrators use the qualities in the framework to articulate and understand how 

teacher learning opportunities, regardless of their technocratic or non-technocratic nature, can 
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be valued by both teachers and administrators as capacity building endeavors (a shade of 

green).  

In conclusion, the survey findings further Webster-Wright’s (2009) use of 

performativity to illustrate and describe, rather than a single discourse, a spectrum of 

professional learning discourses. The spectrum also serves to illustrate the idea that it is 

possible to account for all professional learning. Where this becomes problematic, and 

exemplified in this study, is that the unique nature of accountability in non-technocratic 

collaborative professional learning forms and practices requires study. Moving from the 

acknowledgement of a single performative discourse to a performative discourse spectrum 

suggests that regardless of the form, all teacher learning, inclusive of ensemble, is in one way 

or another performative in nature.  The primary difference being that in the workshop the 

direction, value, justification and rewards of the learning are already known and prescribed to 

the participants; whereas in the ensemble, the direction, value, justification, and rewards of 

the learning emerge and can evolve over time.  

Articulating Ensemble 

Britton (2013), in his discussion on ensemble, suggests: “We cannot train [in] 

ensemble, for it is an illusion, but we can train individuals to create and sustain that illusion” 

(p. 413). The facilitation of ensemble is challenging. Britton (2013) dedicated his career to 

working in and understanding the ambiguities of ensemble. In my own work, I have spent 

over 12 years developing an understanding of ensemble. Figure 13, represents the what and 

how behind the illusion of an ensemble approach to professional learning.  As such it serves 

as a guide for re-creating a specific kind of ensemble in which teachers have authentic 

learning experiences.  



 109 

 

Figure 13. The ensemble-learning experience 

Cunningham Irvine et al. (2013) define ensemble as a group of people working 

towards an artistic goal. In this study, ensemble manifested itself as a group of teachers 

working towards their respective learning goals. Britton (2013) however, adopts a much more 

subjective approach to defining ensemble and suggests that knowing an ensemble is 

tantamount to knowing the “it-ness” of an ensemble (Britton, 2013, p. 412). Britton suggests 

that understanding ensemble is not about understanding what it is, but how it is. He writes: 

“If there is an ‘it-ness' of ensemble, it lies not in what is done but in the parameters of 

appropriate behaviours underpinning ‘how’ it is done” (Britton, 2013, p. 310). Figure 5 

presented in Chapter 4, and reproduced below (Figure 13) represents the what of an ensemble 

experience, and the how of ensemble-learning. Specifically, when combined, the four facets 

represent the what of an ensemble approach to learning, and the constituent parts of the facets 

represent how the ensemble emerged. Holistically, Figure 13 represents the “it-ness” (Britton, 

2013, p. 412) of the ensemble that emerged in this study.  As a graphic articulation of 
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ensemble, Figure 13 functions as a point of departure for further research on the “it-ness” 

(Britton, 2013, p. 412) of an ensemble approach to professional learning.  

Survey Limitations and Future Research 

Limitations. The survey was distributed to over 40 international schools in Europe, 

The Middle East, Asia, North America, and Africa. Given the size of the distribution, the 

response to the survey was proportionally low. Furthermore, there were no responses from 

European schools. To that end, while it is possible to make conclusions about the learning 

experiences of those who participated in the study, the findings from the survey are not 

indicative of professional learning in American international schools around the world. Given 

the numbers of schools the survey was distributed to, and the number of responses, the 

greatest limitation to the survey is the prevalence of self-selection bias (Wright, 2005). It is 

highly probable that those who responded were those who wanted to contribute to the 

research.  

Future surveys. The survey used in this study was somewhat valuable in capturing 

professional learning trends in American standards-based schools operating within an 

international setting. However, given the importance of context throughout this entire setting, 

perhaps the best use of the survey, rather than trying to find trends across schools/contexts, 

would be to use the survey at a single school with mandatory staff participation. Using the 

survey to understand the local climate and culture of professional learning at any single 

school would provide more contextually relevant feedback. Furthermore, the highly localized 

results from the survey in conjunction with the performative discourse spectrum could serve 

to facilitate new talks about how to simultaneously build institutional and teacher capacity in 

schools.  
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Ensemble Limitations and Future Research 

Ensemble limitations. The aspect that had the greatest prohibitive impact on the 

ensemble intervention was time. The ensemble meetings took longer than I had expected. The 

only time all the participants could meet was either before school or on the weekend. Even 

then, there were missing members. Ensemble-learning takes time. I structured 20 contact 

hours for the entire intervention, and that was not enough. Due to the time limitations, I was 

unable to complete one full cycle of the Creative Process Framework (Cunningham Irvine et 

al., 2013) with my participants. I know the public sharing at the end of the process would 

have provided important insights into the nature and value of learning through ensemble. As 

it stands this study most accurately reflects the process of learning in ensemble.  

Future research. The focus of this study was on understanding the nature of the 

shared learning space – the ensemble space. Having completed the study, I have identified 

four areas for future research. The first is a reproduction of this study to see if the findings, as 

represented in Figure 13, are consistent across multiple groups. An integral aspect of this 

reproduction would be to account for more time in an effort to move the participants all the 

way through the CPF (Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013). The other four explained in greater 

detail below are participant recruitment, reflection, facilitation, and the individual learning 

spaces of ensemble.  

Participant recruitment. As discussed in the results, the study participants valued the 

time and support they were given to direct their own learning. Participants also mentioned 

that it would have been nice to engage in the ensemble process with other teachers from the 

same discipline, or to be given the opportunity to choose their ensemble members. The 

participants were not bothered by the diversity of questions, but they did feel that teachers 

from the same subject area, or who had a pre-existing connection with the participants could 

have provided richer support. Future study should consider if teachers from the same 
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discipline, or teachers who volunteered together would end up having a similar ensemble 

experience.  

With a greater understanding of how personal readiness contributes to the ensemble 

experience, it would be my suggestion that future research incorporate readiness as part of the 

screening criteria for participation.  As stated above, the participants were keen to have the 

ensemble experience with teachers of the same subject area. I would suggest that another 

category through which learning ensembles could be created is personal readiness.  

Facilitation. A valuable source of future research lies in understanding the nature of 

learning ensemble facilitation so it may become accessible to a wider range of people.  One 

of the reasons I chose ensemble as the central construct in this study is because of my passion 

for theatre and drama education. My pedagogy as a drama teacher is rooted in ensemble, and 

all work is created through collective creation. I have extensive experience in an ensemble 

mindset and facilitating a creative process. Understanding the impact the facilitator has on 

creating, sustaining, and supporting learning in an ensemble is critical for moving ensemble-

learning into an accessible and repeatable form of professional learning. However, I do not 

think that the experiences that emerged in this study were dependent upon my previous 

experience with/in ensemble. True, those experiences brought me to the idea of ensemble, but 

the thinking and practices that guided this study were based on literature, and a way of 

working with people that is not unique to me. Based on my own experiences I would think 

that teachers who are interested in facilitating ensemble would need to possess the following 

qualities: a passion for learning, a familiarity with the ideas in Chapter 2 and the findings in 

Chapter 4, a willingness to engage in professional learning as an unscripted creative act, and 

a positive reputation in the teacher community. Beyond that, there is no restriction on who 

could or could not facilitate an ensemble approach to professional learning, but there is a 

strong need to describe the what and how of ensemble facilitation.   
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Reflection. According to Cunningham Irvine et al. (2013), reflection sits at the center 

of the CPF. It is the process that connects all other processes, and facilitates the iterative 

nonlinear learning process in ensemble. However, missing from this study is an 

understanding of the nature and significance of reflection in ensemble-learning. As evidenced 

in the interviews, the participants engaged in extensive reflection on action throughout the 

ensemble process. Nevertheless, how that reflection moved their learning forward and how it 

contributed to the overall experience of ensemble-learning remains unknown. As part of 

ensemble and part of developing a holistic understanding of ensemble, there remains much to 

be discovered about the significance and the role reflection plays in shaping the learning that 

occurs in an ensemble experience. 

Individual learning spaces of ensemble. Given the nature of this study, one of the 

major contributions to the overall ensemble experience was the relationship between the 

individual ensemble members and the ensemble as a whole within the ensemble space. 

Although I have identified the behaviours that characterize this relationship, what remains 

unknown and deserving of future research is a deeper understanding of individuals’ 

subjective experience of ensemble as it is happening. Current literature on ensemble (Britton, 

2013; Radosavljević, 2013; Syssoyeva & Proudfit, 2013a; 2013b) excellently captures 

reflective impressions of ensemble. The voice that is missing from this literature, and would 

make significant contributions to understanding the nature of ensemble, is the voice of 

participants describing the nature of their experience as they lived the experience (van 

Manen, 1997) of ensemble. To this end, further empirical research with participants currently 

working in an ensemble setting has the potential to offer significant contributions to 

understanding the nature of ensemble.  

 Over the course of the 18 weeks, the participants and I worked as an ensemble on 

four separate occasions. In between these meetings, the participants explored their learning 



 114 

questions in their own time, in their own classes. Due to limited time, I was unable to visit 

my participants’ classrooms and capture how the work in the ensemble space translated back 

into the classroom. However, in the ensemble meetings the participants willingly shared what 

they had learned on their own in their own learning spaces. This made it clear that in an 

ensemble approach to professional learning, learning occurs in both the shared learning space 

of the ensemble, as well as outside the ensemble in individual learning spaces. There is 

significant research to be done on the individual spaces of learning outside of the ensemble 

space, and how they shape the overall experience of an ensemble approach to professional 

learning.  

