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Abstract 

 

In this self-study, my role as an external consultant in reframing a professional learning design at one 

school site is examined during the 6th year of the consultancy. Specifically, this research explores 

more deeply my role in developing and implementing a differentiated professional learning model, 

focused on building teacher ownership and choice. It builds on the history of the previous 5 years of 

the consultancy. 

 

The key question being examined is: 

How has my work, as an external math consultant in introducing a new differentiated professional 

learning model, impacted on teachers’ practice? Sub-questions include, 

(a) How did the participants respond to the changed professional learning design and why;  

(b) How has the implementation of the differentiated professional learning design influenced me in my 

growth as a consultant and why? 

 

In the self-study I employed a range of data sources so as to gain various perspectives from 

participants involved with the implementation of the differentiated professional learning design. These 

included semi-structured individual interviews with teachers before and after the implementation of the 

professional learning cycle, an interview with the Principal, a participant focus group interview mid-

way through the cycle conducted by a critical friend, a substantive conversation with the critical friend, 

and reflective journal entries. The data were gathered and presented with narrative account methods to 

ascertain the teachers’, the Principal’s, and my own stories and multiple perspectives on experiences 

regarding the implementation of the reframed design. The theoretical framework of interrelated 

components of professional knowledge landscapes, reflective practice, and social and situated learning 

provide the basis for the analysis of the data. 

 

I argue that it is impossible to be an effective external consultant without a real focus and emphasis on 

reflective practice for teachers, the Principal, and the consultant. This notion remains at the core of any 

exploration and examination of all participants’ professional knowledge as a valid starting point for 
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designing differentiated and meaningful professional learning for all staff. My study found that the 

aligned development of shared leadership through teachers’ involvement in choice and ownership of 

their professional learning as well as strategic decision-making ensures the building of teacher agency 

and self-efficacy in their own professional growth. Other key considerations were found to include 

acknowledgement of the importance of beginning with teachers’ existing knowledge and “stages of 

concern”, the specific situation, and context and the building of trusting, mutually respectful 

relationships, with such social and collegial interactions being the basis for the development of a 

collaborative “knowledge community”. The study concludes with the development of a propositional 

model of my external consultancy for possible application in the future. 
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Prelude 

 

“What we need now for next year…is some type of professional development that is matched more 

specifically to our individual needs as teachers” 

 

This simple comment from a small group of teachers was the impetus for this self-study. Focused on 

improving my own practice as an external education consultant, this study explores my external 

consultancy work, paying attention to the changes that were implemented in a professional learning 

design. I argue that through a reflective self inquiry I am able to examine more closely my own 

multifaceted consultancy role for the purposes of informing and improving my own practice.  

 

This study reflectively and more deeply explores and investigates my role as an education 

consultant at a particular point in time in one school site, where I implemented a differentiated 

mathematics professional learning design focused on teacher ownership. In examining my own 

questions of practice, it is important firstly to foreground my professional history and development of 

beliefs and values leading to my work as an external education consultant. Bullough and Pinnegar 

(2001) argue that within a scholarly discourse, scene and situation often carry the historical 

background pivotal to the resulting story. Secondly, the historical context of this study’s specific 

consultancy that culminated in the reframing of professional learning is explained. I also clarify the 

wider picture of professional development work in the United States. 

 

P.1.0 Background and History 

 

The reason for this study evolved over a long period of time in my own professional work and reflects 

my ongoing evolution as a learner and a leader of learning in a variety of roles connected and aligned 

to teachers’ professional learning. Previously, while working as an education adviser leading the 

implementation of a newly developed Numeracy Continua with the Year 2 Diagnostic Net in 

Queensland, Australia
1
, I completed my Master of Education (Mathematics Education) to further my 

own content and pedagogical knowledge in this field. I had previously worked as an early childhood 

                                                 
1
 The Year Two Diagnostic Net comprised a Numeracy Continuum which was used by teachers as an assessment framework 

to map students’ progress and inform their teaching and intervention, according to students’ specific mathematics needs.  
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adviser, coaching teachers with demonstration lessons as well as co-teaching in their classrooms to 

further craft their pedagogical practices. To ensure clarity of the meaning of the term coaching in this 

study, further elaboration is provided in Chapter 2. 

 

During this time I was fortunate to work with an extremely effective regional leader who was 

equally passionate about being a reflective learner. She strove to empower the district team to engage 

in much meta-cognition about their roles and the development of teachers through professional 

learning. Being immersed in her collaborative and distributive leadership style was an important 

influence on my own developing views of teacher leadership at the time. This demonstration of 

reflective practice (Schön, 1983) gave me an opportunity to be immersed in coaching, critical 

discussions, reflective questioning, and an explicit exposure to working through the problematising of 

practice (Schön, 1983). Such experiences had a major influence in empowering me with an equally 

passionate belief in providing a similar framework when I worked as a consultant with teachers for 

their ongoing professional learning. With a strong reflective practice history, self-study as a research 

framework is most appropriate for me to reflect on, and inquire further into, my own practice. 

 

Further into my career, my interest in leadership and developing whole-school change has 

increased. I have held responsibilities as classroom teacher and content leader, Deputy Principal 

implementing whole-school curriculum implementation and change, university lecturer and tutor, 

Principal and District Curriculum Project Officer for two districts working with over 80 schools, 

helping principals and teachers develop whole-school data-driven literacy and numeracy curriculum 

frameworks and also implement a new mathematics syllabus. In 2003 I became an education 

consultant working in the United States. The context of this work is now detailed to provide a complete 

picture of the situation in which this self-study is embedded. 

 

P.1.1 My Consultancy Work in the United States 

 

From 2003 to the present, I have worked as a mathematics and leadership consultant in over 20 schools 

in a large urban city in the United States, as well as in schools outside the city limits. My work during 

this 6-year period has evolved in each school according to the students’, principals’, and teachers’ 

needs and concerns. As well, at regional level, I have been responsible for training over 90 math 
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coaches, facilitating a district-wide professional learning community. For the last 3 years my work has 

grown to include a leadership focus, working with principals and assistant principals in making sense 

of the increasingly data-driven accountability measures imposed by the city’s Board of Education. This 

has involved ongoing work in facilitating distributive leadership embedded in planning for strategic 

whole-school change. As these whole school, teacher-led planning processes evolved, a development 

in my work with the external consultancy occurred. It is this change which is pivotal to my research: 

the facilitation of a differentiated professional learning design to meet the needs of individual teachers. 

 

In 2003, as a response to the pressing need to increase student achievement in Mathematics, all 

schools in this large urban city in the United States introduced a new teaching approach expressed 

within their city documents, promoting curriculum change aligned to constructivist methods. The 

vehicle chosen by the education department to implement such change in elementary schools was a 

commercial mathematics program as well as the support of a full-time school-based coach and, at 

times, an external part-time consultant in each school. 

 

Working as a consultant with an Australian-based company has meant an involvement in a 

professional development process based on a number of systemic documents. The consultancy group 

focuses on helping teachers and administrators improve mathematics outcomes of all students in 

elementary, middle, and high schools. The major goal is to maximise student outcomes through 

continuing to improve the quality of teaching in all schools. The professional development company 

provides external consultants to schools and districts for varying lengths of time to adapt, plan, 

implement, and monitor professional development programs to meet the specific needs of teachers, 

coaches, and administrative leaders. These programs promote and facilitate the implementation of 

systemically driven guidelines such as the professional staff development standards of the state. 

 

Within a framework of constructivist mathematic reforms aligned to the National Council of 

Teachers of Mathematics Principles and Standards for School Mathematics (2003), the systemic city 

guidelines originally mandated by the Board of Education promote the view of a balanced, problem-

solving approach to the teaching of mathematics concepts, skills, and strategies. Based on 

constructivist beliefs in students’ active engagement and personal construction of knowledge, the 

Board of Education has also mandated that the “workshop model” lesson structure be used in 
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supporting standards-based mathematics teaching and learning. This lesson structure involves a 

“whole, part, whole” focus with a mini-lesson (whole group), student activities (small groups), and a 

reflective sharing component (whole group) to build students’ metacognitive skills. It is proposed that 

such an approach enables students to engage meaningfully in appropriate math activities and dialogue 

that ensures students think, reason, question, discuss, and reflect as they develop in and make sense of 

their growing mathematical understanding. This lesson structure was new for many teachers in the city. 

 

The emphasis with the mathematics reforms focused on a constructivist, student-centred 

approach including inquiry learning, writing, communicating, thinking and reasoning mathematically, 

as well as the importance of both the process and content strands of the state and national standards 

(National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, 2003). With the difficulty evidenced in adopting such 

radical changes in teaching approaches, schools became aware that there was a need to increase and 

further build teachers’ pedagogical and content knowledge. In 2009, Darling-Hammond, Chung Wei, 

Andree, Richardson, and Orphanos published their report recommending the substantial need for 

strengthening the capacity of educators through an effective professional development change agency 

as compared to what had been traditionally available. The more traditional model of professional 

development usually involved a training model, sometimes seen as a deficit model, with outside 

experts working in short-term workshop bursts to give information to teachers, with limited follow-up 

activities. Darling-Hammond et al.’s (2009) report drew from the 2003-2004 Schools and Staffing 

Surveys conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics, and found that while 92% of 

teachers reported participating in workshops or conferences over the previous 12 months (that is, 2001-

2002), fewer than half found the professional development they received useful for their daily practice 

in the classroom. 

 

Within the systemic guidelines of reform mandated by the Board of Education, a “coaching 

model” was implemented in 2003 to provide further in-class support of teachers in either math or 

literacy pedagogy. The role of coaches was specified as ensuring teachers received quality professional 

development by people who would act as an invaluable curriculum and pedagogical resource while 

also modeling, scaffolding, and co-teaching effective teaching strategies within classroom settings. The 

particular coaching model used in the city is concentrated in the classroom, promoting demonstration 

and coaching of strategies and pedagogical practices, lesson planning, practice, and feedback (Busher, 
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Harris, & Wise, 2000; Fullan, 1994; Showers & Joyce, 1996; West-Burnham & O’ Sullivan, 1998). 

Thus, this model involved an external consultant in schools often having dual roles, either supporting, 

modeling, and coaching the math coach in working with teachers, or working herself as a mathematics 

coach in schools unable to fill the internal mathematics coach role with existing staff. Within such a 

model, the consultant was appointed to a number of schools by the professional development company 

to work with teachers in classrooms to facilitate the development of teaching for constructivist 

learning, a sweeping change to the largely didactically driven mathematics lessons that previously were 

witnessed within the city schools. 

 

Interestingly, these reforms were implemented within a hierarchical, hegemonic school and 

district structure. My background was in building distributive leadership structures while working as 

an administrator, education adviser, and project officer. I knew that my work as a consultant would be 

ultimately influenced by these fundamental beliefs and commitment to shared leadership. Thus the 

structures of this context created some tension for me. This, together with my involvement in the wider 

context of mathematics education reform, provides the very impetus for my self-study. 

 

At the time of beginning the data gathering of this self-study, I had worked at one school site 

for 5 years as an external consultant in a coaching role. By the 6th year, through constant reflection, 

my work had evolved and changed to include the development and implementation of a distinctive 

shift in the professional learning model utilised. The change focused on implementing a differentiated 

professional development model that would best meet the individual needs of each teacher. The aim 

was to build teacher ownership as well as address the teachers’ professional learning needs. These 

needs were identified through the examination of their students’ formative and summative data sources 

such as observations of students’ needs, performance tasks and rubrics, end of unit tests, student self-

assessments, and systemic mathematics tests. 

 

This study specifically examines my role over six years as an external consultant in developing 

and implementing this changed professional learning model. It is significant in providing a close 

examination from the “inside” of an external professional learning consultancy. Through such an 

examination, what previously would remain as invisible thoughts, beliefs, and actions of an external 
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consultant’s evolving and changing professional learning strategies in response to teachers’ needs, are 

accessed and interrogated. 

 

While my study is centred within one school site, it is also important to understand the wider 

context of professional development in the United States within which it is framed and it is to this 

broader framework I now turn. 

 

P.1.2 Understanding the Wider Picture of Professional Development in the United States  

 

Schools across the United States of America are experiencing increasing systemic accountability 

measures to maximise student achievement. To achieve such a goal, research suggests there is a direct 

correlation between effective professional learning and student achievement gains, although currently 

this is confirmed by only a limited number of rigorous studies (Cole, 2004; Darling-Hammond et al., 

2009; Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007). According to this selection of work, well 

designed professional development can influence teacher practice and student performance (Cole, 

2004; Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Yoon et al., 2007). Such professional learning acts as a catalyst 

in the crafting of pedagogy so as to ultimately impact on student achievement. However, there is 

ongoing criticism from government bodies regarding the high costs of funding and financial resources 

needed for such professional development, particularly when the professional learning does not always 

correlate to increased student performance or the development of teacher quality. Darling-Hammond et 

al. (2009) argue that, “…states and districts are spending millions of dollars on academic courses 

disconnected from the realities of classrooms, but little on helping educators find solutions to the day-

to-day challenges they face (p. 2). 

 

The type and design of professional development offered to educators is also in question. There 

is a wide range of professional development strategies, including those applied from within the school. 

These include context-specific, data-driven and job-embedded professional learning with colleagues, 

such as occurs in Finland (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 2004); 

focusing on the quality of the teaching, in Japan, using the lesson study approach (Fernandez, 2002); 

and in Singapore, emphasising collaborative professional learning for teachers to study in each 

classroom (Tripp, 2004). In Sweden, Australia, Hong Kong, and New Zealand, the classroom-based 
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action research approach dominates, enabling professional learning, with teachers working collegially 

to analyse, solve, and work through pedagogical problems (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Such 

strategies are aligned to Ball and Cohen’s (1999) proposal that teachers learn “in and from practice” (p. 

49). This self-study similarly focuses on learning in and from practice. 

 

There are also those strategies that are “without” or outside the classroom, including pull-out 

workshops or one or two staff being sent to external workshops and expected to “turn key” or share the 

day’s content at the next staff meeting. Stein, Smith, and Silver (1999) summarize the negative aspects 

of such professional development by arguing that, “rigorous research illustrates the shortcomings of 

the occasional, one-shot workshop that many school systems tend to provide, which generations of 

teachers have derided” (p. 237). Most of these external professional development sessions focus on 

repairing the deficiencies in a reactive sense, becoming interventions with pull-out or “one off” 

workshops (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). In this sense, professional learning for educators is 

“poorly conceived and deeply flawed” (Hunt cited in Darling-Hammond et al., 2009, p. 2). Some 

researchers go further and argue that it is unlikely that putting money into what Elmore (2002) refers to 

as professional development “hit-and-run” workshops or off-site courses has any chance of improving 

teaching and learning or in fact increasing student achievement.  

 

Current research indicates that effective professional learning models provide classroom-

embedded experiences to facilitate collaborative learning around practical pedagogical issues and 

spend enough time to build professional learning communities (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). It is 

also well acknowledged by many researchers and high performing nations (Darling-Hammond et al., 

2009; OECD, 2007) that the development of such collaborative effective professional learning 

communities that build teacher quality and improve student achievement appears to be a priority for 

high-performing, high poverty schools. However, such a description is not the norm for schools in the 

United States (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Together with the prevalent solo mentality of teachers 

working in isolation within their own classrooms (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; OECD, 2007), there 

seems a failure on the part of schools to develop highly effective professional learning systems, 

focused on school and student improvement through increasing teacher quality. 
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In the United States, federal Title 1 funds stemming from the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965 are given to schools from the Federal Government particularly to help 

disadvantaged children meet high challenging academic standards (U.S. Department of Education, 

2008). While 10% of these funds is required to be spent on professional development, the quality and 

current status of such professional learning in the United States appears to be in question compared to 

other high-achieving nations (Hirsh as cited in Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). The National Staff 

Development Council’s (NSDC) 2007-2008 teacher surveys also indicate that classroom-based 

collaborative professional learning was not the norm for many teachers nor was there strong evidence 

of teacher involvement in school decision-making (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Many schools and 

teachers acknowledge spending similar amounts of time as other OECD nations (OECD, 2007) on 

professional development. While this time is mainly associated with full faculty meetings, workshops, 

or release time during the school day so as to participate in induction programs, the quality, focus, and 

depth of the professional learning is severely questioned (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Classroom 

visits for lesson studies, observing in each others’ classrooms and lessons, engaging in peer feedback, 

or post conferencing collaboratively after lessons were much less commonly observed. Darling-

Hammond et al. (2009) report that while the United States overall has made some progress with regard 

to the provision of induction programs and a focus on developing teachers’ content knowledge, they 

add, 

The structures and supports that are needed to sustain teacher learning and change and to foster 

job-embedded professional development in collegial environments fall short. The time and 

opportunities essential to intense, sustained professional development with regular follow-up and 

reinforcement are simply not in place in most contexts, as evidenced by the short duration of 

most professional development activities. (p. 27) 

 

They further argue that their analyses of the 2007-2008 NSDC Standards, the 2004-2005 

MetLife Survey, and the 2003-2004 Schools and Staffing Survey suggest teachers overall rated their 

professional development opportunities as insufficient and indicated teachers’ lack of involvement in 

whole-school strategic and curriculum decision-making (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Less than 

one-fourth of teachers felt they had some influence on school-based decisions concerning professional 

learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Blank, de las Alas, and Smith (2007) also found that 

effectively designed professional learning experiences in the United States were not the norm. Few of 
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the United States’ teachers are able to regularly access high-quality well-designed professional learning 

which would produce the kinds of effects sought to improve teacher practice or student learning. 