Figure 14 suggests an early understanding of this relationship. The blue arrows on the 

left represent the learning journey of an individual learner entering into the ensemble 

experience. The blue arrows on the right represent the learning journeys of all the other 

learners who have chosen to participate in the experience. It is suggested that a 

comprehensive understanding of learning in ensemble is dependent upon future research on 

the reciprocal relationship between individual learning spaces and the ensemble-learning 

space. The proposed model of study in Figure 14 is based on findings from this study.  
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Figure 14. Mapping ensemble-learning spaces 
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Concluding Remarks 

To better understand and support continued professional learning that meets specific 

needs of teachers in their current teaching context, it is important to continue to develop and 

explore non-technocratic approaches to professional learning utilizing a negotiated 

understanding of accountability. Accordingly, my research explored how an ensemble 

approach to professional learning represented a non-technocratic approach to professional 

learning capable of responding to the individual needs of a group of teachers who were also 

learning as a group. Contributions of my research include: (a) highlighting the professional 

learning experiences of teachers currently working in standards-based school; (b) providing a 

framework through which teachers and administrators can engage in honest conversations 

about direction, value, need, and direction of teachers learning; (c) developing a model that 

suggests how a learning ensemble emerges, and the nature of learning within that ensemble; 

and (d) suggesting an approach to professional learning that honors the complex nature of 

teaching and learning, and subsequently focuses on developing a subjective and contextually-

driven understanding of that complex environment. Inspired by the thinking of Dadds (2014), 

Derrick (2013), and Webster Wright (2009), this study suggests that it is possible to conceive 

of and facilitate a non-technocratic approach to professional learning that is guided by a clear 

structure and at the same time does not simplify the complex nature of teaching and teacher 

learning into a prescribed and goal-oriented process.  
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Epilogue 

 My life overseas has allowed me to become comfortable with not knowing: not 

knowing which gate to go to get on the flight; not knowing the language; not knowing how to 

pronounce a student’s name; not knowing why I feel the desire to move on; not knowing 

where I will go. Until I started this dissertation, although there were many things I did not 

know, the one thing I did know was that I was a teacher. In my first year of my dissertation, I 

vociferously held on to my identity as a teacher. In my second year, as I continued to explore 

the idea of ensemble, I found myself starting to embrace my inner researcher. My third year 

of the program found me back in the classroom struggling to be both an effective teacher and 

researcher. Now, in the fourth year of my program, I have come to embrace an ever changing 

sense of self, in so much, that while I am many things — a teacher, a researcher, a son, an 

actor, a brother, a friend, an active contributor to the world, I am not only one thing. When I 

am a teacher, I am also a researcher, a brother, an uncle, a son, an actor, and a friend. 

Conversely, when I am a friend, I am also a teacher, a researcher, a brother, an uncle, an 

actor, and a son. As I have moved through the world, and move through the many circles that 

make up my world, I have come to understand that who I am is not a singular idea/point, but 

a space. I call this the space that is me. In the space that is me exists all of the ways in which 

I consciously understand myself. The completion of my doctorate represents the completion 

of a new identity that I can add to the space that is me.  

In completing my doctorate, I found many things. Most importantly, I found the 

reason I actually started my doctorate. I now understand that I really entered the doctoral 

program for the purpose of discovering who I would be at the end of the program. When I 

started my Doctorate, it represented the greatest step into the unknown that I have ever 

taken. When I started the program, I had no determined end, and I had no known means. 

What I did know was that I was going to be a different person exiting the program than I was 
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when I entered. I am. Although at times my methods felt unconventional the findings have 

been rich. I found new friends. I found home. I found love. And, I even found out a few things 

about using the theory and practices of ensemble to guide teachers’ professional learning. 

Completing my doctorate was the biggest problem I didn’t even know I had. I have had 

incredible support throughout my journey. I am very excited by the learning that I have taken 

away, and at the same time even more excited to leave the experience of the learning behind. 

It was hard. For the most part I did not enjoy it, and that is probably because it was hard. 

This dissertation has provided me with great insight into how see students who struggle every 

day see themselves as learners. My experience leads me to believe that times learning/school 

feels isolating, frustrating, and futile, an act in which effort alone is not enough to bring 

success.  

In the end, I did it. I set the problem. I acted, and after my defense I will act again.  
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Appendix B: Survey introduction to superintendents  

Dear Administrator: 

My name is Jason Shulha and I am doctoral student at the Faculty of Education, at 

Queen’s University in Kingston Ontario, Canada. I am currently conducting research on 

professional learning. Currently, research from the United States, Canada, Australia, and the 

United Kingdom that is used to inform the nature of professional learning overseas. There is, 

however, little research acknowledging the unique demands of teaching overseas and how 

this may inform the professional needs of teachers. Specifically, the overarching purpose of 

this study is to better understand approaches to professional learning in standards-based 

international American schools. I have a strong connection with overseas teaching. 11 years 

ago a school at TORF gave me an opportunity to teach overseas. Over the course of my 

extended time overseas I have come to appreciate the complex demands surrounding 

international teaching and the unique demands international national teaching places on 

educators. To this extent I see my research as way to give back to a community has given me 

so much. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read my email. If you are interested in supporting 

this research please copy the text below and past in an email that will reach your K-12 

teaching staff. At this point in time my research is focusing solely on K-12 classroom 

teachers.  
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Appendix C: Survey invitation  

 

Dear Colleague, 

 

My name is Jason Shulha and I am doctoral student at the Faculty of Education, at Queen’s 

University in Kingston Ontario, Canada. I am conducting research on professional learning. 

Specifically, the overarching purpose of this study is to better understand approaches to 

professional learning in standards-based international American schools. Currently, research 

from the United States, Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom that is used to inform the 

nature of professional learning overseas. There is, however, little research acknowledging the 

unique demands of teaching overseas and how this may inform the professional needs of 

teachers. Subsequently, the question arises: “What do overseas teacher’s value in professional 

learning. Your participation is study would go towards providing greater understanding of a) 

the kinds of professional learning teacher’s are receiving in international American schools 

around the world; and b) the extent to which these professional learning experiences impact 

teaching and learning. 

 

If you are interested in contributing to this study please click the link below. 

 

Regards 

Jason Shulha 

 

Link: (TBD)  

Appendix D: Survey letter of information/consent 

(first screen of the survey) 
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Contextualizing an Ensemble Approach to Professional Learning in International 

American Schools. 

 
This research study is being conducted by Jason Shulha a graduate student working with Don 
Klinger in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario, Canada. 
 
This study examines teachers’ professional learning experiences in international American 
schools. The survey contains items pertaining to your perceptions and conceptions of 
valuable professional learning. It will take you about 30 minutes to complete. 
 
There are no known risks associated with your participation in this study. Participation is 
voluntary. You are free to withdraw at any time by closing your browser window. Your 
responses will not be recorded until you hit the submit button. Once you have hit the 
submit button you will not be able to retrieve or alter your responses. You are not obliged 
to answer any question that you find objectionable. You will not be identified in any way if 
the results are published and nothing will connect you to your responses. All data will be 
stored in a secure computer file accessible only to the researchers until published, at which 
point the files will be erased from the computer. 
 
Any questions about study may be directed to Jason Shulha [shulhabroad@gmail.com] or his 
supervisor Don Klinger at [001 613 533 3028; dklinger@queensu.ca]. Any ethical concerns 
about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at (613) 
533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 
This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian 
ethics guidelines, and Queen's policies. 
 
If you consent to participate in this study, click “Continue.”  
 
Thank you again for your participation, 
 
Jason Shulha- Graduate Student 
Don Klinger- Faculty Supervisor 
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Appendix E: Ensemble intervention letter of information 

An Ensemble Approach to Professional Learning 
 

This research is being conducted by Jason Shulha (Doctoral Candidate) under the supervision 
of Dr. Don Klinger in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. 
This study is pending clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian ethics 
guidelines and Queen’s policies. The principal, Dr. Ron Lalonde, has approved this study.  
 

What is this study about? The overarching purpose of this study is to better 
understand approaches to professional learning in standards-based international American 
schools and the value these approaches have for teachers. Central to this investigation is an 
exploration of an ensemble approach to professional learning. The appeal of ensemble work 
is its attention to both the affective and cognitive domains of learning and to creative 
processing (e.g., Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013). In the field of teacher professional 
learning, increasing importance is being placed on having teachers discover ways to 
understand the complex and contextually driven relationships within a school setting and how 
these inform individual professional practice (e.g., Avalos, 2011; Connelly and Clandinin, 
1988; Dadds, 2014; Derrick, 2013;). This requires that teachers be able to synthesize and 
operationalize school policies, the foundations of current best practices, student needs and 
their own “personal practical knowledge” (Connelly and Clandinin, 1983, p. 25). A context 
that can support this form of learning is yet to be well documented and is the focus of this 
research.  
What will this study require?  This study requires 5-7 participants. If you agree to 
participate in this research you agree to spend one semester with me as a facilitator of your 
professional learning. You also agree to the following: 
● Completion of a half-day workshop on ensemble where we will develop a common 

understanding of what it means to work in an ensemble, select an inquiry focus, and 
lastly be divided into our respective ensembles.  

● To participate in ensemble meetings when all parties can participate. These meetings 
will take place after in the TLC. 

● To use educational technology as a way to communicate with the facilitator and other 
members of your ensemble (Haiku or Facebook) 

● To participate in interviews, and focus groups. The focus group is schedule for an 
hour, and the interviews are schedule for 20 minutes. Both the focus group and the 
interview may go longer if the participants desire.  

● To complete a personal learning narrative 
● To share your learning experience with the school community at the end of your 

learning experience.  
After the half day workshop the maximum time required for participation in the study is 
20hrs. 
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Participation Expectations  

Activity Time 

Half day workshop 4 hours 

Ensemble meetings 1 hour X4 4 hours 

Interviews X 2 3 x 20 minutes = 60 minutes 

Focus group 1 hour 

Weekly online time - participation in an 
online forum 

30- 45 minutes x 10 weeks 

Preparation for public sharing 2 hours 

Public Sharing  1 hour 

Personal Learning Narrative 1 hour 

Total time 20 hours 

 
Calendar of Participation (approximate) 

� Friday or Saturday January 9th or 10th – Half day workshop on Ensemble in the TLC 
� Tuesday February 17th – Ensemble Meeting #1 in the TLC 
� Tuesday March 24th – Ensemble Meeting #2 in the TLC 
� Tuesday April 28th Ensemble Meeting #3 in the TLC 
� Tuesday May 12th- Ensemble Meeting #4 in the TLC 
� Tuesday May 26th – Public Sharing in the TLC 
� Week of May 31st- June 4th Focus group meetings in the TLC 

 
Is participation voluntary?  Your participation is completely voluntary and choosing 

not to participate will not result in any adverse consequences. There is no remuneration for 
participating in this study. There are no known physical, psychological, economic, or social 
risks associated with this study. You are not required to answer to answer any question you 
find objectionable or discomforting. Furthermore, you are free to choose, without reason or 
consequence, to refuse to answer any questions. You may withdraw from the study at any 
time with no negative consequences. If you withdraw from the study, you may choose to have 
your data removed. 
 
What will happen to my responses? The interview and focus group recordings will be 
transcribed and then the recordings will be destroyed. All electronic files will be password 
protected. Paper and audio data will be secured in a locked cabinet. I will maintain copies of 
the transcripts for a minimum of 5 years and may use the data (with names removed) in 
subsequent research. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent possible. None of the data 
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will contain your name or the identity of your place of work. To protect your identity a 
pseudonym will replace your name on all data files and in any dissemination of findings. The 
only other person who will have access to your data will be my supervisor Dr. Don Klinger. 
This research may result in publications of various types, including journal articles or other 
professional publications. What if I have concerns? Any questions about study participation 
or a request to withdraw from the study may be directed to Jason Shulha 
[shulhabroad@gmail.com] or my supervisor Don Klinger at [001 613 533 3028; 
dklinger@queensu.ca]. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of 
the General Research Ethics Board at (613) 533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 
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Appendix F: Ensemble intervention letter of consent 

Contextualizing an Ensemble Approach to Professional Learning in International 
American Schools 

Name (please print clearly): _____________________________________________ 
1. I have read and retained the Letter of Information and have had any questions answered to 
my 
satisfaction. 
2. I understand that I will be participating in the study called Contextualizing an Ensemble 
Approach to Professional Learning in International American Schools 
I understand the purpose of this research is to explore the experience of participating in a 
program of professional learning that is guided by the ideology and framework of ensemble.  

! I understand that participation in this study will entail a maximum of 20 hours of my 
time involving: a half day workshop, ensemble meetings, the generation and collecting 
of artifacts that reflect my learning, two audio-recorded interview (20 minutes each), 
one audio recorded focus group (60 minutes), participation in an online learning 
forum, and a public sharing of my learning at the end of the process with the school 
community. 

! I understand that posting in the online forum will be regarded as data. I understand to 
preserve the authenticity of these postings and the nature of their exchange within the 
forum that screen shots may be used. I understand that if screen shots are used all 
names will be removed (blacked out).  

3. I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary and I may withdraw at any 
time without adverse consequences. I understand that if I withdraw from the study I may 
choose to have my data removed up to and including June 30, 2015. I understand that the data 
may also be published in professional journals or presented at academic conferences. I 
understand that every effort will be made to maintain anonymity to the extent possible now 
and in the future. 
4. I am aware that any questions about study participation or a request to withdraw from the 
study may be directed to Jason Shulha [shulhabroad@gmail.com] or my supervisor Don 
Klinger [001 613 533 3028; dklinger@queensu.ca]. Any ethical concerns about the study 
may be directed to the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at (613) 533-6081 or 
chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 

Please sign one copy of this Consent Form and return to the researcher. Retain the 
second copy for your records. 

I have read the above statements and had any questions answered. I freely consent to 
participate in this study. 
Participant’s Signature: _________________________________________________ 
 
Date: _________________________ E-mail address: _________________________ 
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Appendix G: Teacher Resource Handbook 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Teacher Resource Handbook 
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Encountering Research on Professional Learning 
 

A) Life, classrooms and schools will never be straightforward and unchallenging. And in 
these cases, we are reminded again of the dangers of erecting systems totally upon outsider, 
expert views. No one has simple, tidy solutions to the complex challenges and demands of 
teaching and management (Dadds, 2014, p. 11)  
 
Response 
 
 
 

B) The journey of professional growth into new and better practices is often unpredictable; 
often non-linear; often emotional as well as cerebral. It demands the capacity and strength to 
ask questions; to analyze and interpret feedback; to discipline the emotions generated by self-
study; to change established practices in the light of new understanding; to remain interested 
and professionally curious. (Dadds, 2014, P.15) 

Response 
 
 

C) For several years, many have been worried about the tendency towards these technical, 
‘empty vessel’ models of educational reform in which the teacher’s role is to receive, and 
deliver, centrally packaged decisions. ‘Delivery’ or ‘empty vessel’ models of educational 
reform are, essentially, crude behaviorist models which assume erroneously that ‘good 
practice’ will come about from those outside schools making judgments for, and on, those 
inside. (Dadds, 2014, p.  

Response 

 

D) The professional development of teachers is studied and presented in the relevant 
literature in many different ways. But always at the core of such endeavors is the 
understanding that professional development is about teachers learning, learning how to 
learn, and transforming their knowledge into practice for the benefit of their students’ growth. 
Teacher professional learning is a complex process, which requires cognitive and emotional 
involvement of teachers individually and collectively, the capacity and willingness to 
examine where each one stands in terms of convictions and beliefs and the perusal and 
enactment of appropriate alternatives for improvement or change. (Avalos, 2010, p.11) 

Response 

 

 

 



 136 

  
What is Complexity and why is education complex? 
 

Complexity science is a nascent field of study that defines itself more in terms of what it 
investigates than how it investigates. It focuses on the question of how autonomous agents 
can come together into more sophisticated, more capable unities and how, in turn, those 
grander unities affect the actions and characters of the agents that comprise them. (Davis and 
Sumara, p. 454). 

 

How would characterize the complexity of education?  Who are the players? How do these 
players relate?  Please illustrate below. 

 

 
 
 
  



 137 

The Five Circles 
 
I see complexity of education as represented in 5 circles. These five circles represent the 
following areas: context, individual as teacher, teaching, learning, and child as learner.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

INDIVIDUAL	AS	
TEACHER	

CHILD	AS	
STUDENT/LEARNER	

TEACHING	 LEARNING	

CONTEXT	
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In this next section we will be breaking down each of these following circles. First we will 
start with context. To ensure a common understanding of context I have provided a 
definition. 
 
Context implies more than the obvious physical locations and structures and even more than 
social interactions with communities of practice. It includes implicit workplace expectations 
hidden as discourses. Different professions and organizations have their own discourses as 
evidenced by shared jargon, behavior, practices, and expectations (Gee, 1990 as cited in 
Webster-Wright, 2011, p.723 

CONTEXT 
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Developing a greater understanding of individual as teacher through an understanding of 
Personal Practical Knowledge 

 
 
 
 
Personal Practical Knowledge 
 
The terms “personal practical knowledge” is used to emphasize the teacher’s knowing of a 
classroom. It is knowing/knowledge that is found in the mind, in the body, and it is seen and 
found in the practices of every teacher. What is PPK?  PKK is a particular way of 
reconstructing the past and the intentions for the future to deal with the exigencies of a 
present situation. It is impossible to catalogue the depths of any one’s teacher’s PPK 
primarily because it is an affective knowledge. It is a knowledge that is manifests itself 
through one’s history, how one thinks, feels, and from one acts. As such, it is also a 
knowledge that is emotional, moral, and aesthetic. Experiences are felt. Experiences are 
valued. And experiences are appreciated. To know something is to feel something. To know 
something is to value something. To know something is to respond aesthetically. It is no 
more possible to understand a child as only a student than it is to understand each of 
ourselves as only a teacher. We are that, but we are many other things as well. Indeed, the 
kind of teacher that we are reflects the kind of teacher life that we lead.  
 
Tools for accessing and understanding your PPK 
 
Image:  Images are part of our past, called forth by situations in which we act in the present, 
and are guides to our future. Images as they are embodied in us entail emotion, morality, and 
aesthetics? 
 
 
Personal Philosophy: is a way one thinks about oneself in teaching situations. Personal 
philosophy was within it a notion of beliefs and values. A personal philosophy refers to a 
reconstruction of meaning contained in a teacher’s actions and his or her explorations of them 
expressed in the form of a narrative experience. 
 
 
Metaphor: It is possible to understand teachers’ actions and practices as embodied 
expressions of their metaphors of teaching and of living.  
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Child as Learner 

Individual as Teacher 
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Problem Setting 

 
Schön approached any linear process of solving given problems as a kind of inept technical 
rationality, so he suggested that professional work could be more realistically described as an 
actively reflective practice rather than a set of distinct processes. (Cushman, 2014, p. 330) 
 
The practice of problem setting, however, means attuning ourselves to instability and 
indeterminate situations, acknowledging that processes and problems are mutually 
constituted. The problem solver, the problem, and the problem-setting process cannot be 
separated out and treated individually. (Cushman, 2014, p. 330) 
 
That is, rather than working from a firm position of private knowledge and technical 
competency, from the traditional position of the expert, problem-setting practitioners join 
with both stockholders and the shifting context to inquire into a situation. They agree to make 
public their own questions not only about what might be an effective response to a situation 
but also about what counts as effectiveness (Schön, 1987, p. 297). (Cushman 2014, p. 332) 
 
The practice [of problem setting] involves coping with complexity and some- times overload 
by attuning to shifting contexts and allowing some elements of a situation to emerge as more 
salient than others—even while the practitioners and their rhetorical decisions intertwine with 
the situations they hope to affect. (Cushman 2014, p. 332) 
 
Thus, unlike technical rationality, problem setting is one way of inventing, rather than 
selecting, established ends and means. And unlike problem- based learning, which still 
depends on prior agreement concerning the ends and available means in order to stimulate 
instrumental action, the practice of problem setting assumes that problems do not present 
themselves as givens that need solving. (Cushman 2014, p. 332) 
 
For Schön (1992), professionals construct the situation within which they set the dimensions 
of their problem space and invent the moves by which they attempt to find solutions (p. 11).  
 
And for Schön, the practice of problem setting—or of interactively naming, framing, and 
constructing temporarily stable ends from unstable situations—is the artistry of professionals 
and is therefore crucial to the work, research, and pedagogies of technical communication. 
(Cushman, 2014, p. 329) 
 
But the practice of problem setting is the practice of acting in order to act again. It is not a 
linear practice. (Cushman, 2014, p. 343)  
 
Problem setting, then, is a rhetorical practice that we use to approach persistent change, and it 
can begin to serve as a means for communicating our work as a responsive and teachable art 
rather than a mysterious knack. It helps us learn to expand our too often limited roles and 
opens possible channels of professional communication for which there is little imagination. 
(Cushman 2014, p. 343) 
 
We are challenged to articulate our work not as an established body of knowledge but as 
derived from particular situations that change as we work to foreground a problem from 
which to begin. Our own problem-setting practices emerge as we continue to make ourselves 
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more confrontable and to attune ourselves to concerns about workplace instability. (Cushman 
2014, p. 347) 
 
Our work is far too divergent. And Pink (2006) convincingly argued that, just as Schön 
envisioned, professional work continues to change. It is moving away from the postindustrial 
model that prizes ‘‘sequential, literal, functional, textual, and analytic’’ skills and toward 
‘‘simultaneous, metaphorical, aesthetic, contextual, and synthetic’’ practices (p. 26). We can 
continue to anticipate further divergence in our workplaces, research sites, and classrooms. 
Through the practice and language of problem setting, we can distinguish our work and 
investigate the temporary stability that we invent from particular problematic situations. 
(Cushman 2014, p. 349) 
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1.  As an approach to learning it activates and gives equal value to knowledge found 

within both the cognitive and affective domains 
2. As a process that asks its participants to move beyond the affirmation of problems we 

know or have been trained to know and feel, and assumes that problems instead of 
presenting themselves as givens that need solving, are the construction of temporarily 
stable situations that when “solved” produce a possible understanding.  