 

OECD data (2007) collaborate this view, indicating that the United States is significantly below 

other OECD nations in the provision of deep, rigorous, job-embedded collaborative professional 

learning opportunities which build teachers’ pedagogical and professional expertise within powerful 

collegial learning networks. Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) add, 

The nation lags in providing public school teachers with chances to participate in extended 

learning opportunities and productive collaborative communities in which they conduct research 

on education-related topics; to work together on issues of instruction; to learn from one another 

through mentoring or peer coaching; and collectively to guide curriculum, assessment and 

professional learning decisions. (p. 7) 

 

Given these research findings, the question posed by the researchers at the conclusion of the 

report forms a wider lens for this study: “How can states, districts, and schools build their capacity to 

provide high-quality professional development that is effective in building teacher knowledge, 

improving their instruction and supporting student learning?” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009, p. 27). 

The model of consultancy under which I was employed addresses this question and as such is 

important to examine. 

 

Embracing this critical issue of identifying high quality professional development, the research 

approach of a self-study allowed me the opportunity to further reflect on and consider the complexities, 

interactions, decisions, and actions that arose and were important to me within my own context as an 

education consultant in working to facilitate such high quality professional development. I align myself 

to Alderton (2008) who cites La Boskey (2004) in noting that it is increasingly recognised in the world 

of research that “professionals in the field are particularly well situated to construct knowledge by 

engaging in and investigating their own authentic questions of practice” (p. 99). This self-study then 

responds to Darling-Hammond et al.’s (2009) broader question, by not simply exploring my practice as 

an external consultant but rather focusing on exploring the very changes made to the professional 

learning design. This involved a reframing of practice responsive to teachers’ needs and requests for 

more individualised professional development. Seaton (2006) argues that the development of the 
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consultancy role involves “a continual construction and reconstruction as one reflects and reframes 

experience, based on interactions with teachers, colleagues and professional literature” (p. x), hence the 

appropriateness of a self-study. This dissertation is based upon such reflecting and reframing of my 

consultancy practice in response to teachers’ requests and needs through the implementation of a 

differentiated professional learning design. 

 

While ultimately providing a close and critical examination of my own practice as a consultant, 

this reflective study explores and presents the evolution and implementation of a differentiated, job-

embedded, professional development coaching design. The underlying motivation for moving towards 

this professional learning design is to respond to the need for teachers to choose and own their own 

professional learning. Thus my interest in a self-study includes my need to find answers to questions 

critical to my identity as a consultant, questions such as: to what extent did this professional learning 

design offer a reflective base for examination of teacher practice? Did it engage teachers’ ownership in 

following their own professional learning journey? How did the reframed design impact on the 

teachers involved? By specifically exploring my own work in implementing a differentiated 

professional learning model of coaching, I aim to know more clearly the “self” in practice and thus 

better understand the complexities involved in the external consultancy role and build knowledge 

directly applicable to future practice (Alderton, 2008).  

 

The evolution of the reframing of my practice at the one school site is now detailed in the 

following section, providing the specific school context and the 5 years’ previous consultancy work as 

an important backdrop to this study. 

 

P. 1.3 Previous Years of the Education Consultancy and the Specific School Context  

 

The school chosen for this study is situated in a district of a large urban city in the United States. 

Ninety-four percent of the students are eligible for free lunch, 19 languages are spoken within the 

student population, and over 10% of the school budget is spent on professional development, as 

mandated by Federal Title 1 funds (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). I began my work as a math 

consultant at this school in August 2003, being contracted for 35 days for the school year. The context 

was that of a city-wide coaching concept to support and scaffold teachers in adopting changes to 
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curriculum and practice. This yearly allocation was maintained for 6 years and in the 6th year another 

15 days was added, to focus particularly on a leadership consultancy, providing support and mentoring 

to the Principal in developing and facilitating whole-school strategic improvement processes and 

action planning with an emphasis on an evolving teacher leadership. 

 

In terms of student achievement, it is significant to note that in August 2003 the school’s 

Grades 3, 4, and 5 students’ state mathematics achievement test scores stood at 63.2% of students 

achieving a Level 3 or 4.
2
 These math scores lagged behind the school’s literacy scores at the time, and 

were of sufficient concern to the school’s administrators to make the decision to purchase external 

professional development consultancy resources to work with teachers on math pedagogy.  

 

I began the consultancy amid a systemic emphasis on the introduction of a new Mathematics 

program in the city, although the school had been voluntarily using the program for 5 years without 

any accompanying professional development. My employment was very much mandated within the 

city’s Board of Education guidelines and external consultants were asked to focus on the “pure” 

implementation of the program and advised, initially, not to allow any variation in teaching practice. 

“Have teachers follow the program” was the initial issued mandate. The notion of teachers following a 

scripted program without consideration for students’ wide variance in needs and knowledge does not 

align to my own views of children’s learning of mathematics. Therefore, I began the consultancy very 

bothered about the mismatch in philosophy. However, I knew that systemic mandates were a given and 

I had to follow them in my role as an external consultant. How my feelings and actions changed over 

time, resulting in the 6th year of a reframed consultancy, is evident within the self-study.  

 

The initial process of establishing the consultancy structure at the school involved only the 

Principal and myself, asking questions, establishing goals, and making decisions. Similar questions are 

suggested by Cole (2004) for leaders seeking to develop a professional learning culture of change:  

 How can we best develop a professional learning culture at the school? 

 How can we empower staff to take initiative, take risks and adopt new methodologies? 

                                                 
2
 Test results in this State’s Assessment Program are given in terms of Levels 1, 2, 3, 4. Level 3 indicates students meeting the learning 

standards and Level 4 indicates students meeting the learning standards with distinction.  



Reframing Educational Consultancy: A Self Study 

 

12 

 

 How might we best utilise (the 35 days of) the mathematics consultancy for maximum benefits 

with in-school learning opportunities? 

 How can we best help staff reflect on their teaching processes and their students’ learning 

outcomes? 

 How can we implement a consistent whole school math assessment framework? 

 How can we assist staff to review their own progress within the Professional Standards? (Cole, 

2004; National Staff Development Council, 2001). 

 

As a result, the initial external consultancy goals were framed within the focus of structuring 

the professional learning schedule so as to maximise the involvement of all staff with the long-term 

goal of facilitating staff to further develop, monitor, and reflect on their pedagogical and math content 

knowledge. Ultimately we hoped to facilitate the development of a community of learners organising 

and tailoring their own professional learning needs. The consultancy primarily utilised a coaching 

model. While this has varied over time, it has predominantly involved initially pre-conferencing to 

ascertain teachers’ needs and concerns and collaboratively planning effective mathematics lessons 

based on a differentiated workshop model structure (a whole/part/whole format to the lesson). This was 

followed by the consultant modeling these lessons with all grade level teachers, and the Principal and 

Assistant Principal observing the lesson with both the planned lesson framework and key focus 

observation points. Following the lesson, a post-conference was held with teachers and administrators 

to reflect on the lesson and pedagogical practices. 

 

The Principal developed organisational structures to ensure the “laboratory site” 
3
 schedule was 

implemented for the consultancy, with all teachers from the one grade level being released for two, 

sometimes three consecutive periods each week in 6-week cycles. This organisation and scheduling 

consistently promoted the notion and expectation that all teaching staff would be involved in grade 

level teams in developing their professional learning collaboratively. From the beginning of the 

consultancy, this also included the Principal. Of significance in this school, all staff are seen by the 

leadership team as learners of, and reflectors on, best practice. 

                                                 
3
 Laboratory site refers to all grade level teachers being released to pre conference with the consultant to plan a lesson, the consultant then modeling the 

lesson (or teachers crafting their pedagogy further) with all other teachers observing the teaching strategies modeled and the children’s responses, followed 

by a post-conference session where together the pedagogy is analysed and next steps brainstormed. 
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Cognisant that the model dominating teacher professional development in this school had 

traditionally been that of the teachers going to outside workshops and giving brief reports at the next 

staff meeting, “hardly a recipe for school change and improvement” (Cole, 2004, p. 10), my 

consultancy work occurred within the context of the long-term goals of building teacher leadership 

through the classroom-embedded and data-driven crafting of teachers’ practice in effective 

mathematics pedagogy. Over the 6 years of the consultancy, this work grew and during this time it was 

reframed and changed in many ways, particularly in response to teachers’ perceived and observed 

needs. Table 1 specifically details the evolving focus of each year of the consultancy. This overview 

outlines a summary of the changes made as I worked as an education consultant to focus on facilitating 

the growth of a professional learning community, within the context of effective learning and teaching 

of mathematics.
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Table 1 

Summary of 6-Year Evolution of External Consultancy at School Site 
 

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 6 

*Professional 

Development-- 

ascertainment of needs in 

terms of systemic mandate 

of new math program 

*Lab sites: 6-8 week cycles 

with each grade level; pre- 

and post-conferencing, 

demonstration lessons, 

modeling by consultant 

*Focus on planning and 

teaching in Workshop 

Model and alignment to 

Standards 

*Beginning teachers 

released for individual PD 

to build their content 

knowledge 

*Voluntary book study 

during lunch time to build 

content knowledge and 

develop professional 

dialogue 

* Informal sharing with 

Assistant Principal on 

professional development 

and leadership theory and 

issues 

* Each year: collaborative 

review of year’s work with 

Principal and Assistant 

Principal to set goals for 

next year’s consultancy 

*Ongoing monitoring and 

review of consultancy to 

align to professional 

development needs of 

teachers 

*Professional Development 

survey given to ascertain 

needs-- informs content of 

coaching and modeling 

*Lab sites: Cycles of 

modeling/guided and 

individual practice with 

coaching by consultant 

*Scaffolding of math 

cluster teacher in jointly 

preparing professional 

development workshops 

and study groups; informal 

sessions about math topics. 

* Staff analyze assessment 

data together and reflect on 

implications for pedagogy 

*Collaborative 

development and 

implementation of whole-

school assessment 

framework based on 

balanced and variety of 

summative and formative 

mathematics assessment 

*Scaffolding and 

development of whole-

school vision in relation to 

mathematics education 

*Informal sharing with 

Principal on leadership 

theory and issues 

 

*Professional Development 

survey given to ascertain 

needs-- informs content of 

coaching and modeling 

*Lab sites restructured and 

length of time increased to 

focus on building content 

knowledge: specific 

coaching with peer/ 

consultant feedback, 

followed by 2 sessions of 

grade level discussions and 

reflections focusing on 

looking at student work and 

assessment 

*Emphasis on balanced 

assessment techniques 

including “kid-watching” 

& anecdotals 

*Analysis of math 

pedagogy and students’ 

intellectual quality through 

lenses on learning-

construction of knowledge, 

disciplined inquiry, higher 

order thinking, substantive 

conversations 

*Informal sharing with 

Principal on leadership 

theory and issues  

*Professional Development 

survey given to ascertain 

needs-- informs content of 

coaching  

*Survey indicates teachers 

now willing to share 

expertise–peer coaching 

inter-classroom visitations 

*Lab sites continue to 

emphasise coaching and 

reflective feedback within 

lab sites, emphasizing 

teachers crafting their 

pedagogy, ongoing 

assessment/Standards, 

teacher questioning and 

talk moves to promote 

deeper discussions 

*Professional development 

focuses heavily on 

coaching and refining 

pedagogy. Two sessions of 

professional development 

focused on developing 

shared understandings of 

assessment and grading 

levels through looking at 

student work, with an 

emphasis on informing 

instruction.  

*Sharing with Principal and 

Assistant Principal 

leadership texts focused on 

school renewal 

*Professional Development 

survey given to ascertain 

needs--informs content of 

coaching and modeling 

* Lab sites facilitated by 

collaborative team of coach 

and consultant coaching 

teachers; emphasis on 

Child Study and refining 

pedagogy further through 

specific alignment of data 

to instruction 

*Focus on specifically 

aligning data with 

assessment data through 

action research child 

studies 

*Implementation of rich 

assessment tasks and 

looking at student work 

sessions to analyse student 

work, focused on  

informing pedagogy 

* Content knowledge 

specific to students’ needs 

furthered 

*Work with Principal and 

Assistant Principal, 

Leadership Team on 

preparations for School 

Quality Review 

* Stage 1 of Process Plan 

of developing Whole 

School Improvement 

Strategic Plan: Work with 

Principal on development, 

implementation and 

monitoring of data-driven 

whole-school strategic 

action plan  

*Professional Development 

survey given to ascertain 

needs and analysed to 

create professional 

development schedule 

differentiated for each 

teacher according to 

perceived and observed 

needs, cognizant of school, 

grade level, and individual 

needs.  

*Professional development 

schedule focus on teacher 

leadership and choice 

theory 

*Develop, scaffold and 

facilitate processes for 

introducing whole-school 

strategic planning to staff 

to ensure teacher-led 

development, 

implementation and 

monitoring of data-driven 

Whole School 

Improvement Strategic 

Plan. 

* Stage 2 of Process Plan 

of developing Whole 

School Improvement 

Strategic Plan: Work with 

Principal, Assistant 

Principal, Literacy, Math 

Committees on 

development, 

implementation and 

monitoring of data-driven 

whole-school strategic 

action plan 
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Table 1 illustrates that the focus of the consultancy was based on the principle of “a gradual 

release of responsibility” (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983, p. 318) for teachers as learners, similar to that 

proposed by Sweeney (2003). This involved teachers moving through the same gradual release 

continuum as students do with their learning, beginning with the consultant modeling, immersing, and 

coaching the teachers in effective practice as well as leading discussions focused on effective learning 

and teaching. The second stage of guided practice focused on teachers practising and crafting their own 

pedagogy in pairs, small groups, and individually, with scaffolding, facilitation, or co-teaching with the 

consultant. Importantly at this stage, peer and consultant feedback, framed within a set of constructive 

protocols, was vital to guiding practice. Looking at and analysing student work in terms of next steps 

in teaching, peer observations, meeting in grade level teams to debrief, and continued professional 

readings and discussion were also key components to build teachers’ pedagogical knowledge. The final 

stage of this process involved the independent level whereby the teacher successfully integrates the 

new strategies and techniques within their pedagogy in a variety of contexts. Sweeney (2003) suggests 

that “depending on the teacher, independence may take several attempts in the earlier stages because it 

depends on the teacher’s knowledge base and the complexity of the new learning” (p. 3). 

 

In Table 1 it is evident that “content focused coaching” continued throughout the 6 years of the 

consultancy with the emphasis at different stages each year. With the evolution of the consultancy, the 

emphasis became one of teachers practising their craft with each other, breaking down privatisation 

barriers. Sweeney (2003) adds that a learner-centred model of professional development focuses on 

gradually releasing responsibility to teachers in crafting their own pedagogy, embedding “the essential 

elements for successful and long term learning” by teachers (p. 4). The strongly held conviction that 

my role was ultimately to develop teacher leadership and ownership of their learning was integral to 

the development of this model. The consistent and effective implementation of the model took time 

and a persistent and consistent focus on effective teaching and learning principles. 

 

Throughout the 6 years, developing teacher dialogue about teaching and learning was an 

essential component in order to foster teacher collaboration in reflecting on, planning, and 

implementing effective workshop model lessons. Many of the strategies suggested by Cole (2004) in 

developing dialogue have been utilised over these years, including action research projects 

incorporating child studies, professional reading study groups with math texts, learning and teaching 

inquiry teams, and team teaching with various parts of workshop model lessons. All of the professional 
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learning strategies implemented are seen by Cole (2004) as “a means for establishing teacher trust, 

collegiality and interdependence” (p. 9), and they provided a basis for building strong supportive 

relationships with the teachers. The development of such a relationship required a continued and 

persistent focus for it was clear early in the consultancy that teachers were concerned about the 

likelihood of the consultant acting in a supervisory or evaluative role. This was evident to me in my 

initial meetings with grade level groups of teachers who were very reticent to share classroom-based 

concerns or issues and were tentative about co-teaching or modeling lessons with their peers, myself, 

and the Principal. 