3. The tradition of ensemble theatre operationalizes a framework that is both creative 
and inquiry. It is a framework that describes a process but not the actions within the 
process. In this respect it is a framework that is capable of adapting to any context. 
Below is a reconstruction of the framework we will be using to guide our work 
(Cunningham Irvine et al., 2013) 

 

 
 
 
Figure 1. Creative process framework. Reprinted from Drama Works (p. 10) K. Cunningham 
Irvine, J. Tirone, C. Ferguson, and C. Mason, 2013, Toronto, Canada: Emond Montgomery 
Publications. Copyright 2013 Emond Montgomery Publications. Reprinted with permission
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.  
 

What possibility do you want to explore? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How are you going to explore that possibility? 



 152 

Appendix H: Interview protocols 

1. I have agreed to keep this interview to 20 minutes. I am very grateful for your time 

and just wondering if would inconvenience you if it went longer. How much time 

would you like this interview to take? Please be honest. 

2. The professional learning process you are engaged in is an opened ended process. 

How does this process feel in relation to other professional learning experiences you 

have had? 

3. Is there any part of process you find confusing or unclear? 

4. What do you value in this process? 

5. In terms of the process, what do you wish there was more of? 

6. How do you feel your work over the last few weeks has impacted teaching 

7. How do you feel your work over the last few weeks has impacted your understanding 

of yourself as a teacher? 

8. Has working with your colleagues in this manner given you any insight into your 

colleagues and/or school environment 

a. Yes? Please describe. 

b. No? What would need to happen for this kind of learning to occur? 

9. What might someone who is very familiar with you as teacher notice that is different 

about you and/or your teaching since you started this process? For example do you 

talk about teaching differently with your colleagues?  Do you find yourself asking 

new kinds of questions about teaching? 

10. What is your focus moving forward? 

11. What is one question you think I should be asking that I am not? 
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Appendix I: Statistical Survey Responses 

Section 1: Getting To Know You and Your Teaching Environment 

Note: For the purpose of this survey professional learning and professional development are 

treated as synonyms 

 

Question 1: I identify myself as 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Male   29.0% 54 

Female   71.0% 132 

LGBTrans   0.0% 0 

 Total Responses 186 

 

Question 2: I have full-time teaching experience in both international and domestic schools 

totaling (please select the number of years including this academic year):  

Response Chart Percentage Count 

1-4   14.5% 27 

5-9   28.5% 53 

10-14   17.7% 33 

15-19   14.0% 26 

20+   25.3% 47 

 Total Responses 186 
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Question 3: I have taught in the following divisions during my career?  Choose all that apply. 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Pre-School and Pre-Kindergarten   20.4% 38 

Elementary (Kindergarten - 

Grade 5) 

  57.5% 107 

Middle School (Grade 6- Grade 

8)  

  60.8% 113 

High School (Grade 9-12)   53.8% 100 

 Total Responses 186 

 

Question 4: The size of my current school, K-12, is 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

1-400   4.3% 8 

401-800   15.1% 28 

800-1300   30.1% 56 

Over 1300   51.6% 96 

Other (please describe)   0.5% 1 

 Total Responses 186 

 

Section 2: Professional Learning/Development Opportunities Within Your Current School 

(AKA school-based PL/PD) 
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Question 5: What school-based professional learning/development opportunities are running 

in your school during this academic year?  Finish the following sentence and select all that 

apply. Teachers are able to: 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Implement a personal professional learning/development 

plan to be reviewed and assessed by an administrator or 

senior staff person 

  63.3% 100 

Participate in a small group professional 

learning/development project with peers (e.g. 

collaborative inquiry, learning circle, professional 

learning community, critical friend group) 

  77.2% 122 

Serve on a school committee intended to improve 

teaching, learning or the school community  

  66.5% 105 

Coordinate self-directed professional 

learning/development as the need emerges 

  57.6% 91 

Attend workshops led by external experts   84.8% 134 

Other (please describe)   10.8% 17 

There are no formal school-based professional 

learning/development activities operating during the 

school year 

  1.9% 3 

 Total Responses 158 
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Question 6: Does your current school expect you to engage in school-based professional 

learning/development? Select the most appropriate answer. 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Yes, every year   74.1% 117 

Yes, when I feel it is useful to me   10.8% 17 

Yes, when the administration feels it is 

important for me to do so 

  12.7% 20 

No, not at all   2.5% 4 

 Total Responses 158 
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Question 7: Choose the most appropriate response from the menu below. When engaging in 

school-based professional learning/development, the school generally: 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Determines both the domain (e.g., technology integration) and 

the focus for my professional learning/development within that 

domain (e.g., using PowerSchool to improve communication 

with parents).  

  39.2% 62 

Provides a domain for professional learning/development (e.g. 

technology integration), and I am given the freedom to choose a 

focus within that domain. 

  17.7% 28 

Gives me the freedom to choose both the domain and focus of 

my professional  learning/development 

  32.3% 51 

Other conditions (please specify)   10.8% 17 

 Total Responses 158 

 

Question 8: Consider your responses to questions 5, 6, and 7. What are the strengths, if any, 

of having school-based professional learning/development expectations at a school like 

yours? 

 

Question 9: Consider your responses to questions 5, 6, and 7. What possible ‘down side’, if 

any, are there to having school-based professional learning/development expectations at a 

school like yours? 

 

Question 10: What school-based professional learning/development activities are you 

participating in this year? Select all that apply. 
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Response Chart Percentage Count 

Implementing a personal professional learning plan that 

will be executed over the course of the school year and 

ultimately reviewed/assessed by an administrator or 

senior staff person 

  57.8% 89 

Participate in a small group professional 

learning/development project with peers (e.g. 

collaborative inquiry, learning circle, professional 

learning community, critical friend group) 

  68.8% 106 

Serve on a school committee intended to improve 

teaching, learning or the school community  

  42.9% 66 

Structure my own professional learning as the need 

emerges 

  50.6% 78 

I am not expected to engage in school-based professional 

learning activities during this school year.  

  3.2% 5 

Other (please describe)   14.9% 23 

 Total Responses 154 
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Question 11: Consider all of the options for professional learning/development that are 

available for teachers listed below. Select the one option that is currently your preference. 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Attending an educational workshop or conference 

sponsored by a professional educational organization (e.g., 

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 

ASCD, International Baccalaureate),  

  24.2% 37 

Exposure to a subject or skill specific expert    13.1% 20 

Enrolling in advanced educational courses offered by 

universities or institutes (e.g., Principals Training Center), 

  16.3% 25 

Implementing a personal professional 

learning/development plan that will be executed over the 

course of the school year and ultimately reviewed/assessed 

by an administrator or senior staff person 

  7.8% 12 

Participate in a small group professional 

learning/development project with peers (e.g. collaborative 

inquiry, learning circle, professional learning community, 

critical friend group) 

  19.0% 29 

Serve on a school committee intended to improve 

teaching, learning or the school community  

  2.6% 4 

Structure my own professional learning as the need 

emerges 

  12.4% 19 

Other (please describe)   4.6% 7 

 Total Responses 153 

 



 160 

Question 12: Consider your response to Question 11, what, for you, is the appeal in this type 

of professional learning/development? 

The 137 response(s) to this question can be found in the appendix. 

 

Section 3: Accountability and Recognition in Professional Learning/Development 

The section contains 7 quick questions 

 

Question 13: What methods and tools, if any, do you or others use to track the progress of 

your professional learning/development? Select all that your school uses. 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Rubrics   31.8% 47 

Portfolios   25.7% 38 

Tracking Sheets (electronic /  hard copy)   35.8% 53 

Blogs   8.1% 12 

Oral or written reports   37.8% 56 

Reflective journals   19.6% 29 

Other (please specify)   8.8% 13 

I am not aware of any tracking procedures being 

used for tracking my ongoing school-based 

professional learning. 

  20.9% 31 

 Total Responses 148 
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Question 14: How is school-based professional learning/development assessed at your 

school?   Select all that apply. I can be assessed on: 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Whether I complete the project/task   28.9% 43 

A formal report to administration that describes my 

professional growth and my achievement of 

learning goals 

  38.3% 57 

My performance as judged by an administrator or 

senior staff member(s) 

  38.3% 57 

My growth as I report it to my colleagues   19.5% 29 

My growth as observed and described by my 

colleagues 

  12.8% 19 

The performance of my students   13.4% 20 

Other (please describe)   9.4% 14 

My professional learning is not formally assessed 

at the school  

  23.5% 35 

 Total Responses 149 
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Question 15: How, if at all, do you (would you) prefer your school-based professional 

learning/development to be assessed? Select all that apply. 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Whether I complete the project/task   23.5% 35 

A formal report to administration that describes my 

professional growth and my achievement of 

learning goals 

  33.6% 50 

My performance as judged by an administrator or 

senior staff member(s) 

  29.5% 44 

My growth as I report it to my colleagues   32.9% 49 

My growth as observed and described by my 

colleagues 

  34.2% 51 

The performance of my students   24.2% 36 

Other (please describe)   8.7% 13 

I do not want my school-based professional 

learning to be assessed 

  10.1% 15 

 Total Responses 149 
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Question 16: What methods and tools, if any, are used by your school to recognize your 

professional learning/development? Identify all the methods your school uses. 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Certificates   30.9% 46 

Merit Pay   6.0% 9 

Celebrations   18.1% 27 

Publications (e.g., school newsletters, School 

Board reports) 

  10.7% 16 

Discretionary Funding (e.g., professional 

learning allowance, supplies) 

  36.2% 54 

Other (please describe)   6.7% 10 

There is no formal recognition of individual's 

school-based professional learning 

  39.6% 59 

 Total Responses 149 

 

Question 17: How important is it for you to have your professional learning/development 

recognized by your administration? 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Very important   36.9% 55 

Somewhat important   40.9% 61 

Not Very important   22.1% 33 

 Total Responses 149 
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Question 18: How important is it for you to have your professional learning/development 

recognized by your colleagues? 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Very important   22.8% 34 

Somewhat important   47.7% 71 

Not Very important   29.5% 44 

 Total Responses 149 

 

Question 19: Agree with or disagree with the following statement. Engaging in school-based 

professional learning/development is important to me for setting up opportunities for future 

advancement (e.g., change role within my current school; to make myself more marketable to 

other schools). 

Response Chart Percentage Count 

Yes   84.4% 124 

No   15.6% 23 

 Total Responses 147 
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Appendix J: Written survey responses 

 

Question 8: Consider your responses to questions 5, 6, and 7. What are the strengths, if any, 

of having school-based professional learning/development expectations at a school like 

yours? |  

# Response 

1. bndndn 

2. professional dev provided on school wide goals as well as personal/professional 

goals 

3. Teachers are able to collaborate more under the professional development theme 

because we are all participating in the same program. 

4. Learning new strategies to use in the classroom, becoming a stronger teacher, 

students having a better education  

5. Puts everybody on the same page, each school (elem, MS, HS) are able to align 

based on common practices.  

6. higher expectations, higher standards, more rigor 

7. unify concepts  

8. Our school has identified areas we need to systemically improve. They have worked 

with various stakeholders in the school to then determine the best method for 

professional development in these areas.  

9. We utilize a lot of in house talent to lead PD, supplements in house masters program 
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10. There are a LOT of people to share ideas with, and at least we're getting PD. 

11. As a large school, this method ensures solidarity with stakeholders, as well as 

solidarity as concerns staff training. 

12. kids learn better 

13. Current knowledge of teaching techniques  

14. You get PD for free 

15. Consistency throughout the school  

16. Freedom of choice pending it is tied to bettering student experience within our 

building. We have financial resources available to regularly attend out of building 

PD, often international.  

17. It encourages you to grow as a professional. 

18. That there is a constant growth in  the teaching community 

19. Flexibility 

20. Teachers feel valued when given PD opportunities. 

21. the constant questioning of our priorities 

22. It is important so that the staff member that applies for professional development and 

receives the school's back up can then share what they learned from their job 

position. The expectations are generally to enrich our learning environment.  

23. If left to individuals, there would probably be very little professional development. 

The school coordinates our efforts and provided us with meaningful experiences. 

24. One strength is that it is not possible to participate in non-online forms of 
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professional learning in this city, so it is helpful when it is provided by the school. 

Also, I enjoy learning from other faculty members, and there have been a few 

occasions where we have been given this chance formally in PD. 

25. Everyone can be on the same level of understanding for particular areas when the 

school determines the type of professional development. 

26. Exposure to new resources, experience and help developing meaningful lessons 

27. Building community, discussion 

28. Professional development helps keep our teaching practices current. 

29. Sharing with professionals who understand the school environment helps with 

application and relevance. 

30. Teachers are expected to implement and improve practices learned during 

professional development opportunities. Teachers are expected to share knowledge, 

ideas and challenges with each other to improve student learning.  

31. We are able to gain feedback on our learning from colleagues and administrators and 

engage in small group discussions with peers on critical education topics that effect 

us directly everyday. 

32. Teachers using best practice, support for development, innovative change. 

33. language 

34. We are allowed to ask for the professional development we feel is useful for us, and 

the school is also free to recommend us what they feel we need. There is a great 

balance in this. 

35. Having the opportunity to be exposed to different education approaches, points of 
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view, etc. 

36. At my school, if the professional development request aligns with the school 

improvement plan then the administration is likely to approve the request. If it does 

not (a personal direction for development) then we do not expect to receive aid. If 

the development is organized by the school it is usually based on something the 

school wants to improve on as a whole. What I like about this is that the school 

makes it clear what they expect us to improve upon as teachers and then they also 

look for ways to give us opportunities to improve on that. 

37. None 

38. The teacher does not have to pick from a group of topics they'd like to learn. 

39. Specific curriculum professional development provides consistencies and 

expectations within school. 

40. Helps faculty to remain up-to-date with new programs; tailor-made according to 

school's needs 

41. It is fun. 

42. We can all be on the same page and work towards a common goal. We can support 

each other. 

43. None 

44. A diverse faculty who are eager to share their knowledge. 

45. One strength of the PD expectations at our school is we realize not all teachers 

require the same PD at the same time. It is understood that PD has to be relevant, 

timely and differentiated. This year we had teachers work within a Professional 
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Learning Community project on a topic of their choice. There were some interesting 

projects come out of this including a proposed schedule change that better supports 

Project Based Learning and a more Blended educational model. Another positive at 

ASFM was a recent technology integration conference. All staff were invited to 

attend and all workshops were put on by 'Digital Teachers' from within the school. 

The conference was highly differentiated and offered teachers training in their area 

of need and/or choice. 

46. We have a goal as an elementary school, which we all focus on for PD and trainings, 

but we also have a personal goal, which we focus on individually for readings, 

research and trainings. 

47. There is positive peer pressure to set and complete professional goals; We have some 

professional learning days included in the school calendar;  

48. With all of us working on the same issue, there is a greater chance that needed 

changes are implemented. 

49. Foster critical thinking 

50. It is great to have school-based PD because as a foreigner, I am unaware of 

opportunities in the outside community. I also understand what the school values. 

51. Having all staff participate in some common professional development activities 

helps us work as a team. 

52. Ensure that we are all working towards a common goal. 

53. They are open to suggestions on what I should pursue and how that will help 

instruction at my school. 
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54. the opportunity to grow in a field that meets the expectations of the schools mission 

and vision 

55. Teachers have the freedom to develop professionally in the ways they are interested 

in. 

56. Strengths or benefits: comfortable and confident teachers, a positive culture of life-

long learning and professional growth, commonality between grade levels 

(particularly with the use of technology) 

57. Allows the teachers to collaborate with each other and the administration, while 

building relationships. 

58. school wide implementation of desired workshop 

59. Flexibility. Linked to school-wide strategic planning. 

60. The strength is that the school can find the best outside speakers on this topic and we 

can hopefully also use the learning time to establish common understandings.  

61. You are able to learn and apply as much as you like. If there is research to back up 

any changes you want to make or programs you want to innovate, often the 

administration will support it. 

62. I really enjoy learning from others in my school so it’s a great way to get access to a 

lot of professional development when others go and bring back the information and 

resources! 

63. Everyone is developing skills within the same area in order that boost competence in 

a specific area. 

64. They are often specific to our school needs. 
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65. Clear, unified approach to PD 

66. Provides for greater collaboration and standardization between teachers in a subject 

field. 

67. It can only help, to have teachers regularly engaging in continuing education if it's of 

high quality and directly applicable. Of course, the teacher must WANT to learn and 

evolve, and sometimes that might not be the case, and then there are other questions 

that arise as a result. 

68. To stay up-to-date 

69. Flexibility 

70. Regular and frequent learning opportunities 

71. There are so many options on offer you can tailor your learning to your needs (the 

majority of the time). 

72. Establishment of attitude and focus 

73. The strengths could be there is flexibility in what I choose to engage in; also being 

able to pursue what interests me professionally outside furthering my classroom 

instructional abilities is useful for professional growth. 

74. It creates a common understanding of educational issues and common goals to work 

towards.  

75. Encourages the continued development of professional growth 

76. We all get the same message and can see what problems others are having and how 

they are dealing with those areas (ex: technology) 
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77. Similar experience for all teachers to go through 

78. Cohorts are directly related to work going on IN the school, as well as among teams 

/ divisions so the work is relevant and immediately applicable day to day. Further, 

the work is organic and sustainable over time.  

79. Provides opportunities for growth and collaboration. Professional development is 

ongoing and directly impacts students. 

80. Cost effective 

81. Keeps me in tune with current practices. 

82. All the teachers are on board with the programs of the schools choice. Especially in 

an international school where teachers come in from different schools with different 

beliefs and philosophy's it helps to attend workshops that bring you to speed with 

what your present employer believes in. With regards to individual professional 

goals, we think of one area we want to grow in, then goes through the professional 

goal rubric to find the strand and Domain that best fits the goal.  

83. All teachers are familiar with the same PD topics and can discuss and experience 

them together. It keep everyone responsible for their own continued learning. 

Promotes a learning environment.  

84. I am not entirely sure what is meant by "school-based". Taking place at the school? 

Or given by the school's own staff?  Or designed to meet the school's own needs?  

We have all types of professional development, including choice, and also mandated 

workshops. We also have money given to us that we can use for outside PD.  

85. It allows our school to support our School Improvement Plan. 
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86. We are given freedom to make choices based on our interests and backgrounds.  

87. Everyone is on the same page. 

88. The importance of moving forward with some common understandings. 

89. There is a lot of autonomy in choosing professional development although some are 

not optional. The upside is I have choice in what is useful professional development. 

90. It's low cost for the school and provides the "masses" with the same learning 

opportunities. 

91. It's tailored to our needs 

92. The strength of having school based professional development is that it encourages 

teachers to be life long learners. I constantly feel like I am among people who value 

education and don't just talk the talk, but really walk the walk.  

93. Focus and accountability. Admin. Observations give focused feedback. Professional 

learning communities with similar goals provide encouraging discussion that gives 

new perspective and ideas.  

94. Professionals there to provide info and assistance. Colleagues to share info and 

assistance.  

95. They allow the flexibility to continue in a area of interest, or follow new 

opportunities and areas of interest.t 

96. Continued learning is a benefit. Recertification of license is almost automatic as we 

have plenty of PD to renew - that is a nice benefit. 

97. Teaching faculty want to grow, get better; school attracts teachers with this 

disposition; tied in to innovative projects and initiatives 
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98. Pushes you to continue your own professional growth. 

99. Provide exposure to current best practices across various domains 

100. The professional develop is well thought... not filler. 

101. Focuses on school needs and desires. Develops in-school professional collaboration. 

Allows sharing of best practice. Allows for teacher development, if they act as 

workshop leaders. 