 

Table 1 also identifies my additional role as a leadership consultant at the same school site, to 

develop teacher leadership and ownership with whole-school strategic decision-making and action 

planning. This work was conducted in tandem with the math consultancy work and it is important to 

outline the key stages through which the work evolved over time. 

 

P. 1.4 Leadership Consultancy Work 

 

Strongly influenced by Crowther, Hann, and Andrews’ (2002) theories of teacher leadership as a 

guiding framework in my own leadership experiences, my ongoing priority has been to ascertain how I 

could develop and empower teacher leadership during the time of this consultancy. I initially began to 

work with the Principal with the issue of systemic accountability documents and the need to align these 

data sources with whole-school plans. During the same time, I had been working in other schools 

developing a strategic action planning format as well as a systemic accountability model with three 

other consultants. This whole-school action planning format was based on the text Breakthrough 

(Fullan, Hill, & Crevola, 2006) which I shared with the Principal as part of an informal leadership 

study group. After many discussions as to how this could apply in reality to this school, I developed a 

set of processes in developmental phases which aimed at scaffolding and facilitating teacher 

leadership, evident in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Stages of Process Plan for Developing Data-Driven Whole-School Improvement Plan 

Stage 1/Year One 

Development of plan with 

Principal/A. Principal/Consultant  

Stage 2/Year Two 
Development of plan with leadership 

team/cabinet 

Stage 3/Year Three 
Development of plan with all staff-- 

teacher leadership focus 

Collaborative development of 

goals/outline of model 

Collaborative development of 

goals/outline of model 

Administrative collaboration--establishing 

the process and aligning the vision 

Gathering of data Gathering of data Introduction to staff--focus on concept of 

teacher leadership 

Analysis/summary of data and 

categorisation of implications 

Analysis/summary of data and 

categorisation of implications 

Gathering/analysis of data and 

categorisation of implications 

Writing action plan Writing action plan Collation of analysed data 

Monitoring and review Monitoring and review Writing the action plan 

  Merging and collating 

  Reviewing, ongoing monitoring, and 

revision 

 

My consultancy work at the school site thus resulted in strategic planning being developed 

within these phases, as evidenced also within Table 1, with teachers being involved in the whole-

school strategic planning. Three years ago (2005/2006), we began by developing a strategic planning 

process with just the administrative leadership team and myself. The model that has been developed 

and utilised incorporates the key components from the Breakthrough framework including assessment, 

literacy, professional learning, classroom teaching, intervention and assistance, school and classroom 

organisation, and home, school, and community partnerships (Fullan, Hill, & Crevola, 2006) into a 

whole-school data-driven strategic planning model. Planning for whole-school improvement within 

this framework aligned many of the systemic accountability requirements into one cohesive plan that 

helped the Principal drive the work of improvement in the school. In June of that year, we shared this 

with staff at a professional development day: the model, the format, the processes we had undertaken, 

and the structure of the plan. We asked for their feedback and incorporated this within the plan for the 

following year, giving it back to teachers for further feedback so they could again offer modifications.  

 

We pre-empted the teachers’ involvement the following year (2007) with having them share 

their conceptions about teacher leadership within the notion of whole-school strategic planning. The 

Principal’s and my own views on this notion will be significant in this study. After many further 

discussions centred on building teacher leadership with the Principal, I proposed a process plan to 

involve two groups of teachers (a literacy committee and a math committee, representing one teacher 

from each grade level) in the same set of processes the following year (Stage 2). This began with the 
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analysis of assessment data to inform the strategic planning of all areas within the school and then 

collaboratively facilitating the writing of the following year’s strategic plan using the whole-school 

planning model incorporating the Breakthrough components. The two groups of teachers then 

collectively led the whole staff in examining the school strategic plan they had drafted and facilitated 

staff discussions as to changes, adaptations, and modifications. Once these were incorporated, the plan 

was again returned to teachers for further examination and modifications were again incorporated after 

collegial discussions. The following year (2008), the combined group of teachers also led the 

monitoring and evaluation of the strategic plan mid-way through the year, within a framework I had 

collaboratively developed with them. In the 3rd year of this teacher-led strategic planning, the two 

collective groups of teachers led the processes again and facilitated much teacher input and discussion 

as to the strategic plan for the following year. Thus the consultancy has been embedded within a wider 

view of whole-school improvement focused on using these process phases over the last 3 years (years 

3, 4, and 5 of the consultancy) to build teachers’ capacity to be fully involved in whole-school 

decision-making. Table 1 also details these stages embedded within the 6 years of the consultancy. 

This is important to my study in that it provides a broader framework of the work that was facilitated in 

building teacher leadership focused on whole-school change, alongside the math consultancy that 

drove and enacted similar long-term goals of empowering and furthering distributive leadership 

structures. 

 

P. 1.5 Conclusion 

 

This chapter firstly has detailed the background and history of my consultancy work. Secondly, the 

wider picture of professional development in the United States has been outlined. Next, the previous 5 

years of my education consultancy have been discussed so as to contextualise the research study within 

an historical perspective. This self-study emerges from a point in time within my work as a consultant 

at one school site. I have chosen the 6th year as a basis. It is in this year when I made the decision to 

change the professional learning design to respond more specifically to the individual needs of 

teachers. It represents a critical point in my consultancy career and thus is important to examine and 

document. Chapter 1 which follows details the reframing that occurred, the professional learning 

changes made in the 6th consultancy year, as well as the significance and reasons for choosing a self-

study approach in examining the 6th year. The focus research question and sub-questions are outlined 

and the interrelated components of the theoretical framework of the study are proposed.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

1.0 Introduction 

 

First and foremost, professional learning with an external consultant involves teachers in a shared 

social context. As such, each person in that context is faced with both the challenge of interacting with 

an outsider as well as developing new content and pedagogical knowledge. This involves change to 

their existing knowledge and skills and the challenge of adapting new beliefs and practices to existing 

networks. This chapter firstly outlines the changes and reframing made to the professional learning 

design in the 6th year of my external consultancy. Secondly, the reasons for choosing self-study as a 

methodology for examining my role with such change in my consultancy practice are discussed. 

Thirdly, the focus research question and sub-questions are outlined. Next, the key components of the 

theoretical foundations of this study, including the interrelated components of “professional knowledge 

landscapes” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 3), social and situated learning theory, and reflective 

practice (Schön, 1983) are discussed in detail. Lastly, the significance of the study in terms of its 

contribution to the self-study literature is explored. 

 

1.1 The Study: The 6th Year of the Consultancy 

 

At the end of each year of the consultancy, the teachers provided me with an evaluation so that I could 

gain their feedback on their professional development and to inform future planning. However, it was 

through informal discussions with the teachers at the end of the 5th year, that they asked if the 

professional development process could more specifically account for their different stages of 

development and varying professional concerns. On reflecting on these requests, I worked to develop a 

new approach to professional learning at the school. Continuing to focus on furthering teacher 

ownership, I developed an open-ended organisational schedule. Gallagher, Goudvis, and Pearson 

(1988) and Fullan (2001) informed my decision and design, a design they suggest can lead to dramatic 

changes including shifts in orientations and beliefs. This approach relies on the perspectives of sense-

making and co-construction between educators and explains how the context, the environment, and 

people adapt and shape systemic theory and policy into the practice of classrooms. My previous 5 

years working with these teachers meant that I knew that they were complex meaning-makers who 
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worked to make sense of theories from outside the classroom and then adapted and altered them when 

interacting with other teachers and their inside-classroom environment. This is described by Fullan 

(2001) as “adaptations and decisions made by users as they work with particular new policies and 

programs, with the policy or program or the user’s situation mutually determining the outcome” (p. 

25). I was keen that the reframed professional learning design embodied these perspectives to ensure 

teachers had a chance to engage in meaning making and co-construction of effective classroom 

practices. The resulting design is best described by Richardson (1998): 

We worked with teachers as they explored their own practices and determined their own 

directions for change. New practices were sometimes introduced by us in response to requests 

from the teachers, and often by other teachers. This process required time to meet, exposure to 

new practices, and time and opportunity to experiment with new practices and to reflect. (p. 4) 

 

This “mutual adaptation” (Fullan, 2001, p. 25) approach was explained to teachers through the 

use of the Johari window (Luft & Ingram, as cited in Boshear & Albrecht, 1977) which was adapted to 

an educator’s professional learning context. The Johari window has long been accepted as a useful 

model for understanding the self and interpersonal communication, and has been used extensively in 

various areas of education (Boshear & Albrecht, 1977; Dennison & Shenton, 1987; Pareek, 1978). In 

its original format, Luft and Ingram (as cited in Pareek, 1978) proposed a 4-quadrant figure which 

describes possible combinations concerning what you know about yourself and what others know 

about you, representing the whole person in relation to others and interpersonal relationships. Boshear 

and Albrecht (1977) also comment on the many adaptations made to the window since its inception. 

Similarly, I intuitively used the window and made adaptations to it to explain the teachers’ knowledge 

of themselves and their own professional knowledge and needs, hoping to use this to introduce and 

explain the foundations of the reframed professional learning design. The modified version of the 

Johari window and its four quadrants is illustrated in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

Adapted Johari Window Aligned to Teachers’ Choice in Professional Learning 

 Known to Self Unknown to Self 

Known to 

Others 

Quadrant 1: Public Area 
 

Teachers openly acknowledge 

professional learning needs 

Quadrant 2: Blind Area 
 

Professional learning needs 

unknown to teachers themselves but 

observable to others 

Unknown to 

Others 

Quadrant 3: Façade 
 

Teachers know what areas of 

professional learning they need but 

reluctant to self disclose due to 

various factors 

Quadrant 4: Unknown Area 
 

Areas of professional development 

unknown to teachers themselves and 

unknown to others 

 

The first quadrant represents all the knowledge a teacher has about him/herself and that others 

see as well, an open public forum of shared understandings about the individual’s teaching. The second 

quadrant represents a teacher’s blind area, practices witnessed and known to others but unknown to the 

teacher. The third quadrant focuses on the areas of teaching known to the teacher but unknown to 

others and the last quadrant represents all areas unknown to both the teacher and to outside others, a 

type of unconscious area. This last quadrant is still valid as sometimes both the teacher and the 

“outside others” uncover new behaviours or motives that were really there all the time. The larger the 

first quadrant, the closer to self realisation is the individual; so too is the teacher who can openly 

acknowledge both what they know and understand and reflect on and what they have yet to learn and 

need to know. The focus in this model is that the more the public area (Quadrant 1) is maximised, 

revealing more of the teacher’s professional knowledge and needs, then there is a correlated, increased 

chance of tighter alignments between the professional learning experiences and the specific knowledge 

needs of the teacher. This is the point where the teachers, the external consultant, the grade level 

groups, and the whole school are functioning at their most effective and productive.  

 

This was a key model underpinning the newly framed professional learning design, mainly 

because it specifically framed teacher choice within the development of each teacher’s professional 

knowledge (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995). The modification of the window illustrated for teachers the 

choice and control they had in their own learning journey. It also openly displayed how much they 

could choose to expose openly and candidly of their professional knowledge and pedagogical needs. 
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To design the differentiated program I considered these quadrants, knowing a professional 

development audit could attempt to ascertain the professional learning needs evident in quadrants 1 

and 3, depending on and relative to the amount of trust within the consultant/teacher relationship. I 

knew that any such program also needed to include the teachers’ blind areas, indicated by whole-

school priorities and informed by other data sources. Table 4 illustrates how these quadrants were 

utilised in planning the professional learning design so that teacher choice played a key role. 

 

Table 4 

Differentiated Professional Learning Design Based on Adaptation of Johari Window 

 

 

 

The professional learning design was simple in nature. It was based on the previous 5 years’ 

time allocation of two sessions of a lab site cycle of professional development for each teacher and 

grade level over a 6- to 8-week period. I began by auditing the teachers as to their specific learning 

needs. The checklist contained specific content and pedagogical knowledge issues about mathematics 

as well as giving teachers the option of commenting on their own feelings of expertise in working with 

other staff to facilitate learning sessions. This audit was given in the hope of ascertaining teachers’ 

particular pedagogical and content knowledge needs, acknowledging that such self disclosures were 

Professional learning Audit 
Professional Learning Audit given to teachers 

Ascertaining “Public Area and Façade” Windows - disclosure of teachers’ 

needs 

One collaborative professional learning session focused on 

grade level needs 

Accounting for Blind Spot of Johari Window 

Several collaborative professional learning sessions focused on 

individual teacher needs, focused within or outside classroom 

Ascertaining Public Area and Façade quadrants of Johari Window—seeking to 

recognise and value the knowledge landscapes evident to and held by teachers 

within the group. 
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based on the level of trust between the teacher and consultant. Thus an option to reveal professional 

knowledge needs evident within the public area and, perhaps, a level of the façade quadrants of the 

Johari window, was given through this audit. 

 

The design held key differences from previous professional learning sessions with me as the 

consultant. Previously there had been no explicit design of the professional learning sessions based 

specifically on what individual teachers might have wanted to explore. Coaching classroom-based 

effective Mathematics lessons had always been and continued to be the focus, with an ongoing 

reflection and exploration of mathematics pedagogy at the heart of the professional learning 

experiences. This was woven with systemic requirements to address specific content and pedagogical 

knowledge areas of Mathematics as well as areas noted in pre- and post-conference discussions with 

teachers. In the past it was my debriefing with the Principal at the end of each day that regularly 

informed ongoing focus areas for the lab sites. While the consultancy was always flexible to attend to 

teachers’ needs and often this did occur, it was not done initially in an explicit negotiation with 

teachers. 

 

By adapting the Johari window to focus on the professional learning of teachers, it is important 

to highlight that I was the one leading the development, negotiation, facilitation, and implementation of 

the differentiated professional learning design. It is also noteworthy that setting up the structures for 

the change to the professional learning design was considered by all participants to be a consultancy 

responsibility. The design deliberately divided professional learning into two sessions. Firstly, a grade-

level collaborative meeting was scheduled to focus on the data-driven school and grade-level priorities. 

This session was often informed by the Principal’s formal and informal observations of practice as well 

as the consultant’s observations. It was also driven by a whole-school focus on number sense, which 

was informed by an analysis of student work and variety of assessment data, decided by the Principal 

and consultant. In this way, this session was focused on the “blind area” quadrant of the adapted Johari 

window model: those areas of knowledge unknown to the teachers but known to the outside others. 

Importantly, integral to the first session was the goal of including peer coaching and demonstration as 

well as the sharing of best practice, particularly across grade levels. 

 

The second session involved complete teacher choice. It was informed, developed, and driven 

wholly by teachers’ perceived and expressed needs related to their goals, either individually, in pairs, 
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or small group cohorts. Integral to these sessions was teacher choice, framed within the classroom, 

based on meeting the mathematical needs of all students. Each teacher was able to sign up for the areas 

they wanted to study, with the possibility of forming collaborative multi-age teams. This second 

session however was specifically planned to cater for those needs disclosed in the audit, and was not 

grade-level based. In fact, it was hoped that multi-grade level groups would be formed if teachers were 

choosing their own area of knowledge or their own area of practice to investigate. Several sessions 

were allocated to allow for the different areas of interest and teachers were asked to consider and again 

choose from a short list of areas taken from their ranked areas of concern on the audit. Teachers were 

given the opportunity to change their focus areas of study and, depending on the area chosen, a 

combination of in-classroom and outside-classroom work was considered as the backdrop to learning. 

Table 5 illustrates an example of this program after the implementation of a teacher audit to ascertain 

perceived needs, which informed the options offered. 
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Table 5 

Six-Week Cycle of Differentiated Professional Learning Schedule 2008/2009 for Two Grade Levels 

Grade 5 & 

Grade 3 

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 

Period 1 
FOCUS  
GROUP  
MEETING 
Grade 5 

*Professional Standards & 

Goal Setting 
*Tiering Lessons: 

Teachers from other grade 

levels discuss their 
ideas/practical tips for 

 tiering lessons 

* Johari Window & 
differentiated schedule- 

options for change 

*Activating Desire to Learn 
* Classroom Intervisitation- 

teachers visit Grade 1 lesson 

& focus on tiering 
 evident within student 

activity portion of Workshop 

Model & debrief 

*Professional Standards 

*Tiering Lessons 
Teachers from other grade 

levels released to discuss 

their ideas /practical tips for 
tiering lessons according to 

students’ needs 

*Classroom Intervisitation- 
teachers  

visit Grade 1 lesson &  

* Focus on tiering evident & 
Debrief 

*Professional Standards & 

Goal Setting- monitor 
achievement of goals 

*Tiering Lessons: 

*Teachers plan tiered lesson 
for following week 

*Discussion of child study 

within the planning focus 
 

*Teaching Tiered lesson: 

*Teacher X teaches tiered 
EDM lesson 

*Teachers Y and Z observe 

with template 
*Post-conference and pre-

conference for next week’s 

lesson based on student data 
*Discussion of child study 

within the planning focus 

*Teaching Tiered lesson: 

*Teacher Y teaches tiered 
EDM lesson 

*Teachers X and Z observe 

with template 
*Post-conference and pre-

conference for next week’s 

lesson based on student data 
*Discussion of child study 

within the planning focus 

Teaching Tiered lesson: 

Monitor achievement of 
goals to date 

Teacher Z teaches tiered 

EDM lesson 
Teachers X and Y observe 

with template 

*Post conference 
*Pre-conference for next 

week’s lessons- tiering 

student activities based on 
student data 

*Discussion of child study 

within the planning focus 
 

Period 2 
FOCUS  
GROUP  
MEETING 
Grade 3  

Professional Standards & 

Goal Setting 

*Use of NCTM Focal Points 
* Johari Window & 

differentiated schedule- 

options for change 
*Activating Desire to Learn 

* Guided Math sessions 

* Use of Child Study to 
focus on one at-risk child 

and one child requiring 

Enrichment 

Professional Standards 

*Use of NCTM Focal Points 

* Guided Math sessions-  
* Use of Child Study to 

focus on one at-risk child 

and one child requiring 
enrichment 

Professional Standards 

*Use of NCTM Focal Points 

* Johari Window & 
differentiated schedule- 

review options for change 

* Guided Math sessions 
* Use of Child Study to 

focus on one at-risk child 

and one child requiring  
enrichment 

*Professional Standards 

*Debrief tiered lesson and 

observations 
*Discussion of child study & 

meeting  students’ needs-

focus on Guided Math 
session 

*Discuss and plan for next 

week’s tiered lesson 
*Scaffolding needed for each 

student within group 

 

*Professional Standards 

*Debrief tiered lesson and 

observations 
*Discussion of child study & 

meeting 

students’ needs-focus on 
Guided Math session 

*Discuss and plan for next 

week’s 
 tiered lesson 

*Scaffolding needed for each 

student 
within group 

*Professional Standards- 

Monitor achievement of 

goals to date 
*Debrief tiered lesson and 

observations 

*Discussion of child study & 
meeting students’ needs-

focus on Guided Math 

session 
*All teachers to plan for next 

week’s tiered lessons 

*Scaffolding needed for each 
student within group 

Period 3 
OPTION A 

Option A: 

Guided Math & gathering & 

using range of assessments 
*Practical focus on 

implementation and meeting 

students’ needs 

Option A: 

Guided Math & gathering & 

using range of assessments 
*Practical focus on 

implementation and meeting 

students’ needs 

Option A: 

Guided Math & gathering & 

using range of assessments 
*Practical focus on 

implementation and meeting 

students’ needs 
*Mid-cycle Reflection-

rechoosing of learning focus 

Option A: 

Exemplars & 

scaffolding/scoring/ 
Moderation- using protocols 

to look at student work 

 

Option A: 

Exemplars & 

scaffolding/scoring/ 
Moderation-using protocols 

to look at student work 

 

Option A: 

Exemplars & 

scaffolding/scoring/ 
Moderation- using 

protocols to look at  

student work 
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Period 4 
OPTION B 

Option B:  

Writing Mathematically- 
development/scaffolding 

 

Option B:  

Writing Mathematically- 
development/scaffolding 

 

Option B:  

Writing Mathematically- 
development/Scaffolding 

*Mid-cycle Reflection-

rechoosing of learning focus 

Option B:  

Developing Mental 
Computation skills further-

intervention/enrichment 

Option B:  

Developing Mental 
Computation skills further- 

intervention/enrichment 

Option B:  

Developing Mental 
Computation skills further- 

intervention/enrichment  

Period 6 
OPTION C 

Option C: 

Using Early Childhood 
Mathematics Interview/ 

Planning and revising  

Guided Math sessions to 
meet specific math needs of 

students 

Option C: 

Using Early Childhood 
Mathematics Interview/ 

Planning and revising  

Guided Math sessions to 
meet specific math needs of 

students 

Option C: 

Using Early Childhood 
Mathematics Interview/ 

Planning and revising  

Guided Math sessions to 
meet specific math needs of 

students 

*Mid-cycle Reflection-

rechoosing of learning focus 

Option C: 

Using Early Childhood 
Mathematics Interview/ 

Planning and revising  

Guided Math sessions to 
meet specific math needs of 

students 

Option C: 

Using Early Childhood 
Mathematics Interview/ 

Planning and revising 

Guided Math sessions to 
meet specific math needs of 

students 

Option C: 

Using Early Childhood 
Mathematics Interview/ 

Planning and revising  

Guided Math sessions to 
meet specific math needs of 

students 

Period 7 
OPTION D 

Individual coaching in 

classrooms 
 

Individual coaching in 

classrooms 
 

Individual coaching in 

classrooms 
 

Individual coaching in 

classrooms 
 

Individual coaching in 

classrooms 
 

Individual coaching in 

classrooms 
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Through this explanation, it is clear that this, for me, was a critical point in my consultancy 

work with this school. My brief became one of designing, developing, and implementing an open-

ended, negotiable consultancy structure that specifically aligned teachers’ expressed needs and their 

goals. The structure needed to be set within professional standards as well as including the 

administrator’s and consultant’s observations and perceptions of teachers’ needs, informed by other 

data sources. While driven predominantly by their own expressed and perceived needs and enabling 

negotiation of their learning focus, it was important that in the design I engaged the teachers in 

reflective and collaborative experiences. 

 

As a result, this was a point where I re-defined and prioritised my work as an external change 

agent, a re-framing of my consultancy. My priority became the design and facilitation of a process 

whereby teachers explored their own math teaching practices within areas they felt were a priority. In 

this process they would, explicitly and reflectively, determine their own professional learning paths 

and directions for change. Half way through the professional development cycle of 6 weeks, new 

content and focus areas of learning were negotiated and introduced in response to requests from the 

teachers, thus focusing on teachers again determining their own learning pathways. This process 

required time to meet, plan, and discuss in lab site sessions. It required openness to and exploration of 

new practices and ideas, as well as the time and opportunity to experiment in the classrooms 

incorporating post-reflection and debriefing, considering implications for future practice.  

 

While this new professional learning design deliberately encompassed various quadrants of the 

Johari window, it also contained other key characteristics. Integral to the program was an emphasis on 

professional dialogue and reflection as processes to examine beliefs and understandings and to set 

goals within a framework of professional standards. The desired outcome of such a program was 

ultimately for each teacher to develop further in their understanding, knowledge, and skills in effective 

quality mathematics teaching. The difference was that the emphasis was on each teacher developing at 

their own rate and within their own stage of development. Thus the focus was still on a change 

orientation with the ultimate goal being the most effective and rigorous teaching and learning 

experiences for students in the school so as to develop thinking and reasoning student mathematicians. 

But the purpose of the differentiated model was very much process driven. Through my long 

experience as a consultant, I knew that changes in teaching practice were fluid and I knew that not 

every teacher would change their practices in the same way at the same time. To this end, I wanted to 



Reframing Educational Consultancy: A Self Study 

 

28 

 

create an environment of negotiation, thinking, experimentation, and questioning where each teacher 

could feel empowered to follow their own perceived areas of need and inquiry, meshed with the 

overarching data-driven needs of the school in mathematics education. Reflection and dialogue on their 

“personal, practical knowledge” (Connelly, Clandinin, & He, 1997, p. 665) were key elements to 

achieve this. 

 

With the ever-present goal of teacher ownership in mind, another key component of the 

differentiated professional learning design included an emphasis on the teachers setting short- and 

long-term goals in terms of their own learning, aligned to the state’s standards for the teaching 

profession.
4
 To facilitate this, I developed goal-setting templates for the teachers to set short-term and 

long-term personal professional goals for their own growth and development during the professional 

learning cycle and the year. The specific focus of these templates was on identifying specific behaviour 

or pedagogical changes that teachers saw were needed (and were aligned to the professional standards-

based framework), as well as the appropriate actions they could take in developing a goal-driven 

professional learning action plan (Cole, 2004, p. 12). Again with the underlying notion of building 

teacher ownership and choice, I facilitated the process to enable reflections on their achievement of 

their goals mid-way through, as well as at the end of each 6-week professional learning cycle. Cole 

substantiates goal setting with teacher-owned and reflective practice when he states, “The question to 

be asked about professional learning is not whether the teacher participated in professional 

development but whether s/he met her/his target to improve one or more specific aspects of her/his 

teaching” (p. 12). 

 

Fortunately, and significantly in this school, the vision of the Principal was highly supportive of 

the changed professional learning design that I had developed in response to our collaborative view on 

shared or parallel leadership (Ackerman, Moller, & Katzenmeyer, 1995; Andrews & Crowther, 2002; 

Andrews & Lewis, 2000; Crowther, Hann, & Andrews, 2002; Crowther, Hann, & McMaster, 2001; 

Crowther, Kagan, Ferguson, & Hann, 2002; Crowther & Olsen, 1997). We had consistently promoted 

jointly held ideals about building empowered professional learning communities. As a 

transformational, instructional, and learning leader, the approach of this Principal aligns with Fullan’s 

(1997) statement that,  

                                                 
4
 The Professional Teaching Standards are widely used but have not been identified to protect confidentiality. 
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People change organizations. The starting point is not system change or change in those around 

us but taking action ourselves. The challenge is to improve education in the only way it can be - 

through the day-to-day actions of empowered individuals. This is what’s worth fighting for in the 

school principalship. (p. 47) 

 

The Principal’s commitment to, and involvement in, building teachers’ capacity in effective 

learning and teaching as well as distributive leadership supported my own work and vision in 

eventually broadening the scope of the consultancy to incorporate that of differentiated learning and 

whole-school change. The Principal’s involvement in professional learning also reflects Robinson’s 

statement that “the closer leaders are to the core business of teaching and learning, the more they are 

likely to make a difference to students” (2007, p. 24). 

 

1.2 Reasons for Choosing a Self-Study Approach 

 

Originally, I considered that this research would be about the teachers at the school to identify the 

changes they had achieved in their own pedagogy. However, my work as a consultant was integral to 

their changes. As I reflected on my work over the years with these teachers in this one school, it 

became obvious that my role in the 6th year of the consultancy was a significant career point to 

examine and would provide the focus to explore fully the issues and practices of the consultancy. 

Through a deep reflection and analysis of my practice, I would be examining the teachers’ as well as 

my own practices to better inform my own reflexivity (Davies, 1999; Guba and Lincoln, 1994). During 

this time I would have my own stories as well as those of the teachers and Principal to examine in 

order to give a wider and more profound understanding of myself as an external consultant.  

 

Since early 1990, self-study has developed in the field of teacher education at universities, 

primarily focused on Schön’s (1983) reflective practitioner work (Loughran, 2004). The use of the 

self-study methodology has extended to other fields, including teachers (Senese, 2002; 2004) and 

occupational therapy researchers (Paterson, 2004). Building on Seaton’s (2006) self-study research in 

examining her role as a departmental gender equity consultant, this study aimed at delving similarly 

into my practice as a consultant with the ultimate goal of improving my work. However, as explained 

for my self-study, I have chosen specifically the point in time where I reframed my consultancy 

practice.  
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My study involves a form of “high level total participation” (Key, 1997, p. 1) or a “complete 

participant” (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000, p. 310) approach, where I as the researcher am 

already one of the natural participants in the coaching process. Thus, I had to consider a method that 

involved a systematic study of myself (Bass, Anderson-Patton, Rayer, & Baney, 1999, April). I am 

also aware that the study assumes a subjectivist epistemology with my being both researcher and 

consultant, with teachers also as participants. As a result, the traditional ethnographic agenda of 

“seeking to understand the topic under study by placing it within a social analytic context” (Anderson, 

2000, p. 378) was not going to be enough. My task involved not only “documenting and analyzing the 

actions but also purposively engaging” (Anderson, 2000, p. 380) in the context of professional learning 

with teachers. While self-study is a relatively new qualitative research method, it has enabled me to 

follow my quest in exploring and reflecting on the various strategies and processes I have engaged in 

professional learning in one school site. Chang (2008) best summarised my feelings for the use of self-

study as a valid vehicle for this exploration when she states “every piece of writing reflects the 

disposition of its author…and subtly and explicitly reveals who I am and what I value” (p. 10). 

 

Self-study also provides the framework to examine the hereto hidden assumptions I held, 

assumptions that I previously just accessed and acted upon instinctively. Loughran (2004) suggests that 

this exploration of an individual’s “taken-for-granted assumptions of practice” (p. 186) facilitates an 

examination of the alignment of beliefs and practice and can lead to a reframing of practice to ensure a 

tighter cohesion between the two. Hence the selection of the focus point, the very reframing of my 

practice aiming at a closer alignment between my beliefs about teacher choice and ownership and my 

practice as an education consultant in facilitating professional learning for teachers.  

 

Because I was already personally enmeshed within the consultancy story at this school, I knew 

that it was my consultancy, these changed professional learning practices, the teacher and consultant 

interactions that I wanted to study. Davies (1999) concurs with this deeper self reflective probing when 

she states, 

at a deeper level, reflexivity involves an awareness of reciprocal influence between 

ethnographers and their settings and informants. It entails self-conscious introspection guided by 

a desire to better understanding both self and others through examining one’s actions and 

perceptions in reference to and dialogue with those of others. (p. 7) 
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Self-study is a particularly valuable qualitative research approach to examining the nature of 

the effects of, and on, a consultant in a site. Self-study is described as collaborative, participative, and 

reflective in nature (Lomax & Parker, 1998, April; Loughran & Northfield, 1996). I wanted to examine 

and understand the re-framing of my work thoroughly to enable my own personal and professional 

growth, similarly to many qualitative researchers in studying the centre of the inquiry, “studying the 

world from the perspective of the interacting individuals” (Lincoln & Denzin, 1994, p. 575). In doing 

so, I acknowledge that there are going to be multiple perspectives and thus no one true way to recount 

the professional development journey. Self-study methodology allows me the chance to “rejoice in the 

uncertainty of the current world…and embrace that uncertainty and reject calls for validity and 

reliability as they are traditionally known” (Hamilton, 1998, p. 235). I saw that using a self-study 

approach was, in effect, not only a form of “reflective practice” (Hamilton, 1998, p. 209; Schön, 1983), 

but was also one that emphasised the “intentional and systematic study of one’s practice” (Hamilton & 

Pinnegar, 1998, p. 209) so as to develop my own knowledge as a consultant and also make a 

contribution to the knowledge base of the professional learning of teachers, coaches, and external 

consultants.  

 

1.3 Key Research Question and Sub-Questions 

 

The summary in Table 1 details the evolution of my external consultancy over time in the professional 

learning experiences offered to teachers. Arising from the 5-year background and history of the 

consultancy, this self-study specifically seeks to examine my role as an education consultant at the 

point of reframing the consultancy in its 6th year of practice. This reframing involved the 

implementation of a differentiated professional learning design focused on teacher choice and teacher 

ownership. I am engaged in an ongoing quest for improvement as a consultant and, as such, the impact 

of the professional learning design that emphasised teacher ownership and choice was a critical point 

for examination. Specifically, these changes in the professional learning model are focused in the 

context of four teachers who chose their own professional learning paths in the 6th year of consultancy 

work at one school site.  

 

The key question of this self-study is “How has my work, as an external math consultant in 

introducing a new differentiated professional learning model, impacted on teachers’ practice?” Sub-

questions include, 
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(i) How did the participants respond to the changed professional learning design and why?  

(ii) How has the implementation of the differentiated professional learning design influenced me in my 

growth as a consultant and why? 

 

1.4 Theoretical Foundations 

 

The theoretical foundations of my study are a combination of interrelated paradigms. At its heart lies 

Clandinin and Connelly’s (1995) notion of “professional knowledge landscapes” (p. 3), including my 

own as an external consultant but also the perspectives from the teachers’ and the Principal’s 

landscapes of learning. Interrelated with this concept are theories of social learning, situated learning, 

and reflective practice. The theoretical framework pertinent to the study is represented in Figure 1 

below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Interrelated components of theoretical framework. 

 

Each of these theoretical components will now be explored further.  
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1.4.1 Professional knowledge landscapes. 

 

Clandinin and Connelly (1995) use a landscape metaphor to discuss and contextualise the professional 

knowledge of educators and of a school. Their metaphor of a “professional knowledge landscape” (p. 