102. You can choose an area of strength or weakness to improve. I believe that free choice 

makes the commitment greater. 

103. PL is teacher determined and therefore enables professionals to follow their own 

learning interests 

104. Some useful PD 

105. We learn through being taught, exploring, discovering together and by us teaching 

each other 

106. moves teachers towards a common culture  

107. Having external expectations serves to keep the focus in mind (rather than getting 

buried within the myriad amounts of work expected in the profession). 

108. PL should be immediately applicable/useful to teachers. 

109. All faculty are expected to engage in professional development. As well as outside 

experts coming in, faculty provide professional development. 

110. Your own Professional Growth. 

111. Teachers are expected to continue learning and growing as professionals, so we have 
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a knowledgeable and skills group of teachers. It's also collegial because of the 

collaboration expectation. 

112. One can continue to develop one's expertise in the teaching field at your place of 

work where it will have a practical focus. 

113. I really feel that my growth and learning is valued internationally. It feels as if my 

administration is vested in my growth because they realize that when I become a 

better teacher, it helps the school. 

114. organized, time integrated into school day, substitutes provided, experts brought to 

school 

115. Allows us to grow as professionals. 

116. We have combinations of both- admin choice as well as days/time for us to pick our 

own domain 

117. Consistency. The children are getting a similar education from teachers who are 

trained in a similar way. Also, if a school is to determine who is a 'master teacher,' 

they should provide PD that aligns with their definition (i.e. so a novice can work 

toward becoming a master). 

118. I have a great deal of ownership over my PD. 

119. Teachers are given autonomy to engage in whatever professional learning is needed.  

120. It encourages teachers to be learners and continually refine their knowledge and 

skills 

121. lots of opportunities for leadership 

122. shared experience/collaboration among colleagues, creates a culture of growth,  
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123. Professional development seems to be continued repetition of similar things. 

Nothing new. 

124. Surrounded by a community of teachers who are still trying to improve their 

practice. Some freedom in choice means you do what you are interested in at least 

some of the time, rather then it always being something you just have to sit through. 

125. The strengths are that teachers are given the freedom to choose what they want to 

focus on and the school has the opportunity to guide some PD to further school 

initiatives. 

126. We as teachers get so busy I like that the school assisting us by choosing PD for us. 

The school has the big picture so I think they can make informed decisions for our 

PD. We still have the option of choosing our own PD as well so everyone is happy.  

127. Freedom 

128. Giving faculty the freedom to decide how they want to develop professionally allows 

teachers to grow in an area that interests them and therefore are more likely to apply 

new knowledge.  

129. It can help to improve teacher skills on a school wide basis which can help develop 

cohesion between staff members. Also it allows for a constant message between 

divisions.  

130. I am able to complete the learning during work hours.  

131. Personal and professional growth; collaborative growth; shared collegial goals 

132. Being in a learning focused school means that all of us learn.  
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Question 9: Consider your responses to questions 5, 6, and 7. What possible ‘down side’, if 

any, are there to having school-based professional learning/development expectations at a 

school like yours? |  

# Response 

1. czvzsvz 

2. It is sometimes difficult to complete a full study in addition to my classroom 

workload. My school is currently studying Understanding by Design which is a 

wonderful idea, but sometimes difficult to manage in terms of workload. 

3. Amount of time it takes, not being able to focus individually  

4. It does not allow for differentiation for educators that are advanced in some areas 

and wish to continue in other areas of interest.  

5. none that I can think of 

6. Our implementation is not effective for EVERY member of our staff. We don't have 

the money, or choose not to invest the money, into high-quality PD training.  

7. We do not have a PD budget to use for out of school development for each teacher, 

application for out of school PD are not transparent, we do not change our experts 

from outside if they don't match our school goals, we just stick with them 

8. We're not given the time to look into other areas that interest us or that we feel will 

benefit our students. It's very top-down, and many groups hand-pick their members, 

so teachers cannot just get involved if they have the interest. 

9. I think there is a certain climate of conformity that emerges via school based 

expectations. 
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10. Administrators have a great deal of control over the Professional Development 

opportunities that teachers have access to. As a result, PD opportunities that they do 

not see as worthwhile are less likely to get supported. 

11. none 

12. Less time to plan lessons 

13. Sometime you can only attend to workshops about a certain topic and even though 

you are not interested you need to attend because they already hired somebody to 

give that workshop to teachers. 

14. It doesn't take into consideration that teachers have varying levels of knowledge on 

the chosen "topic" 

15. With no "cap" per se some staff feel as though they are being overworked. My 

workplace at times feels like a competition in which you need to "keep up". While 

exposure to these experiences can be valuable, overworked employees suffer morale 

issues and being stretched to thin. Sometimes staff get involved in an opportunity 

solely to add it to the list of "hey, I'm here and using my time" as opposed to "hey, 

I'm here using my time to the best of my ability". 

16. Sometimes too many teachers are away and many substitutes are needed. 

17. That they limit the each individual's interest in personal growth 

18. Some requests for PD are not accepted because they may not connect to the Strategic 

Plan. 

19. PD is not specific to adult learning needs, if PD is not approved teachers question 

why. 
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20. Perhaps that not everyone involved in the school has access to attending. All staff 

members that attend these professional development experiences should be able to 

share their knowledge with anyone on staff.  

21. I don't see a real downside. We are provided with the time and is scheduled so there 

are no real interruptions to teaching tiime. 

22. One down side of this type of PD is that because it is generic, it's hard to 

differentiate the PD for all stages of learners. Furthermore, because of the strategic 

plan, PD is limited to only areas targeted in the plan. 

23. When the school chooses the PD sometimes it may be irrelevant to particular 

teachers because they have already had previous training in this.  

24. Not tailored enough to my individual needs as an educator 

25. Limited choice 

26. Sometimes the professional development takes away time from planning for our 

classes.  

27. With a mixture of local and international hires, I find the international hires have 

more knowledge of PD and developing research; oftentimes, there is little new 

research especially for teachers who recently received a Masters in Teaching. 

28. It can be difficult to obtain experts or coordinate valuable "outside-in" professional 

development in an overseas school.  

29. The school often chooses the focus and domain of in-service PD. As for external PD, 

if you are not interested in being a presenter, teachers are not given much 

opportunity to attend outside PD with school funding. ( this is more of an issue in 



 180 

our elementary school than in the high school or middle school) 

30. Teacher burn out with too many initiatives at times.  

31. the students learn 

32. Too generalized and uniformed for all teachers (K, Elementary, Middle, High). 

33. Sometimes people tend to keep the information for themselves instead of sharing 

them with colleagues. 

34. Most of the time the PD I receive is proposed by the school, not by myself so it 

doesn't directly apply to my area. 

35. Perhaps we may have other areas that we would like to improve upon that are not as 

pertinent to the school as a whole but perhaps a personal desire and this may be more 

difficult to develop if the school has its own agenda as well. 

36. We are a small school, away from Shanghai, anyone that is willing to travel here is 

usually not that good. 

37. The teacher does not get to choose a topic they would like to explore to enhance 

their teaching 

38. At my current school they don't provide options that are beneficial to students. They 

are curriculum based, selling an idea rather than providing strategies and best 

practice. Also there isn't any choice. 

39. Sometimes the needs to all faculty members are not met, because they may want to 

do another workshop than the one being offered in school;  

40. It is not particularly useful. The technology or internet often fails. 
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41. If the school-based PD has nothing to do with my own goals, or if I have already 

achieved a certain level of expertise in this area, the PD would be a waste of my 

time. 

42. As it's administratively driven I find myself attending many useless "trainings" that 

do not pertain to my specialty area and are not of professional/personal interest. 

43. It can be very grade (or section) level focused and biased at times and not applicable 

to a wide variety of staff members. Also, it can be PD given to the entire staff 

without a choice of attending it, even if you are proficient in that particular area. 

44. When the school sets the goal, it may not be in a domain that matches the felt needs 

of individual teachers. If the expectation for division-wide professional learning is 

high and the domain is not a match, the individual teacher may lack motivation and 

"buy in" for the professional development, and it may be difficult for the teacher to 

find time to pursue growth in her felt-need area.  

45. Everyone is at a different level so it's hard to design PD experiences that are valuable 

to all. 

46. can limit some extra work 

47. School-based may limit our learning to only be from other educators when people of 

other professions often have fantastic ideas and successful non-traditional education 

methods. 

48. The frequent turnover in the administration results in frequently changing priorities. 

There is no continuity to our professional development from year to year so instead 

of building on what we have learned we simply move on to something else. 
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49. I may already have the training in the specific area being offered. 

50. There is no 'push' really to pursue development opportunities. All external trainings I 

have attended have been researched and presented myself to the administration. 

51. Teachers have to search out professional development opportunities themselves, but 

not everyone does 

52. Because most are assigned or required, not chosen, there is little ownership of 

learning. 

53. Down side: sometimes it is not always appropriate for everyone (resulting in 

frustrated teachers who feel like they are wasting their time), less flexibility for 

individual professional growth opportunities 

54. Loss of class time... 

55. no choice, forced upon teachers that were not interested 

56. Technology is overwhelming these days, but very important. There hasn't been as 

much time for 'other' PD since our school when BYOD. 

57. The weaknesses are the sheer lack of self motivation and autonomy results in less 

engagement (see Daniel Pink), and often there is very little differentiation (especially 

ironic in sessions on differentiation) 

58. It can be tiring. Sort of an "always newer, always better, always improving, never 

time to rest" feeling. To a certain extent, you can learn then pull back and integrate 

before more info comes at you, but it feels like we spend a lot of time in meetings. 

59. Honestly I cannot think of any. 

60. Sometimes the PD doesn't help us in our classes. Sometimes they are uninspiring. 
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61. Not having as much flexibility to determine the needs of the school/dept 

62. High number of meetings. Many are irrelevant to what I would choose to partake in 

for my own professional development. Feeling of wasted time. We often meet just to 

meet. 

63. Can sometimes present topics and activities that have little practical application to 

some sets of teachers, and can eliminate creativity and exploration as a teacher when 

certain frameworks are universally adapted. 

64. Absolutely none, except when certain subject areas are considered more important, 

given more funding, given more attention, etc, that could be problematic from 

teachers' perspectives 

65. Time and time to reflect/implement 

66. Less flexibility in what I'm interested in pursuing, many topics are not applicable to 

my specialization 

67. Too much emphasis undermines teacher sense of professional authority and respect 

from admin. 