3) suggests it is “composed of a wide variety of components and influenced by a wide variety of 

people, places and things” (p. 5). They argue that teachers operate within such knowledge landscapes 

based on relationships and comprising two different places, inside and outside the classroom. “These 

are two fundamentally different places on the landscape, the one behind the classroom door with 

students and the one in professional places with others” (p. 5). Both of these diverse places posed 

knowledge dilemmas for teachers in their studies who felt that the theoretical knowledge and imagery 

of expert competence emphasised in the professional outside-classroom spaces often dominated their 

need to discuss their personal, practical knowledge, the “inside stories” of their students and their 

particular “teaching stories” (p. 12). The researchers argue that understanding such stories deeply helps 

educators gain insight into how they help shape teachers’ professional knowledge landscapes. 

 

Crites’ (1971) view of “secret, sacred and cover stories” (p. 3) can be used to describe the 

knowledge dilemmas encountered by teachers working between the two different places on the 

landscape. Clandinin and Connelly (1995) describe sacred stories with the metaphor of a funnel to 

symbolise the concept of systemic theories and external mandates being poured down the funnel into 

schools and eventually (and hopefully) into classrooms. They propose that the notion of the privileging 

of theory over practice is a universally accepted one in education and becomes a “sacred story” 

(Clandinin & Connolly, 1995, p. 4). Systemic demands, new curriculum programs, and mandates all 

carry sacred stories of practice, often through “conduits” (p. 4) such as professional development 

workshops, a packaging of theoretical knowledge delivered to the teachers’ professional knowledge 

landscape. Thus “the professional knowledge landscape is embedded in a sacred story of theory-driven 

practice” (p. 4). 

 

Clandinin and Connolly (1995) believe that teachers also know their in-classroom lives through 

a different type of story. They add, 

The in-classroom place tends to be a private place in the sense that teachers and students work 

behind closed doors. This privacy of the classroom plays an important epistemological function. 
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It is a safe place, generally free from scrutiny, where teachers are free to live stories of practice. 

These lived stories are essentially secret ones. (p. 4) 

As teachers go from their safe, in-classroom places to the outside-classroom professional spaces, 

Clandinin and Connelly (1995) argue that they are often faced with moral and epistemological 

challenges. Clandinin and Connelly propose that teachers, wanting to appear as expert and 

knowledgeable as expected by those expounding the sacred stories, often construct “cover stories” (p. 

3) in the professional outside-classroom space, stories that meet the expectations of those in that 

outside space. Often this occurs because the teachers’ lived in-classroom stories are in conflict with the 

sacred stories that the principal, other administrators, or the system want lived and told (p. 3). 

 

The professional knowledge landscapes proposed by Clandinin and Connolly (1995) are also 

supported by Argyris and Schön’s (1978) work on theories-in-action and theories-in-use. These 

researchers propose similarly that people have mental maps that help them plan, implement, guide, and 

review their actions in various situations. They also suggest that not many people are consciously 

aware that the theories they use to take action are often not the ones they espouse to others. The 

division between the theory and the action is described by two competing theories. There are those 

theories-in-use that people use automatically in their daily work as practitioners in classrooms, that 

guide their behaviors and actions and are implicit. Secondly, they suggest people espouse certain 

theories to others about their work, talking about what they think they do or what they would like 

others to think they do, as described by Clandinin and Connolly’s (1995) “cover stories” (p. 3).  

When someone is asked how he would behave under certain circumstances, the answer he 

usually gives is his espoused theory of action for that situation. This is the theory of action to 

which he gives his allegiance, and which, upon request, he communicates to others. However the 

theory that actually governs his actions is his theory-in-use. (Argyris & Schön, 1978, pp. 6-7) 

 

The professional knowledge landscape then is best understood as having its own life that is 

constantly in a state of growing, changing, or adjusting (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995). Schools change 

and grow and have their own range of stories as teachers and principals also come and go: 

The landscape is a kind of archeological site for epistemological and moral reconstructions…. It 

is not only teachers that have a professional life on the professional knowledge landscape. 

Teachers who live their lives on the professional knowledge landscape shape the landscape over 

time and the landscape shapes them. (Clandinin & Connolly, 1995, p. 28) 
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In effect then, all participants in schools have their own professional knowledge landscapes, made up 

of a range of stories told in both in-classroom and outside-classroom spaces. Understanding these 

stories and the resulting incongruence leading to double-loop learning is pivotal to my self-study. 

Research has explored teachers’ practical knowledge and classified it as an integral component of the 

professional landscape (Beijaard & Veerloop, 1996; Clandinin, 1995; Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, 

1996; Connelly et al., 1997). Although there is no unequivocal definition, it is useful to this study’s 

emphasis on professional learning to understand various viewpoints.  

 

1.4.1 (i) Teachers’ knowledge or knowledge for teachers. 

Fenstermacher (1994) has conducted an extensive review of teachers’ knowledge and suggests that 

there are two strands of research which aim to examine teachers and teacher educators’ knowledge, 

including firstly the work of Clandinin and Connelly (1995, 1996) and Beijaard and Verloop (1996), 

and secondly the work of Schön (1983) based on his research on reflective practice. Both of these 

strands are relevant to this study as they form part of the interrelated components of the theoretical 

framework. It is to the first strand I now turn. The second strand is defined further in this chapter 

within reflective practice (Schön, 1983). 

 

Beijaard and Verloop (1996) refer to practical knowledge as “teachers’ knowledge of 

classroom situations and the practical dilemmas they face in carrying out purposeful action in these 

settings” (p. 276). They add that this knowledge is used and reflected on by teachers and guides a 

teacher’s responses in the classroom. Much of this knowledge is tacit and implicit. They argue that 

expert and novice teachers differ in the amount and the way their practical knowledge is organised, 

with expert teachers’ practical knowledge appearing to be more fully integrated with their particular 

situation knowledge. Beijaard and Verloop add, 

It is exactly this that makes a teacher a professional: practical knowledge that is an integrated 

body of knowledge, adapted to his or her specific teaching situation and ready to be used. A 

teacher who has built up this knowledge consciously is also a reflective professional willing to 

learn in interaction with his or her teaching context. (p. 278) 

Connelly et al. (1997) further define a teacher’s “personal practical knowledge” as “the sum total of 

teacher’s experiences” (p. 666). Previously Connelly and Clandinin (1988) had termed personal 

practical knowledge more specifically as being, 
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in the teacher’s past experience, in the teacher’s present mind and body, and in the future plans 

and actions. Personal practical knowledge is found in teacher’s practice. It is, for any one 

teacher, a particular way of reconstructing the past and the intentions of the future to deal with 

the exigencies of the present. (p. 25) 

 

What of the knowledge related specifically to the subject being taught? Shulman (1986, 1987) 

defines pedagogical content knowledge as one of the most important types of teacher’s personal 

practical knowledge. Other researchers define this as knowledge relating to the subject matter being 

taught, a teacher’s understanding of teaching, and the context of the learning environment (Carter, 

1990; Cochran, DeRuiter, & King, 1993). My work as an external mathematics and leadership 

consultant in one school site is interwoven with, and cognisant of, the different types of teachers’ 

professional mathematics knowledge. With specific reference to mathematics, Peressini, Borko, 

Romagnano, Knuth, and Wills (2004) agree with the view that teachers’ learning is as a result of 

sharing in socially organised practices that help construct their professional identities as teachers of 

mathematics. They propose three types of professional mathematics knowledge that teachers may have 

developed or be in the process of developing further. These include mathematics content, mathematics-

specific pedagogy, and professional identity (Peressini et al., 2004, p. 67). They argue that “teachers’ 

knowledge and beliefs interact with historical, social and political contexts to create situations in which 

learning to teach occurs” (Peressini et al., 2004, p. 68). 

 

In the last decade there has been increasing attention given to the various types of teachers’ 

practical knowledge merged with the situatedness of learning. Reflective practice, social learning, and 

situated learning are now explored as interrelated components of teachers’ professional knowledge 

landscape. The role of reflection, contexts, and situations in terms of such knowledge production is 

highly relevant to my study. 

 

1.4.2 Interrelated theoretical frameworks: Reflective practice, social learning, and 

situated learning. 

 

As explained in the introductory chapter, my work as an educator has always emphasised reflective 

learning. Building reflective communities of learners through facilitating teachers’ professional 

knowledge and skills involves learning by both an individual and social process. Bandura’s (1977) 
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social learning, Vygotsky’s (1978) social development, and Lave and Wenger’s (1990) situated 

learning theories are all essential to professional learning through the use of the consultancy. 

 

1.4.2 (i) Reflective practice. 

If it is understood that teachers learn individually as well as socially and that the specific needs of the 

school context should be considered, then Schön’s (1983) focus on reflective practice defines one of 

the key characteristics of teachers engaging in the process of continuous learning. Schön suggests two 

types of practitioner reflection, firstly “reflecting-in-action” (while teaching) and then “on-action” 

(after the teaching process), both pivotal to the coaching work of the external consultancy in this study. 

The notion of reflective practice positions the teacher not as passive in the reflective process but rather 

as a person whose knowledge of teaching is shaped by his or her own personal and school experiences 

(Calderhead, 1991). Reflection-on-action refers to the teacher reflection in which a practitioner 

engages consciously after the teaching and learning experience, “to allow mental reconstruction and 

analysis of the actions and events” (Akbari & Allvar, 2010, p. 1). Reflection-in-action occurs during 

the actual teaching practice, the “action-present” (Schön, 1983, p. 62), and “entails interpreting, 

analyzing, and providing solutions to the complex situations in the classroom” (Akbari & Allvar, 2010, 

p. 1). It is often a reflection on a problem, thinking in a new way about the situation. It occurs, 

challenging teachers’ “knowledge-in-action” (Schön, 1983, p. 59) and challenging their present 

knowledge and assumptions. In effect then, reflection involves a process of teachers making meaning 

of their actions, discourse, and classroom incidents so as to reflect on and improve their pedagogy. 

 

Schön (1983) terms the practice of outside-classroom professional development training 

workshops arming teachers with large amounts of knowledge as a form of “technical rationality” (p. 

21). He disagrees that this form of professional learning is in any way related to how professionals 

think about and practice their craft in classrooms. Instead, Schön (1983) defines the key ability of 

professionals to “think what they are doing while they are doing it” as “reflection-in-action” (p. 49). 

Atherton (2010) adds that,  

Managing those uncertain areas of classroom practice is enhanced through such reflection, 

during the actual teaching as well as after the teaching and learning experience. Applying 

previous experience to new situations is essential work of the professional, and requires the 

capability of reflection-in-action. (p. 1) 
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Given this premise, it is worth examining how such reflective practice operates to promote 

learning. Argyris and Schön (as cited in Anderson, 1997) initially proposed three elements that operate 

in organisations, including, 

 governing variables: those dimensions that people are trying to keep within acceptable limits; 

 action strategies: the moves and plans used by people to keep their governing values within the 

acceptable range; 

 consequences: what happens as a result of the actions, may be intended or unintended. (p. 3) 

These conceptual frameworks outline key processes involved when there is either a match or mismatch 

between the intention and the outcome. If the former occurs, there is alignment within the theory-in-

use. However, the consequences and the governing variables may not match during the implementation 

of an action; as a result two responses may occur, in the form of single- and double-loop learning. If 

there is a mismatch between intention and outcome, Argyris, Putnam, and McLain Smith (1985) 

propose that initially the response may be to find another strategy that still meets the governing 

variable. The change is in the action only, not in the governing variable itself. Argyris and Schön 

(1978) term this single-loop learning. 

 

A second response would be to analyse specifically the variables or values involved and change 

both the variable and the subsequent action. This would be achieved through reflection-in-action and 

reflection-on-action. Argyris and Schön (1978) refer to this as double-loop learning. This type of 

learning is seen as the more effective way of problem solving and making decisions about our actions. 

Consequently, Argyris et al. (1985) defined two models of organisational learning that either inhibit or 

promote double-loop learning. The underlying tenets of Model 1 are “control of the environment and 

task, unilateral protection of self and others and control over others” (Anderson, 1997, p. 3) and these 

inhibit honest reflection of actions, intentions, and consequences, mostly limited to single-loop 

learning. Such a model promotes defensiveness and protects against honest and deep reflection-on-

action. In Model 2, a reframing of the variables occurs, as well as the resulting action and trialing of 

this new lens of learning, a form of double-loop learning: “The consequences for learning should be an 

emphasis on double-loop learning, in which the basic assumptions behind views are confronted, 

hypotheses are tested publicly, and processes are disconfirmable, not self-sealing. The end result 

should be increased effectiveness” (Anderson, 1997, p. 3). 
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This type of deeper reflection involves finding a new approach, a new way to view a 

problematic situation so that a new course of action is subsequently tried that tests this new lens or 

frame. This notion reaches to the heart of this self-study, in the reframing of the professional learning 

at one school site. If developing knowledge as a professional is based on this reflective action, it is also 

important to explore a number of key components pivotal to such reflection. These include reflective 

practicum, tacit knowledge, knowing in action, cycle of reflection and action, willing suspension of 

disbelief, and operative attention (Schön, 1983). 

 

1.4.2 (i)(a) The “reflective practicum”. 

Schön (1983) describes the classroom environment as the reflective practicum, the setting for learning 

and reflecting: “A practicum is a setting designed for the task of learning a practice” (p. 335). This 

term has particular relevance for this study in the linking of reflection to coaching. Schön argues that 

the reflective practicum is “reflective” in two ways: “it is intended to help students become proficient 

in a kind of reflection-in-action; and, when it works well, it involves a dialogue of coach and student 

that takes the form of reciprocal reflection-in-action” (Schön, 1983, p. 336). Schön’s emphasis in 

centring the learning for teachers within the classroom supports my own reflection on my role in 

facilitating a professional learning design focused on teachers’ choice informed by their “personal, 

practical knowledge” (Connelly et al., 1997, p. 665).  

 

1.4.2 (i)(b) Tacit knowledge. 

This type of knowledge is inherent and implicit and does not require thought in its production. Its very 

nature is “unspoken” or “tacit” (Schön, 1983, p. 52), being an intuitive part of the practitioner’s 

knowledge base. It is often only through reflection-on-action that teachers become aware of such 

knowledge that guides their actions and practice. 

 

1.4.2 (i)(c) Knowing-in-action. 

Tacit knowledge is evident in the actions and practices of teachers, and is derived from theory and also 

the practitioner’s experience and ongoing reflections. It forms an important part of the teacher’s 

personal, practical knowledge, their professional knowledge landscape. “The knowing is in the action. 

It is revealed by the skilful execution of the performance – we are characteristically unable to make it 

verbally explicit” (Schön, 1983, p. 59).  
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1.4.2 (i)(d) Cycle of action and reflection. 

Schön (1983) suggested professional practice could be developed through an ongoing cycle of action 

and reflection, where the practitioner acts, reflects on the action, and plans new action. This new action 

is based on the reflection-on-practice. This cycle helps bring questions to the fore and is the basis of 

critical reflection, forming a critical structure of the external consultancy. 

 

1.4.2 (i)(e) Willing suspension of disbelief. 

This term relates to the notion of learning by doing before developing beliefs and correlates strongly to 

Guskey’s (Guskey & Sparks, 1996) notion of developing practice before beliefs. Teachers’ beliefs, 

values, and understanding will often be preceded by practical experience. This is a particularly 

important notion in the design of professional learning experiences for teachers, given the old theory-

practice notion of workshops, focused on filling teachers’ heads with theory and hoping it would then 

be transformed into practice in the classroom.  

 

1.4.2 (i)(f) Operative attention. 

This term refers to the active attention a learner gives to listening and absorbing information, ready to 

use and apply the new knowledge. The engagement and participation of a learner in the learning 

process is key to making meaning of the information and knowledge within the activity. Once teachers 

determine their own professional learning agenda, they are committed because of their ownership of 

the journey and ready to engage actively with the professional learning. “Teachers in teacher-driven 

environments set common goals for learning, engage with one another to discover the answers to 

questions, explore student work to learn how students are learning, and read and share their expertise 

to benefit one another” (Killion, 2005, p. 13). 