68. The down-side is it is (in my opinion) typically hard to maintain a team or staff that 

does not have the same training unless the school helps in making sure the new 

knowledge is shared among staff. Also it is sometimes difficult to know what 

opportunities are available. There have often been times when PD offerings have 

come and gone and staff didn't know it was happening.  

69. Because it is school-based, many feel that it competes with all the other things 

teachers have to do.  
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70. School initiative are shoved down the throat of teachers 

71. As a high school teacher, we have different disciplines and we ask different things of 

our technology, so the one shoe fits all approach is only so good (when introducing 

some new technology, but not when we get familiar with it). 

72. One size doesn't fit all, it isn't really professional development it's writing curriculum 

or transfer goals or UBD which doesn't always apply to every grade level at the same 

time-no differentiation 

73. Not aware of any - other than maybe time constraints?  

74. no down sides 

75. Can be too narrow; might ignore other needs or issues; can be based on a curriculum 

director's opinions and not necessarily what's relevant and in the best interest of 

students 

76. I don't see any negatives. 

77. The schedules of the teacher and administrator often times clash. Making it hard to 

come in when you need a set of eyes and ears for a particular lesson. 

78. PD topics are too confining and do not fit all teaching areas well. PD topics are too 

broad to try to fit everyone. People are not committed to them and just go because 

they have to.  

79. Teacher buy in can be lacking because the motivation for the PD is not always 

intrinsic. 

80. There is no follow up or real "sharing" within the community. Many opportunities 

for PD are not practical but rather the school is checking a box to seem current. 
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81. Creativity is crushed as well as suppressing any branching out into different 

fields/domains. 

82. None. 

83. So prescriptive and uninspiring so does not really make be a better teacher. I do 

things because they think it is important so fulfils more an administrative function 

rather than getting me excited to teach. I do not feel part of the decision making 

dimension of school life. My opinion does not really matter.  

84. The down side is that some teachers may never choose to participate in relevant 

professional development. 

85. The school chooses what's important. These are not usually differentiated for people 

who have more or less knowledge/training on the subject. It's a one for all model, 

which is a down side for those who already have experience on the topic 

86. It is doesn't give a wide choice of PD 

87. I'm not sure that there is a down side to this sort of expectation. The only thing I can 

think of as a down side is that sometimes I feel like it is difficult to keep a balanced 

lifestyle with so many things going on. That being said, I have worked at schools 

where this type of professional learning wasn't going on and it was a stagnant 

atmosphere.  

88. none 

89. I think that if the school wants to develop strength in one particular area it would be 

difficult to get complete buy-in and participation. 

90. We spend an inordinate amount of time in PD sessions. For me personally, at this 



 186 

school specifically, I would like to spend more time contemplating creative lesson 

plans, providing quality feedback for students and focusing on my classroom, and 

less time with theory, goal setting, standards ... things one additional step away from 

students. 

91. Time commitment for teachers outside class; teachers pulled from classes; teachers 

overly busy; too many initiatives 

92. You are told what to do, it is not differentiated - which often waste time that you 

don't have and could be doing work that directly effects student growth. 

93. None 

94. One-size fits all... if the professional development does not fit your needs it is 

useless. 

95. Need to ensure we get fresh and current ideas from external sources too. 

96. The amount of time one has to commit to it. 

97. Our PL groups do not necessarily target the immediate needs of the student body 

98. Feel like there are significant gaps in the PD required. Apparently not enough money 

to send everyone who needs training. We have little say in our PD.  

99. The downside is when most of the faculty don't get a good idea and out-weigh the 

minority that do. Having an external voice can help in this case.  

100. not always given scope  desired 

101. Should you have an unusually heavy year in terms of responsibilities and personal 

commitments to improvement in personal areas - you must still 'fill the requirement'. 

As a result one tends to choose a 'mundane' item to fill the slot. 
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102. Those who decide what we get are not always truly informed about what we need or 

even what we do. Admin often have their own agendas that have not necessarily 

come "from the ground up". 

103. Lack of opportunities for personalized professional development. 

104. None. 

105. It adds a layer of "something else on your plate", which can feel somewhat like busy 

work or a low priority when more "burning" daily work is forefront. 

106. The time requirement. 

107. Sometimes it feels like there is too much to focus on and it can be overwhelming. I 

have my own areas that I want to focus on, but I also have areas with the curriculum 

coordinator, my middle school principal, and my high school principal for areas to 

focus on in each respective division. My efforts, at some points in the year, feel 

watered down and ineffective when I am to focus on so much.  

108. It is too directed and controlled by the curriculum director. Also too many initiatives 

at one time- standards based curriculum, PLT process,UbD  

109. At times the ones they choose don't seem relevant to your area  

110. The teacher has no choice, or possibly doesn't buy in to the PD, and therefore doesn't 

put forth a lot of effort. 

111. None  

112. Maybe people work too hard. 

113. For my particular teaching content (music), it is harder to find or apply school based 

professional development, and sometimes administrators just don't know what to do 
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with arts teachers 

114. sometimes other people get more pd than others based on need of school  

115. At times it leads to teachers participating in sessions that are not relevant or useful in 

their work. 

116. Professional learning is important, but needs to be more teacher led according to 

their needs. 

117. Sometimes it seems like there is too much to do, no time. We put ourselves under to 

much stress trying to be "cutting edge" on too many different aspects 

118. Teacher burn-out is a concern. There is always a lot to do because there is PD that 

must be done to keep all teachers on the same page professionally and working 

towards common goals. However this is in addition to independent goals and PD 

which leaves teachers feeling a bit torn and overwhelmed at times.  

119. Downsize is sometimes what is being offered is NOT anything you are interested in 

but you still have to sit through it 

120. Choices 

121. There are very few PD opportunities for us to get together. For example, we have 

approximately 4 PD days a year and a couple of late start days. Because there are so 

few PD opportunities like this, a lot of the time gets used to transfer information and 

have short discussions about something that is being implemented.  

122. Lack of personal interest and input. Teachers might be 'forced' to engage in 

professional development that they do not feel is relevant or necessary to their 

current teaching assignment.  
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123. I am not able to meet/network with colleagues outside of my school.  

124. Extrinsically motivating something that should be intrinsic; often feels contrived 

instead of organic; New PD experiences are expected to be implemented 

immediately 

125. Too much PD takes away deep focus in one area.  

 

Question 12: Consider your response to Question 11, what, for you, is the appeal in this type 

of professional learning/development? |  

# Response 

1. zxc 

2. It could contribute to more credentials and/or degrees which would have the greatest 

impact on my advancement in my career. 

3. Specific training applicable to my interests  

4. Confidence in well-established organizations and their ability to present relevant 

information for educators.  

5. setting my own goals and getting feedback from the admin 

6. This is the first major external PD training I will attend in nearly 10 years of 

teaching. This is because I was promoted to the Secondary Principal Job this year. 

For the average teacher, no such opportunity exists.  

7. maintaining current and up to date best practices 

8. Our school needs a LOT of work. Being on this sort of team would feel productive, 

and would give the perception that the school actually cares about its faculty, staff, 
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and students. 

9. It is my hope that serving on a committee composed of teachers, stakeholders, and 

admin will produce cohesive communication and mutual benefits for everyone on 

the team. 

10. Something that I choose, and that I can add to a resume. 

11. learning  

12. Planning and teaching support 

13. The fact that you know for sure you will grow and having a plan helps me know 

where I'm going, and have my goals very clear, specially if I'm being assessed by 

admin staff, that means they will help me throughout the process and will give me 

valuable feedback to keep growing. 

14. New information, current research based practices  

15. I'm young and I wish to advance in "pay grade bump" categories as much as possible 

prior to settling down and having kids. I want to maintain a certain level of 

excellence within my profession, I think I'm at the stage of my career where I can't 

pass up a great opportunity when is available.  

16. I can immediately apply the new learning ability with my students. 

17. I like to be challenged and  given the opportunity to choose the path of my 

professional growth 

18. Community learning and exchanging ideas with a variety of educators, while leaving 

your school to see what is happening outside the bubble. 

19. freedom to choose courses as needed 
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20. Times have changed and the students at our school ages K-5th grade are being 

exposed to many resources at the Library where I work. So, I consider I structure my 

own professional learning in order to teach them how to access the online and 

physical resources they can find here. All patrons should be able to access any of our 

resources at their fingertips. I enjoy teaching our various resources and I think its 

part of our service as a Library staff to improve our learning and growing school 

community. Therefore I try to keep well informed and structure my own professional 

learning as the need emerges. For instance I applied for Professional development 

with a program called GID which was being presented in a University close by and 

the school supported me and I went. I learned a lot by assisting and try to apply as 

much as I can to my daily job.  

21. It focuses on particular needs and allows focused sharing of theory and practices.  

22. The appeal for me is that I can take courses online when the timing suits me, I can 

grow from professionals who are using innovative strategies in their own practice, it 

is typically a global community and I can target areas that I feel I would like to 

improve on. 

23. I think that this enables the school to be held accountable for the PD that is offered. 

There are many people that go to conferences but then it really only impacts their 

teaching. The teaching community is then put at an uneven level with teachers 

implementing a variety of strategies and methods.  

24. See what is happening outside of the school, how I can incorporate best practices 

from elsewhere to benefit my classroom 

25. Advanced degree 
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26. It enables me to gain new skills which I could use to better my teaching.  

27. I recently earned a Masters in Teaching and am very current on educational research. 

I prefer new, fresh perspectives rather than reviewing that which I´ve been applying. 

There is a clear gap between the new generation of teachers and the old. For the new 

like myself, I need new 21st century strategies beyond differentiation and project-

based learning. This is a best practice now. 

28. Exposure to an expert provides the opportunity to ask specific questions pertaining 

to my needs and can provide valuable modelling.  

29. It can be something that benefits my growth as a teacher overall and not only 

something that the school I am currently working for wants me to acquire. For 

example, I am interested in taking a PYP training course and since my current school 

is not PYP it is unlikely that I would be approved funding for such a course. 

However, If we had an allowance that we could use per our personal interest and 

growth this would be something that would appeal to me. 

30. Attending workshops keeps me current in my role and also allows for global 

networking. 

31. Learning from what other schools are doing. 

32. Learning differences and intervention strategies. 

33. Over the years I have changed my teaching load and sections, so based on that I have 

looked for different PD's that I believe have been helpful. 

34. A full course is much more in depth and provides a lot more opportunities to learn 

about the topic from different perspectives as well as time to implement and reflect 

on the topic/personal growth made during the course. This is in comparison to a 
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conference which is a very short exposure to an idea. 

35. Multiple workshops led by qualified personnel  

36. More than anyone, I know what I need and what I know. I follow current trends to 

learn as the need emerges.  

37. The learning is aimed at my current teaching and allows me to provide immediate 

implementation. New strategies, technologies, research etc... are more beneficial 

than curriculum and standards. 

38. Immersion experience 

39. saves time, learn new techniques 

40. Helps teachers to further their professional knowldege according to their specific 

needs 

41. Fun. Most applicable to the students. 

42. I like attending workshops because I learn a lot that I can implement right away. 

Also the motivation that comes from workshop presenters is often far more valuable 

in getting me excited to try something new than the actual content. I always leave 

workshops feeling excited to start something new. This is not always the case in 

other types of PD. 

43. Networking and collaboration with colleagues in my specialty subject area. 

44. I like the idea of learning with my peers and putting what I learn in action. 

45. I enjoy diverse conferences that don't have a micro-scope on any particular area and 

offer a wide range of workshops as I find it difficult to fully absorb and properly 

implement a lot of new ideas in a specific area. I would prefer to try a few new ideas 
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in a wide range of areas. 

46. The appeal for me choosing 'other' is that I enjoy learning in many different PD 

environments. I enjoy the self directed PD but I also enjoy the 'hustle and bustle' of 

large Edu conferences like ISTE or SXSW Edu.  

47. My personal goal may be different than that of the schoolwide goal, and if forced to 

choose between them, I would choose to focus on my personal goal. 

48. As an experienced teacher and teacher educator, I am interested in drawing on the 

different experiences and expertise of others while also sharing (as others express a 

need) knowledge/experience from my areas of interest and expertise. 

49. If done right, it allows me to pursue areas of interest and/or areas of needed 

improvement and is takes into account my current level of professional development. 

50. develop new teaching strategies 

51. The appeal for me is learning how to be an expert, engage the kids and make my job 

easier. I am also very interested in my subject area methods which have not been 

offered yet. 

52. Can be formatted to meet my specific needs 

53. As a music teacher, the nature of my class is quite different from other teachers. 

When I attend professional development sessions targeted at core subject teachers 

there is often a lot of processing involved to be able to find a way to apply what I 

learned to my situation. When I am together with other music teachers what I learn is 

immediately useful and I can share experiences and find solutions to common 

problems. 
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54. The ability to choose different sessions that meet my needs or area of professional 

growth. 

55. There will be specific things that would learn that could be applied to improving 

student achievement in the classroom. 

56. using the school´s own resources (people, time) to improve our teaching and 

learning 

57. It is for a set time and is clearly defined as professional development 

58. I enjoy attending conferences with people I don't know who have other experiences 

and perspectives. 

59. This year I participated in Learning Walks and Lesson Study - learning from 

colleagues and peers has so many benefits. The conversations surrounding data 

collection have given me so much insight and helped me grow as a professional.  

60. It allows for a more intimate setting that give you the ability to truly understand the 

concepts that are being discussed. 

61. seeing first hand how an interest is implemented in the classroom, informal 

discussion of what woks and doesn't work, borrowing ideas 

62. More focus than a large workshop, but more guidance than fully independent 

63. I have a lot of my plate at the moment, and it lets me do "just in time learning" as 

well as broad based research that will be used in the future to improve instruction. 

64. Gain my masters degree is really a great way to reflect about my own practices, 

policies throughout my school, and gaining understanding of new research in our 

field, to be able to apply that right to my classroom really helps me become a better 
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teacher! 

65. Collaboration among professionals within my field and whom work in different 

locations around the world. 

66. This type of PD allows me to learn more about my field and how to integrate new 

ideas/concepts into the classroom 

67. Self-reflection  

68. Networking and best practices on an int'l level 

69. Autonomy 

70. Allows for creativity tailored to student and teacher strengths, allows for the 

development of programs that focus on high-achieving students and not just meeting 

baseline goals for failing students. 

71. I simply prefer graduate coursework as a learning opportunity -- it fits my learning 

preferences. 

72. aligns with job expectations, opportunity to share with peers,  gain support, share the 

load, small group give the opportunity for voices to be heard 

73. it works towards a title or certification 

74. I can personalize and individualize the learning to my specifications and 

preferences.  

75. It is centered around my specific needs. 

76. individualized, focus on teacher and self-respect 

77. Usually there are many varied classes offered during one PD conference hosted by a 
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large organization. The most "bang for your buck", if you will.  

78. It's interactive, it's "creative" in the sense that you can shape it, and it’s focused on 

what's important.  

79. Easier to focus when the training is set away from a school setting 

80. I'm the only teacher in my school of my content area. Although I enjoy learning from 

my peers, I also enjoy learning cutting edge ideas in my content. 

81. Again, the one size fits all doesn't work. I'd prefer to engage with experts in my field. 

82. I feel it is important to engage on multiple levels - local, regional, global - in order to 

stay connected to my teams, current practice, research and the broader learning 

spectrum beyond the walls of our school.  

83. A personal professional learning plan provides to opportunity to incorporate a 

variety of the options listed depending on the focus area.  

84. It's independent and needs-based and can be tailored to my learning style and 

preferences 

85. I am able to keep up with professional development hours, as well as work toward an 

advanced degree beyond my MAT. 

86. I have benefited most from having an expert come in to the grade level I teach in, to 

work with a small group of kids and see them in action.  

87. It will be hands on, engaging, and specific to my content area. 

88. I can design the goal and learning plan to meet my own needs.  

89. Often the many members of the school can attend and work with each other to 

implement the new ideas. Also, hearing development from an expert really makes 
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someone pay attention more. 

90. You see how other schools and teachers meet the same needs. It provides consistency 

of practice and raises the level of challenged if your current school does not meet 

your intellectual needs.  

91. Freedom and Creativity 

92. It provides a variety of opportunities to select from - one that may be most beneficial 

to your work. It can also be combined with vacation in many cases. 

93. It addresses my needs as a teacher at my level. I do see the importance of doing work 

that matches the goals and expectations of the school.  

94. It is relevant and immediately applicable 

95. It will directly apply to teaching and learning! 

96. To improve the quality of my teaching 

97. I do not yet have a Masters and am committed to working hard toward this.  

98. I love the mentor/coaching model where a skilled coach can model, partner teach, 

observe, debrief and give insight and feedback that directly applies to my unique 

classroom. 

99. Personal learning opportunities during and after workshops 

100. I am able to better assess my own needs than to have programs designed to meet a 

broad range of skills. 

101. I like being able to decide what professional development best meets my needs. 

102. It is useful, immediately - and impacts students directly. 
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103. Commitment to a project; peer support; relevant to environment; learn from others 

104. This allows me to focus on the areas I need to grow in and will benefit students 

directly. 

105. Allows me to personalize my professional development to best meet my own 

professional needs. 

106. I am learning a lot about a content that I teach but I am not certified in. 

107. Learning and sharing with colleagues. 

108. The focus is on one area and leads to in depth learning 

109. Motivation is the key; this method also maximizes the potential for peer learning. 

110. Benefits my everyday teaching and the learning of my students  

111. By designing PL opportunities for others with basic English, you really have to get 

to the fundamentals of what you understand. You have to put it over in a clear and 

interesting way so it's easily understood. You get back fresh ideas and questions that 

make you rethink what you understand - keeps you real when teachers ask how the 

theories can help them in their classes which have different conditions to your s 

112. chance to share ideas/scaffold learning and look at issues from different perspectives 

113. It is fully relevant and pertinent to my work (i.e. not just 'doing something' to fulfill 

an expectation). 

114. As a mature, experienced teacher, I would like to have agency over my own PL 

rather than being forced to participate in something that is "one size fits all" or which 

an administrator has decided for me. 
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115. It is something I haven't done but have read about in professional literature. Learning 

circles have been reviewed as beneficial to professional growth. 

116. I always learn something from a subject or skill-based expert that I couldn't 

necessarily learn on my own. It's a fresh perspective, instead of working routinely 

with people in my department. 

117. For a teacher who is very interested in improving their performance, this options 

gives the most flexibility to work on the area of my choosing. If teachers are less self 

directed then one that has administrative supervision would be a better option. I have 

many times chosen areas I wanted to work on anyways and then make that my 

professional goal that is then supervised, if the school requires a supervised goal. 

118. Listed in question 11. 

119. ability to collaborate with other professionals, experts in the area, ability to travel 

outside of Abu Dhabi 

120. I can tailor my professional development according to my current needs. It also lets 

me explore other areas within my subject. 

121. When attending a good conference, you leave filled with new ideas, feel a greater 

connection and re-light the spark of excitement and bringing change back to your 

school 

122. Usually I learn a lot from these professionals...things I would not have thought to  

look into myself.  

123. Most closely focused to what I teach in the classroom.  

124. It is tailored to my specific learning needs. 

125. More relevant content for my subject (music) 
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126. thinking together is really valuable work 

127. Small group allows for meaningful exchange of ideas. The focus is relevant and can 

be adapted as the group moves forward. Improves relationships for other work 

beyond the focus. 

128. It addresses actual teacher, student needs at this school. 

129. With a group of people that are interested in the same thing, and will be around to 

help keep up enthusiasm to do it. 

130. The advantage is that it is sustained over time. I enjoy the conferences and get a lot 

out of them, but follow up and implementation of new ideas is less likely because 

there is no accountability. In a group, there is accountability to others to do the 

readings (for example) and/or to try and strategy and report back, or share data etc. 

This work sustained over time is where I've learned the most. 

131. Being in elementary we teach every subject so this gives me the flexibility to attend 

many different workshops. 

132. My area 

133. Frequent, applicable, not a lot of information crammed into one session but spaced 

out over time so that the chances of you remembering and applying is greater. 

134. Professional trust and independence. I am capable of determining my own needs. 

135. I am able to meet people outside of my current school.  

136. I typically know what I need best, and what I'm passionate about 

137. I learn better when I am with a group working through an inquiry.  

 