 

Collaborative professional learning focuses on teachers working together to improve teaching 

and learning through planning lessons together, analysing data and discussing implications for teaching 

and learning, observing one another teach, and looking at students’ work to find strategies to improve 

it further (Killion, 2005; Saphier, 2005; Saphier, 2005, October; Saphier & King, 1985). The 

differentiated professional learning design implemented by the consultant supports such reflective 

practice and teacher-owned professional learning. 
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Much research (La Boskey, 2004; Schön, 1987; Zeichner & Liston, 1996) has explored the link 

between reflective practices and teacher effectiveness. Akbari and Allvar (2010) concur that “reflection 

provides the means for teachers to build their daily experiences, allows them to act in a deliberate 

critical and intentional manner, raises their awareness about teaching, enables deeper understanding, 

and triggers positive change” (p. 1). As well, when teachers engage in such reflective practices, they 

also immerse their students in this reflective behaviour (Nolan & Huebner, 1989; Wildman, Niles, 

Magliaro, & McLaughlin, 1990). While Schön (1983) believes each participant has the capacity to 

reflect on his/her actions, the presence of a facilitator guiding such reflection is also recognised. 

Atherton (2010) states, 

Indeed, it can be argued that ‘real’ reflective practice needs another person as mentor or 

professional supervisor, who can ask appropriate questions to ensure that the reflection goes 

somewhere, and does not get bogged down in self-justification, self-indulgence or self-pity. (p. 

1) 

 

Reflective practice is viewed in this study in relation to two areas, my own professional 

practice as an external consultant as well as in relation to the learning and practice of the teachers 

involved in the study. Within a cycle of action and reflection (Schön, 1983) this latter reflective 

practice informs my role as a consultant from the teachers’ perspective. Engaging in deliberate 

“reflection-on-action” (Schön, 1983, p. 276) during the study implies conscious deliberation on my 

own professional practices, my professional knowledge landscape, as well as the knowledge 

landscapes of the teachers and the Principal. Atherton (2010) concurs that “it is a way of being, rather 

than a set of practical strategies or techniques an attitude of mind, a way of understanding oneself as a 

developing professional, and a commitment to continuous improvement and deepening knowledge” (p. 

1). While such reflective practice informs and deepens my understanding of my own practice as a 

consultant, it also offers important feedback so as to further inform the reframing of the professional 

learning. 

 

1.4.2 (ii) Social learning theory. 

Bandura’s (1977) social learning theory focuses on the importance of observing and modeling the 

attitudes, behaviours, and strategies of others within a social community of learning. “Fortunately, 

most human behaviour is learned observationally through modeling: from observing others one forms 

an idea of how new behaviors are performed, and on later occasions this coded information serves as a 
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guide for action” (Bandura, 1977, p. 22). This theory explains human behaviour in relation to ongoing 

interactions between many influences, including cognitive, behavioural, and environmental. Bandura 

suggests that the theory of modelling encompasses four key processes including the attentiveness of 

the learner (attending to the features of the modelled behaviour), retention (access to and retaining the 

key features of the behaviours modeled through the use of mental images and verbal descriptions), 

reproduction (changing symbolic representations into reproduced behaviours), and motivation 

(including self and external reinforcers to accurately reproduce the desired behaviours).  

 

Vygotsky’s (1978) social development theory supports Bandura’s (1977) work based on the 

notion that learning arises fundamentally from the core component of social interaction: “All the 

higher functions originate as actual relationships between individuals” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57). This 

theory informed the coaching approach of the consultancy and thus was foundational to the learning of 

the teachers throughout the 6 years of my consultancy. The social development theory emphasises the 

place of developing knowledge collaboratively, and focuses on how knowledge is gained, retained, and 

reproduced through a modeled context. Interestingly, it also focuses on the control of the learner in this 

process. Elmore (2002) adds the importance of learning being both an individual and a social process. 

 

1.4.2 (iii) Situated learning theory. 

Situated learning theories argue that learning is located in particular experiences or situations and 

contexts. Lave and Wenger’s (1990) theory of situated learning builds on Vygotsky’s (1978) work in 

proposing that social interaction is a key component of situated learning and the development of 

knowledge: “Learning as it normally occurs is a function of the activity, context and culture in which it 

occurs (i.e. situated)” (Lave & Wenger, 1990, p. 98). Lave (1988) further explored the notion of the 

development of mathematics ideas in daily practice and found participant’s existing content 

knowledge, interacting with new understandings through social interactions, facilitates new knowledge 

and learning for teachers.  

 

As people new to a community of practice which embodies particular behaviours and beliefs 

move from the periphery to the centre in their participation, they do so by “learning to talk as a key to 

the process of legitimate peripheral participation” (Lave & Wenger, 1990, p. 109). Dependent on two 

premises, situated learning promotes the view that “it makes no sense to talk of knowledge that is 

decontextualized, abstract or general and that new knowledge and learning are properly conceived as 
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being located in communities of practice” (Tennant, 1997, p. 77). The content of what is being learned 

as well as the learner is situated in particular contexts, experiences, and activities. Learners therefore 

make meaning of their experiences as they “increase the range and level of participation in the norms 

and practices of a community” (Lave & Wenger, 1990). Connelly et al. (1997) support this view when 

they argue that, “no-one is only individually responsible for their actions, for their knowledge, for the 

consequences of their actions on others” (p. 672). 

 

This theory is pivotal to the notion of the consultancy occurring within specific school 

situations, each with their own particular practices, behaviours, communities, and existing professional 

knowledge landscapes. The development of teachers’ new professional knowledge has to be 

considered within this existing frame of reference, including the needs, issues, and concerns of the 

particular community in which it operates. How the particular “personal practical knowledge” 

(Connelly et al., 1997, p. 665) of the teachers, principal, and external consultant develops within the 

context and influences of the classroom environment and the reframed professional learning design in 

the outside-classroom context is of interest in this study. I knew the 6th year of the consultancy was a 

critical point to study because the reframed design responded to the specific teachers’ situations, with 

the teachers asking for specifically contextualised knowledge that would meet their particular needs. 

 

Each of these interrelated theories informs the theoretical foundation of this study and together 

they influence the way I examine the data from the study. 

 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

 

An important characteristic of self-study is “the importance of the self in practice and research” 

(Alderton, 2008, p. 99). I am convinced by Alderton who states that the significance of a self-study is 

not what it reveals about the self but rather what it shows “about the knowledge of the educational 

landscape” (p. 99). As some key professional learning strategies were introduced in my 6th year of the 

professional development consultancy, dissimilar to those utilised in the past 5 years, I was keen to 

study my own role as a consultant to ascertain the knowledge gleaned in relation to the wider 

professional learning landscape. For me, this aligns to Hamilton’s (2004) and Seaton’s (2006) view of 

self-study as a form of research in developing beneficial knowledge for other education consultants. 

This is reinforced by Whitehead (1995) who believes that knowledge gained from researchers willing 
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to reflect and self-disclose utilising a self-study approach can provide valid insights to developing 

educational theory informed by practice.  

 

The self-study will contribute to the research in the field of coaching and external consultancy, 

in particular, building on previous studies by Wolpin (2006), Hutto (2006), and Seaton (2006). It 

specifically follows one of Hutto’s (2006) recommendations in further examining coaching strategies 

which are used with teachers who are aware of the “expert’s” role in the coaching relationship. 

Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) and Seaton (2006) argue that there is still not enough rigorous research 

about school-based coaching programs that indicates clearly the effectiveness of such professional 

learning or the conditions under which this is most successful. The self-study explores specifically my 

consultancy work through a point in time when I reframed my practice by implementing a 

differentiated professional learning model. The focus for me is to ascertain how I can further improve 

my consultancy work in the school. The lack of research evidence concerning such external school-

based coaching indicates a strong need to understand the evolving role of the consultant. By utilising a 

self-study approach with myself as both researcher and participant having a type of “insider/outsider” 

status (Korthagen & Lunenberg, 2004), a valuable opportunity is afforded to examine more closely and 

personally the reframed practice of a consultant when implementing a changed professional 

development design in response to teachers’ expressed needs. 

 

Using an insider perspective (Korthagen & Lunenberg, 2004) enhances the possibility of 

constructing knowledge that is directly applicable to the consultancy practice. It is seen as growing out 

of a researcher’s desire to “better align theory and practice” (Loughran, 2007, p. 14) and to use 

reflection to improve practice. The self reflection inherent in this study is not an attempt to generalise 

broadly to the wider body of knowledge about coaching and teachers’ professional development but 

rather an attempt to understand, clarify, and examine the key question and sub-questions of the study. 

However, by focusing on my practice as a consultant and how teachers respond to, and are influenced 

by, a particular form of professional learning, I argue that the study’s findings will add to the body of 

knowledge of appropriate and rigorous professional learning strategies and show the importance of 

such a process for consideration by education consultants working in this field. Further, the study’s 

findings will contribute to furthering understanding of the prerequisites necessary for building teacher 

ownership and teacher leadership in professional learning communities. 
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1.6 Organisation of the Study 

 

This dissertation is organised into six chapters. The prelude chapter has outlined the background and 

history of this self-study to provide the wider and the more specific context in which it is framed. The 

broad framework of the challenges associated with the increasing amount of professional learning for 

educators has been discussed. It has then placed this within the United States context, unearthing 

specific needs for the building of high quality job-embedded professional learning communities and 

the empowering of teacher leaders in decision-making and ownership of their own professional 

development. The specific context of the school chosen for this study has also been described as well 

as the 6-year history of the education consultancy at the school site. 

 

Chapter 1 has detailed the change that was implemented in the professional learning design that 

was focused on teacher choice and ownership. The reasons for choosing a self-study approach and 

topical significance have also been detailed further. The theoretical foundations of the study 

underpinned by the professional knowledge landscape of teachers and consultant has been elaborated 

further, together with the interrelated components of social and situated learning and reflective 

practice. The self-study’s focus question of exploring my own practice in implementing a changed, 

differentiated professional learning model in the 6th year of a consultancy journey has also been 

specified together with the two sub-questions relating to the key question. 

 

The second chapter provides a review of the scholarly literature related to the study’s 

overarching question, focused on examining pertinent literature regarding the external consultancy, and 

teachers’ professional learning and coaching as a valid adult learning strategy. Areas within this field 

of literature that are examined include theories of teacher learning underpinning professional learning 

models and their alignment to various types of coaching including cognitive apprenticeship, content-

focused coaching, and reciprocal mathematics coaching. Lastly, research pertaining to adult learning 

theory in terms of teachers’ stages of concern as they develop new knowledge in professional learning 

is detailed. 

 

The theoretical and philosophical position underpinning the study is outlined and justified in 

Chapter 3, followed by a description of the self-study and case study methods used to investigate 

research questions. Ethical considerations and issues are also discussed as well as sampling principles 
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and data collection procedures. Chapter 4 presents and discusses the research data, including the initial 

individual teacher and Principal interviews, teachers’ focus group interview, the researchers’ reflective 

journal, and the end of study teacher interviews. The data presented in Chapter 4 are analysed and 

discussed throughout Chapter 5 within the framework of the key research questions. Chapter 5 also 

follows with a summary of the research study, with key conclusions and findings being outlined and 

discussed. 

 

1.7 Conclusion 

 

Chapter 1 has outlined the broad field and focus of the study, exploring my role as an external 

consultant in implementing a choice-driven professional learning model within one school site. The 

theoretical foundations of the study have been discussed, outlining the core theory of the consultant’s 

and the teacher’s professional knowledge landscapes (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995) and its 

interrelationship with social and situated learning theories as well as those of Schön’s (1983) reflective 

practice. The topical significance of the study’s focus currently facing schools and leaders in their 

quest to build whole-school professional learning communities has been outlined. 

 

The key research question of the self-study, exploring my work as an external consultant in 

developing and implementing a reframed professional learning design which emphasised teacher 

choice and ownership, provides a focus for investigating the scholarly literature in the next chapter. As 

a result, three key areas are discussed in the literature review. Firstly, literature pertaining to the 

position of the external consultancy is detailed in terms of the three teacher learning theories 

underpinning various professional learning designs, including the behaviourist, situated, and cognitive 

perspectives, as well as the various roles of the external consultant. Secondly, scholarly literature on 

the professional learning strategy of coaching is discussed from the perspectives of these theories, 

involving a discussion of different types of coaching including cognitive apprenticeship, content-

focused coaching, and reciprocal mathematics coaching. Lastly, literature relating to adult learning and 

the stages of teachers’ concerns as they work through change processes in professional learning, as 

well as the building of teacher leadership, will be shared so as to determine the depth of findings and 

extent of knowledge of the research in these areas. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 

2.0 Introduction 

 

In my role as a consultant I have been influenced by a wealth of research in the field of consultancy. 

This field has a range of areas, but for the purposes of examining my practice, this chapter examines 

the literature in three focus areas. I regard these areas as underpinning my work as an external 

consultant in facilitating a changed professional learning model. Within the “professional knowledge 

landscape” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 3) of my work, the goal has always been improved 

outcomes for students through the most effective teaching of mathematics. Many roles were adopted 

and strategies utilised to support the delivery of quality professional learning experiences. 

 

The review firstly explores the literature in terms of the behaviourist, situated, and cognitive 

teacher learning theories underpinning the professional learning models used, as well as the various 

roles of the external consultant. Secondly, from the perspectives of these theories, the field of 

coaching, in particular the areas of cognitive apprenticeship, content-focused coaching, and reciprocal 

mathematics coaching, is examined. Lastly, the literature pertaining to teachers’ professional learning, 

particularly the stages of concern (Hall & Loucks, 1978; Hall & Rutherford, 1976) experienced by 

teachers as adult learners as they face change, as well as teacher leadership, is elaborated. 

 

2.1 Professional Learning for Teachers and the External Consultancy 

 

This section examines the key literature on learning theories and the role of external consultants in the 

professional development of teachers. Research in the field of professional development has been 

particularly prolific in the 1990s, acknowledging the pivotal role of quality teaching in school 

improvement (Andrews, Crowther, Hann, & Mc Master, 2002; Crowther & Olsen, 1997; Crowther et 

al., 2001; Crowther et al., 2002; Newman & Wehlage, 1995, Smylie, 1997; Spillane, 2004). 

 

Hargreaves and Fullan (1991) identified that effective professional development involves 

“intensive, sustained, theoretically based yet practically-situated learning, with opportunities to observe 

good practice, to be involved in coaching and mentoring processes and to take time for reflection” (p. 
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21). Clandinin and Connelly (1995) added the importance of regarding teachers’ professional learning 

as a continuous process rather than a string of one-off workshop experiences, and accepting that 

adapting to change for teachers is a gradual, time-consuming process. These experiences are best 

centred in the classroom and relevant to their daily teaching practice (NSDC, 2004). 

 

The research of Lovitt, Stephens, Clarke, and Romberg (1990) resulted in the identification of 

several characteristics essential to a successful professional learning model in a school: 

 address issues of concern recognized by teachers themselves; 

 be as close as possible to teachers’ working environment; 

 take place over an extended period of time; 

 have the support of both teachers and the school administration; 

 provide opportunities for reflection and feedback; 

 enable participating teachers to feel a substantial degree of ownership; 

 involve a conscious commitment on the part of the teacher; 

 involve groups of teachers rather than individuals from a school; 

 use the services of a consultant or critical friend. (p. 234) 

Similarly, the National Staff Development Council (1995) details comparative principles underlying 

effective professional development, recognized by much research. Over a decade later, Elmore (2002) 

concurred with such characteristics when he stated, “good professional development should encompass 

expectations educators hold for students, child-development theory, curriculum content and design, 

instructional and assessment strategies for instilling higher-order competencies, school culture and 

shared decision-making” (p. 39). 

 

Such frameworks are foundational to the history of the external consultancy in the study in 

developing frameworks of professional learning for teachers. An important component of the 

consultancy has been coaching which is recognised as a valid professional learning strategy that 

embodies many of the characteristics defined by both Lovitt et al. (1990) and the National Staff 

Development Council (2001). It is important to this study now to consider the underlying theories of 

teacher learning used by external consultants or professional development providers in determining 

such coaching strategies or structures. 
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2.1.1 Theories of teacher learning underpinning the external consultancy. 

 

Three paradigms of teacher change and learning have been identified by Greeno, Collins, and Resnick 

(1996). These are behaviourist, situated, and cognitive paradigms. The behaviourist paradigm focuses 

on transmission and passive teacher experience. Situated approaches emphasise the importance of 

teachers themselves in their own learning, viewing teachers as active agents in the collaborative 

exchange of ideas and meaning-making process of professional development. Finally the cognitive 

paradigm focuses on the individual actively engaged in reflection of his or her practice. Spillane (2002) 

conducted a 5-year study with 40 district professional development leaders from nine school districts, 

which expands further on these three paradigms and is examined here to illustrate these theories in 

practice and the implications for professional learning experiences. 

 

Spillane (2002) examined professional development providers’ beliefs about the 

implementation of recent mathematics and science reforms through the teachers’ professional 

development experiences. By looking closely at these district leaders’ (or facilitators’) theories about 

teaching and learning, Spillane examined more rigorously the pedagogy and content of the professional 

development that was most effective in helping teachers implement standards-based reforms. He found 

that 85% of the facilitators favoured a behaviourist perspective with professional development, 

believing that “teaching teachers centred on the transmission of knowledge from expert to novice” (p. 

387). This strongly influenced the choice of professional development structures. 

 

Within such a paradigm, the flow of information occurred in one direction only, from the expert 

to the novice (Spillane, 2002). The role of the teachers was passive and consisted primarily of listening 

to systemic information, unrelated or unconnected to the teachers’ existing knowledge and practice as a 

basis for exploring new ideas. Knowledge was introduced in isolated components or “chunks” (p. 387), 

often solely determined by the external professional development providers. External motivation such 

as teacher evaluations, administrator monitoring, state test results and control of resources were the 

only locus of control used to help teachers implement the standards in their practice. Workshops, 

information sessions, and demonstration lessons based on “telling and showing” (Spillane, 2002, p. 

387) were methods employed by the professional development leaders within this paradigm, aligned to 

the view that there is a strong reliance on external providers in deciding the content and strategies of 
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professional development. External providers were “the transmitters of knowledge for instructional 

change…and were especially important” (p. 383). 

 

Of the remaining professional development leaders in Spillane’s (2002) study, he identified five 

as supporting a situated paradigm. While this approach views the importance of external facilitators in 

contributing to teachers’ learning, it also identifies that teacher leaders are seen as pivotal to the 

learning and change process because of their situatedness within daily classroom practice. Thus this 

viewpoint acknowledges the teachers’ existing pedagogical and content knowledge and beliefs. 

Regarding individuals as an integral part of their communities of practice and their environment, 

learning is seen within social interaction. Collegial and collaborative discourse, professional dialogue, 

and deprivatisation of teaching are all held as important in building teacher learning and change. As a 

result, Spillane explains that knowledge is not seen as being transmitted by an expert but rather, 

“constructed in part through the reflection and thinking enabled by the interaction among peers about 

their practice and guided by the ideas and questions posed by the experts” (p. 393). 

 

These leaders advocated a dual theory-practice nexus, basing the teachers’ learning in both the 

reform mandates and also in the teachers’ own knowledge, trying out the new ideas in their practice. 

Students’ work, curriculum, and pedagogy formed the basis of teacher learning and change. With this 

underlying theory of teacher learning, Spillane (2002) states, “learning involved teachers participating 

in inquiry and reflection about their practice and in solving pedagogical problems that were meaningful 

to teachers as learners” (p. 393). In the Spillane study, such ongoing inquiry and reflection was 

supported by the facilitators as a way to ground the theory of reforms in the daily practice of teaching. 

Pedagogical knowledge, content knowledge, and personal, practical knowledge all combined to form 

part of the teachers’ learning. The locus of control from this viewpoint was within the teachers 

themselves, framed within the particular school setting as teachers developed their own identities as 

“learners and knowers in their school communities” (Spillane, 2002, p. 394). As well, the development 

of a strong collegial community of teachers ensured teachers motivated each other to adopt new ideas.  

 

Only one district change leader adopted a cognitive perspective in Spillane’s (2002) study. This 

viewpoint embodied the belief by the facilitator that “teacher change and learning was enabled through 

teacher reflection on existing knowledge, experience and practice” (Spillane, 2002, p. 396). Thus in 

this case the facilitator adopted a role that provided the teacher with guided discussions about emerging 



Reframing Educational Consultancy: A Self Study 

 

51 

 

issues and problems while s/he implemented the reforms in his/her daily practice. In this way the 

individual teacher’s professional learning needs were the focus. The teacher examined the students’ 

thinking, work, and needs also to inform the direction of his/her professional growth. Spillane (2002) 

adds, “Teaching teachers involved using their own existing conceptions and understandings to 

challenge and push their thinking and practice” (p. 398). The content of the professional development 

was then determined by both the teachers’ needs and issues arising from their implementation of the 

reforms as well as the needs observed by the district professional development leader. Motivation for 

learning was both extrinsic and intrinsic, with the belief that the extrinsic motivators such as the 

provision of curriculum resources would eventually act as an intrinsic locus of control. This is 

reminiscent of Guskey’s (cited in Guskey & Sparks, 1996) work on practice versus beliefs and Schön’s 

(1983) notion of teachers’ willing suspension of disbelief, with teachers trying out reforms in their 

classrooms before developing beliefs in changed practices. Once teachers see the value of the reform in 

practice, the beliefs, and ultimately the intrinsic motivation, follow. As Spillane (2002) notes, “as 

teachers begin to change their practice, the motivation for change would come more from within their 

practice” (p. 399).  

 

The implications of this study are evident in Spillane’s (2002) conclusion that district 

professional development providers who support a behaviourist view underpinning teacher learning 

and change may not be as effective as those supporting a situated or cognitive perspective. He argues 

that the behaviourist view supports notions of the traditional view of teaching and learning where 

“teaching is telling and learning is remembering” (Cohen as cited in Spillane, 2002, p. 410). Spillane 

(2002) does concede that recent reforms in state and national mathematics standards themselves hold 

constructivist views that are best aligned to situated or cognitive paradigms and therefore better suited 

to these forms of professional learning.  

 

Understanding the three paradigms underpinning teacher learning is important to my study as 

each notion is relevant to various stages of the consultancy. The initial notion of the expert delivering 

professional development was clearly mandated as a beginning to the consultancy. The ongoing role of 

building relationships and gaining the confidence of teachers to enable me better to ascertain, 

differentiate, and facilitate professional learning according to their existing knowledge and needs is 

also clearly identifiable in my study. Lastly, the notion of the reframing of a critically reflective design 

for teacher learning and change is central to the study’s focus. 
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Given the three different paradigms, what is the role then of the external consultant in 

developing professional learning programs within schools? 

 

2.1.2 The roles of the external consultancy with teachers’ professional learning. 

 

Some research studies (Frieberg, Zbikowski, & Ganzer, 1996, April; Snyder & D’Emidio-Caston, 

2001; Spillane, 2002; Tajik, 2008) support the view that where an external consultant has worked in 

schools as both a researcher and practitioner, a movement occurs over time from a behaviourist to a 

situated or cognitive perspective underpinning the professional learning. Aligned to this shift, Tajik 

(2008) and other researchers (Elmore, 2002; Hopkins, Ainscow, & West, 1997; Sergiovanni, 1992) 

suggest there is evidence that the external consultant is able to facilitate whole-school improvement. 

Tajik suggests this may be facilitated through “helping teachers view teaching as a collective, collegial 

practice not as an individual enterprise” (p. 254). 

 

Other researchers (Bullough, 1990; Glickman & Bey, 1990; Snyder & D’Emidio-Caston, 2001) 

have identified that external consultants offer valuable emotional support and strategies for coping with 

transitions of change. Research by Tajik (2008) offers a plausible rationale for the use of external 

consultants in schools when he states, “Accumulated research findings suggest that external agents are 

needed because they can examine schools’ structures, culture and educational practices as outsiders, 

observing how the established norms, relationships and values in a school affect the insiders’ (teachers, 

head-teachers, students) practices” (p. 254). Tajik (2008) argues that by having such an outsider/insider 

perspective (Korthagen & Lunenberg, 2004) that reflects and probes the expectations, relationships, 

and values, external consultants can “create an environment of trust, cooperation and collegiality in the 

school by encouraging dialogue and exchange of views, ideas and expertise amongst teachers, 

principal and community members” (p. 254). 

 

While the evidence indicates the supportive role of external consultants in teacher learning and 

change, Tajik (2008) also proposes they adopt three possible broad roles in their work. These include 

technical expert, facilitator, and critical friend. In describing each of the consultancy roles further, it is 

useful to view them in light of the theories underpinning teacher learning previously discussed in this 

chapter. Table 6 details this alignment. 
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Table 6 

Alignment of Roles of External Consultant with Theories Underpinning Teacher Learning 

Theories underpinning teacher learning Role of External Consultant 

Behaviourist and situated Technical expert 

Situated  Facilitator 

Situated and Cognitive Critical friend 

 

The role of the technical expert aligns to a predominantly behaviourist perspective of teacher 

learning in that it assumes the external consultant is the carrier and purveyor of knowledge and 

expertise. This role is similar to an adviser, a trainer, or a conveyer of knowledge and solver of 

problems. Tajik (2008) states that in all these sub-roles within the technical expert’s task, the external 

consultant is “likely to provide teachers with explicit directions, prescriptions and guidelines for what 

they should or should not do, and how they should do it” (p. 258). Elements of a situated perspective 

are also inherent in such a role in that the situation or context still remains important for the sharing of 

the knowledge. 

 

Tajik (2008) proposes that adopting the role of a facilitator, the external consultant may take on 

a variety of sub-roles such as “process helper, resource linker, mediator, knowledge builder, capacity 

builder, practitioner, innovator, provocateur and catalyst” (p. 257). An external consultant adopting this 

role becomes a type of middle manager working between the principal and the teachers to ensure a 

balance between the system’s priorities and the individual and group needs of the teachers. Tajik 

observes that such a role assumes the consultant works within a situated perspective, mindful of the 

particular needs and culture of the school site and initially they ascertain the specific needs of the 

teachers and the school. Focused on using social interactions and collaboration, “they then 

gradually…create situations to engage teachers and other stakeholders in schools in interactive 

discourse and dialogue and negotiations about change and its implementation. They gradually 

empower teachers to lead the change” (Tajik, 2008, p. 257). 

 

For the third role of critical friend, Tajik (2008) includes a variety of roles, including 

participant observer, researcher, ethnographer, and action researcher to “engage teachers in systematic 

and critical analysis of their practice” (p. 257). They do this by focusing on reflective inquiry, 

facilitating teachers to question long-held views, beliefs, and classroom practices within a collaborative 
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examination of their pedagogy. Tajik elaborates further on the critical collegiality developed between 

teachers: 

As a result there may develop a ‘critical colleagueship’ between teachers and the agent, which is 

important to develop critical thinking in teachers. This kind of critical friendship amongst 

teachers helps create an environment of mutual trust and collegial relationships in schools… As a 

critical friend, an agent can help teachers believe that what they can do together is far greater 

than they can do alone; they can do a lot by mutual exchange of views, ideas and constructive 

feedback. (p. 258) 

The focus is on developing a critical professional discourse regarding teachers’ classroom practice 

within a mutually respectful environment. In this role, Tajik (2008) argues that the external consultant 

or “agent” also benefits as it provides opportunities for his or her own critical self-reflection on beliefs, 

assumptions, and practice. This is reflective of my own self-study. 

 

Such roles can also be identified in research published over 10 years ago. Meggitt (1998) 

conducted a study of Australian external consultants working in adult education in Asian or Pacific 

contexts. In his study, questionnaires were used to ascertain the consultant’s and client’s perceptions of 

what was essential for the effective completion of their roles as well as the perceptions of the clients. A 

new identification of the roles of the external consultant was revealed. 

He or she has considerable technical expertise and subject knowledge…and perceives the role of 

consultant as facilitator and resource person rather than expert and is committed to client needs 

with realistic expectations of host country resources and ways of implementing change and is 

willing to consult key local people. (Meggitt, 1998, p. 182) 

Thus both the facilitator and critical friend roles are identified as being inherently required for external 

consultancy. Meggitt prefaces this with the need for the consultant to have technical expertise as a 

background characteristic. The skills required within these roles included interpersonal, pedagogical, 

organizational, and negotiation skills. Further, the need for leadership and sensitivity to the situation-

specific needs of the adults and the particular school or work sites was identified (Meggitt, 1998, p. 

183). Regardless of which role is adopted, there are many variables that also shape the work of the 

external consultant, including their own existing professional knowledge, “the knowledge, skills and 

personal traits they bring to their work, the authority attached to their role and the expectations and 

needs of their clients” (Tajik, 2008, p. 262).  
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Working as an external consultant with adult learners means determining and choosing from 

the wide array of professional learning strategies to best meet the needs and expectations of the 

teachers. The choice of roles depends largely on the theory of teacher learning underpinning the 

professional learning design. Coaching in the classroom as a vehicle for teacher learning encompasses 

all three consultancy roles, technical expert, facilitator, and critical friend (Tajik, 2008), with the 

possibility of a merging or combining of the roles. Given the emphasis of coaching as a professional 

learning strategy within each of the three paradigms of teacher learning, I now turn to a discussion of 

the literature in relation to its importance. 

 

2.2 Coaching as a Professional Learning Strategy 

 

As indicated in the work of Spillane (2002) examined earlier, moving from a notion of one-off 

workshops outside the classroom to professional learning centred on daily practice in the classroom, 

focusing on student work, and delving deeply into the rigours of content-focused teaching are all 

aspects of a renewed look at professional learning for educators. Hill (2000) adds, 

Experience suggests that the majority of teachers are able to improve their effectiveness as 

professional practitioners, given the right conditions and support, but that achieving quantum 

improvements in teacher effectiveness is difficult, if not impossible, using traditional models of 

professional development and in-service training. (p. 21) 

Aligned to this viewpoint, Roberts and Pruitt (2003) suggest that a shift in professional learning 

has occurred over the last decade. This development is summarised in Table 7. 

 

Table 7 

Shifts in Professional Learning 

From To 

Activity-driven Results-Driven 

Consensus of opinions Research based standards 

Pull-out Daily job-embedded structures 

Provider-driven Teacher-driven 

Individual learning Team learning 

Generic pedagogy Content-specific pedagogy 

Focus on adult work Focus on student work 

Process orientation Results orientation 

Professional development Professional learning 
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Roberts and Pruitt (2003) argue that within the evident shift in meaning, professional learning as a term 

supersedes professional development, as the learning is now teacher-driven as opposed to being driven 

by the facilitator or provider of the workshop. It also focuses on teacher ownership with teachers driving 

the professional learning agenda based on their own needs and stages of concern. Over a decade ago, 

Brooks and Brooks (1993) recognised these issues and stated, “unless teachers are given ample 

opportunities to learn in constructivist settings and construct for themselves educational visions through 

which they can reflect on educational practices, the instructional programs will be trivialised into 

‘cookbook’ approaches” (pp. 121-122). 

 

Teacher-owned professional learning is aligned with sites “where strong teacher communities 

exist and are thus able to produce results for teachers and students” (Mc Laughlin & Talbert, 1993). 

Many educators (Bezzina & Wilson, 2000; Burke, 2000; Degenhardt, 2001; Fullan, 2004; Gaffney, 

1998; Killion, 2005; Leiberman, Saxl, & Miles, 1988; McWilliams & O’Brien, 1999; O’Donnell, 

2001) agree with Roberts and Pruitt’s (2003) descriptions of a new form of teacher professional 

learning as contributing most effectively to student achievement, one that aligns with a constructivist 

approach to adult learning.  

 

In this context, individuals actively make meaning for themselves. Researchers (Brooks & 

Brooks, 1993; Elmore, 2002) have proposed that new professional learning focuses on reflecting, 

thinking, and self-developed professionals, who are cognisant of their own reflective practicum 

(Schön, 1983) context. Having a belief in constructivism implies the understanding that learners 

construct their knowledge rather than passively receiving it on a “blank slate approach” from others.  

 

Research into professional learning in a constructivist learning community identifies 

experiences such as in-classroom coaching, action research, meta-strategies including reflective 

inquiry, teacher networks, and professional dialogue with colleagues about practices and beliefs 

(Andrews et al., 2004; Becker & Pence, 2003; Brady, 2007; Crowther et al., 1999; Sparks & Hirsh, 

1997). Le Fevre and Richardson (cited in Toll, 2004) also support the notion of a constructivist 

approach that focuses on learner control and professional interaction, and “leads to greater teacher 

reflection than professional development that focuses on conveying knowledge to teachers” (p. 153). 
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Coaching is one strategy promoted by researchers as most conducive to achieving development 

in teacher practice and improving student achievement. Joyce and Showers (1988, 1995) found that 

when linked with educational theory, demonstrations, and ongoing support and practice, coaching was 

found to be a useful strategy for professional learning of teachers. Schmoker (2005) agrees when he 

specifically suggests that, 

the highest impact professional development directly relates to the instructional content and 

materials teachers must use, takes place in their own schools and classrooms with coaching and 

ongoing feedback, and seeks to involve all teachers so that the activity emphasizes school-wide 

as compared to just individual capacity. (p. xii) 

 

Richard Elmore (1997) highlights the use of coaches as a key component of the design of the 

successful professional development strategy implemented by Tony Alvarado in Community District 2 

in New York City. Hill (2000) also recommends the use of coaches in building professional learning 

teams with teachers assuming joint responsibility in developing a professional discourse community, 

focusing on the teaching and learning of all students. In discussing the success of the Early Literacy In-

Service Course (ELIC), Hill argues that key ingredients of the professional learning involved utilising an 

on-site “within the school/classroom” context, weekly meetings of learning teams of teachers, and 

opportunities with the coordinators for coaching, modeling, demonstrating, observing each other in 

lessons, mentoring, and inter-visitations with other professional learning teams in schools. The use of 

coaching is seen as a strategy to develop an ongoing whole-school commitment to professional learning 

and improvement. 

 

Ainscow, Barrs, and Martin (1998) support this view when they state that such professional 

learning should provide exposure to “what teaching looks like when it is done differently and 

interactions with someone who can help teachers understand the difference between what they are 

doing and what they aspire to do” (p. 93). Coaching offers these prerequisites. Other researchers 

(Dempsey, 2007; Elmore, Peterson, & Mc Carthy, 1996; Hopkins et al., 1997; Neufield & Roper, 

2003; Schmoker, 2005) also suggest that teachers are unlikely to develop their pedagogy without 

certain types of professional learning. This includes classroom-embedded follow-up and feedback. 

Without ongoing follow-up, the long-term effect of professional learning on teachers’ practice is 

minimal. 
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Professional developers who adopt a coaching role need to have the knowledge of how to meet 

the broad range of both students’ learning needs and teachers’ professional learning needs. Elmore 

(2002) argues that such professional learning means having a continued focus on teachers’ knowledge 

and skills that contributes to the collective good of all students in the school. It is important to focus 

not on an individual’s personal growth and development but on the growth and learning of the 

individual teacher that bests contributes to the quality of instruction in the school and the system and 

directly relates to the data-driven priorities of the students. Building such expertise through 

professional development means being cognisant of three types of pedagogical knowledge: “deep 

knowledge of the subject-matter and skills to be taught, expertise in instructional practices or ‘general 

pedagogical knowledge’ and expertise in instructional practices that address the problems of teaching 

and learning, referred to as pedagogical content knowledge” (Elmore, 2002, p. 17). Elmore argues, 

however, that while such teaching expertise does exist and while it can be supported through 

professional development, “it doesn’t necessarily support improvement in student achievement” (p. 

17). In other words, teachers’ experience does not necessarily equate with expertise. Elmore further 

states that, 

Professional development that results in significant changes in practice will focus explicitly on 

these domains of knowledge, engage teachers in analysis of their own practice and provide 

opportunities for teachers to observe experts and to be observed by and to receive feedback from 

experts. (p. 17) 

Such opportunities are afforded by employing coaching as a valid professional learning strategy, with a 

variety of optional roles adopted with this vehicle of learning, either “technical expert, facilitator or 

critical friend” (Tajik, 2008, p. 257).  

 

Fullan (1990) argues that professional development strategies should focus not only on 

teachers’ specific content and pedagogical needs but also the improvement of schools as learning 

organisations. Central to the notion of improving student achievement in schools through coaching 

teachers in their learning journey is the establishment of professional learning groups that are based 

within the classroom and use a combination of strategies including “demonstration teaching, 

mentoring, coaching and opportunities for the team to debrief and reflect on teachers’ practice and 

progress” (p. 94). The development of such professional learning communities through the strategy of 

coaching is related to Fullan’s (2001) notion of “restructuring and reculturing” (p. 2). The common 

practice of restructuring (Fullan, 2001) is one of introducing reform through changing structures, roles, 
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and responsibilities in schools, often through one-off events such as professional development 

sessions. This is in direct opposition to the notion of reculturing (Fullan, 1997, 2000, 2001) proposed 

with coaching. Reculturing focuses instead on the actual process of teachers questioning, reflecting, 

and changing their beliefs and practices (Fullan, 2001). Having common goals, shared notions about 

teaching and learning developed through “practice based inquiry and teaching for understanding” (Ball 

& Cohen cited in Fullan, 2001, p. 22), as well as shared responsibility, increases the effectiveness of 

teachers.  

 

Coaching can also be utilised as a vehicle for implementing whole-school change. This is 

evident when creating cultures of learning within and across schools where coaching in an action-

learning context is pivotal to the implementation of the change process, and crucial to building 

sustainable reform (Fullan, 2004; Fullan, Hill, & Crevola, 2006). Elmore (2001) summarises this view 

when he states, 

Professional development in the consensus view should be designed not only to support the 

development of individual educator’s knowledge and skills but also to develop the capacity of 

teachers to work collectively on ‘problems of practice’, both within their own schools and with 

practitioners in other settings. (Elmore, 2001, p. 8) 

Such a collaborative focus involves not only immersing teachers in actual practice but also offering 

opportunities for individuals, groups of teachers, and the school as a whole to reflect, critique, and 

inquire into wider organisational issues. Even-Ascensio (2002) examined the work of coaches in 

building professional learning communities focused on whole-school improvement issues. She concurs 

that instructional coaches work not only with individuals and groups of teachers but also in 

implementing curriculum reform school-wide. Through four case studies focused on the work of two 

coaches she examined the strategies coaches use in developing professional learning for school-wide 

improvement, focusing her work on how professional learning communities are established. She also 

examined how the coach’s role was perceived by teachers, principals, and the coaches themselves, as 

well as how the coach’s strategies may vary depending on the situation or context of the organisation. 

She found that there is a need for strong foundational organisational context factors to support such 

coaching. This includes the length of time of the consultancy as well as the development of principal 

and teacher leadership pivotal in building a successful professional learning community. Her 

conclusions determined that critical factors for a school’s readiness to utilise a coach (or consultant) 

most effectively included the school community’s awareness of a professional learning need evidenced 
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by students’ learning outcomes, an urgency felt by the community to do something about the issue, and 

strong interpersonal relationships among the staff (Even-Ascencio, 2002). Her findings align to 

Elmore’s (2001) view that, “whether professional development improves instructional quality and 

academic performance depends as much on the characteristics of the organization in which it is done as 

it does on the characteristics of the professional development activities themselves” (p. 20). The 

importance of the situatedness of such learning within the teachers’ and the principal’s professional 

knowledge landscapes is openly acknowledged and the underlying situated and cognitive paradigms 

discussed earlier become obvious and integral to this study. 

 

Within effective organisational contexts, Spillane (2002) explains the different perspectives that 

coaches use. From a behavioural perspective, the coach adopts more of an apprentice/expert status. 

Coaching from a situated and cognitive perspective, Spillane explains, is identified by an approach that 

has the coach adopting a facilitator role and employing collaborative critical inquiry. As each of these 

roles is evident historically in my study’s context, the variations of coaching from these perspectives 

are explored further. 

 

2.2.1 Coaching within a behaviourist and situated perspective: Cognitive apprenticeship. 

 

Although over 20 years old, the research of Bandura (1977) and Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989) is 

foundational to understanding the traditional view of coaching, an initial view taken at this school site. 

Brown et al. (1989) propose the concept of cognitive apprenticeship. Collins, Brown, and Newman 

(1989) explain this as a model “designed, among other things, to bring these tacit processes into the 

open, where students can observe, enact, and practice them with help from the teacher” (p. 4). By using 

processes such as modeling and coaching, cognitive apprenticeships also support three stages of skill 

acquisition proposed by Anderson (1983, 2000): the cognitive, the associative, and the autonomous 

stages.  

In the cognitive stage, learners develop declarative understanding of the skill. In the associative 

stage, mistakes and misinterpretations learned in the cognitive stage are detected and eliminated 

while associations between the critical elements involved in the skill are strengthened. Finally, in 

the autonomous stage, the learner’s skill becomes honed and perfected until it is executed at an 

expert level. (Anderson, 2000, p. 108) 

 

http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/autonomy
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Employing a behaviourist perspective, cognitive apprenticeships allow the master teacher to 

model behaviors in a classroom-embedded context with cognitive modeling and coaching (Bandura, 

1977; Brown et al., 1989; Collins et al., 1989; Spillane, 2002). By listening to the master teacher 

demonstrate explicit pedagogical strategies, the teacher as “apprentice” can identify relevant behaviors 

and develop a conceptual model of the processes involved. The teacher then attempts to imitate or 

replicate these strategies and behaviours with coaching being provided by the master teacher. Through 

such coaching, learners are challenged yet also scaffolded at their appropriate level of learning by the 

technical expert (Tajik, 2008).  

 

Coaching from both a behaviourist and situated perspective is informed by Vygotsky’s theories 

(1978) relating to the zone of proximal development. This zone “could be thought of as a symbolic 

space where the …teacher’s pedagogical knowledge and skills are developing under the guidance of 

more experienced people” (Goos, in press). Coaches or consultants need to understand and be 

cognisant of the importance of this critical zone and particular school and classroom contexts for the 

facilitation of learning (Fullan et al., 2006). 

 

Fullan et al. (2006) further connect Vygotsky’s theory to cognitive apprenticeship using the 

notion that “learning is maximised when a ‘more knowing other’…is able to structure learning so that 

the difficulty of the task is in alignment with the individual needs of the learner” (p. 33). This 

perspective places the consultant in the role of the more knowing other who decides and determines the 

knowledge needed by the teachers. Such “assisted learning” does involve constructive feedback, extra 

modeling as necessary, and ongoing coaching and refinement of strategies and skills. Pearson and 

Gallagher (1983) explain this cycle as continuing with a “gradual release of responsibility” (p. 318) to 

the “learner” with the aim of the learner heightening their pedagogical skills to a close approximation 

of the master level. 

 

Cognitive apprenticeship theory emphasises learning in context, acknowledging the role of 

situated learning (Brown et al., 1989). “Situations might be said to co-produce knowledge through 

activity. Learning and cognition, it is now possible to argue, are fundamentally situated” (Brown et al., 

1989, p. 32). Once the importance of each specific context in learning is acknowledged, a different 

form of coaching can be used to support the building of teachers’ knowledge. The importance of 

situated learning is extended further in the literature related to content-focused coaching. 
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2.2.2 Coaching within a situated and cognitive perspective: Content-focused coaching and 

reciprocal mathematics coaching. 

 

2.2.2 (i) Content-focused coaching. 

Researchers in the field of  content-focused coaching propose that it is designed to reach “to the heart 

of the classroom” thus providing a  means for supporting and challenging teachers’ professional 

growth (Ballard, 2001; Bouck, Keusch, & Fitzgerald, 1996; Bransfield, Holt, & Nastasi, 2007; Gibson, 

2006; Hargreaves, 2007; Hutto, 2006; Killion, 2005; Kise, 2006; Knight, 2005, 2006; Neufield & 

Roper, 2003; West & Staub, 2003; Wolpin, 2006). Aligned to the notion of constructivism, this model 

supports teacher growth and development in that it focuses on reflecting, thinking, and self developed 

professionals (Bezzina & Wilson, 2000; Degenhardt, 2001; Fullan, 2000; Gaffney, 1998; Leiberman et 

al., 1988; Mc Williams & O’Brien, 1999; O’Donnell, 2001). As suggested by McWilliams and 

O’Brien (1999), there is a need to engage teachers in deciding what is most effective for their 

professional needs. This has implications for designing professional learning experiences focused on 

teacher ownership, particularly given common current scenarios of teachers coping with change 

through the adoption of new curriculum.  

 

Based on a three-part model of pre-lesson conferencing; observing, modeling, coaching, or co-

teaching the lesson; and post-lesson conferencing, content-focused coaching is centred in the 

classroom but is variable based on the particular context, classroom, and teacher’s needs, prior 

knowledge, and developmental stages of concern (Hall, 1974; Hall & Hord, 1987, 2001; Hord, 2004). 

Guided by Resnick’s (1995, 1999) principles of learning, West and Staub (2003) promote the use of 

the “Guide to Core Issues in Mathematics Lesson Design” (p. 11) to maintain a focus on content-

focused coaching conversations that address issues at the heart of the teacher’s instruction. Such issues 

are promoted as temporary scaffolds, to prompt teachers to think through aspects of their teaching and 

learning more specifically and consciously. By focusing on facilitating student learning and scaffolding 

teachers’ professional development, coaches are encouraged to engage in coaching moves, those 

discussions and questions that are invitational and encourage teacher contributions to share thoughts, 

plans, questions and those that provide specific assistance, scaffolding and guidance with regards to 

pedagogy or content (West & Staub, 2003, p. 15). The focus then is on blending content and pedagogy 

to build teachers’ “pedagogical content knowledge” (Schulman, 1987, p. 8).  
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2.2.2 (ii) Key strategies of content-focused coaching. 

If coaching is seen as a “helping working relationship between colleagues” (West-Burnham & 

O’Sullivan, 1998, p. 53) with the consultancy role being one of facilitator or critical friend (Tajik, 

2008), then there must be mutual trust to facilitate further learning. Three key strategies that facilitate 

the translation of learning into practice within the trusting relationship have been identified in the 

literature, and are encompassed by coaching, including reflection, inquiry, action research, and 

professional conversations. 

 

2.2.2 (ii) (a) Reflection. 

The use of metastrategy by teachers is vital in enabling teachers to construct further meaning from 

their practice (Crowther et al., 2002; Lambert, Collay, Dietz, Kent, & Richert, 1996; Quillinan, 2001; 

West-Burnham & O’Sullivan, 1998). This is strongly related to Schön’s (1983) theoretical framework 

of reflective practice.  

 

2.2.2 (ii) (b) Inquiry. 

With content-focused coaching, opportunities for collaborative inquiry are also encouraged so that all 

community members are able to share ideas and beliefs and examine others to create new meanings 

(Lambert et al., 1996). This is often best facilitated through action research practices. 

 

2.2.2 (ii) (c) Action research. 

As a part of the content-focused coaching cycle, the use of action research is encouraged for all 

constructivist learners to allow for “trialing of ideas with colleagues” (Gaffney, 1998, p. 54), with the 

main aim of “improving practice by developing teachers’ capacity to make judgements about their own 

practice” (Busher et al., 2000, p. 147). For teachers to lead change effectively in schools, in curriculum 

and philosophy of professionalism, teams of teachers need to work together, to learn and talk together 

and value each others’ practice and prior knowledge (Busher et al., 2000). This needs to be a priority 

for principals and external consultants, in focusing on, valuing, and organising for this type of 

professional learning, as well as building positive communities of learning through acknowledging 

teachers’ and schools’ successes. 

 

The use of these strategies varies with the consultant’s or coach’s expertise, their own 

professional knowledge landscape and background, as well as the particular teacher learning theory 
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they adhere to within their work. Both roles of “facilitator” and “critical friend” (Tajik, 2008, p. 257) 

can be enacted within such coaching. 

 

2.2.2 (iii) Differentiated reciprocal mathematics coaching. 

Little research has been conducted where the coaching has been differentiated according to each 

individual teacher’s needs and the consultant has worked more in the role of “critical friend” (Tajik, 

2008, p. 257). However, one study by Wolpin (2006) illustrates some research within this field, 

involving four teachers in different schools. These teachers had invited Wolpin to assist them to 

improve their mathematics pedagogy. Wolpin referred to her approach to content-focused coaching as 

“reciprocal mathematics coaching” (p. 215), accounting for the individual teacher’s needs and 

concerns arising from the classroom as well as acknowledging the reciprocal learning of the coach 

herself in the relationship. She explains this approach as acknowledging her own learning in the course 

of the coaching interactions.  

 

In differentiating professional learning, Wolpin (2006) had each teacher set their own learning 

goals. As well, they selected the role they wanted Wolpin to play in their learning, either as a technical 

expert with demonstrations and modeling, co-teacher or facilitator, or as an observer providing critical 

and reflective feedback. Each case involved different considerations and teacher needs and thus 

Wolpin personalised the professional learning offered. Each teacher displayed different stages of 

concern (Hall & Hord, 1987) as well as varying needs based on their own background experiences and 

knowledge. Wolpin details how she adopted different coaching roles for each teacher based on their 

needs. This ranged from coaching through demonstrations, workshops, and lesson planning as well as 

facilitating teachers’ understanding in making sense of the mathematics program. As well it included 

working within a collaborative and mutually respectful “critical colleagueship” (Wolpin, 2006, p. 217). 

Wolpin’s study of her own work presents one story of a consultancy, which although similar in its 

focus on mathematics and differentiated coaching, is significantly different from the self-study I 

present in this dissertation. Wolpin’s participants were voluntary and across four schools. This self-

study is set in one school and the participants are not voluntary. In this way my study is important to 

building research cases in the field of consultants using differentiated coaching models in a variety of 

contexts. The context-specific nature and the importance of the personal professional knowledge held 

by the consultant make self-study a valid methodology for such research, as Wolpin has demonstrated. 



Reframing Educational Consultancy: A Self Study 

 

65 

 

Important to my professional knowledge as a consultant, as with Wolpin’s study, is the literature on 

understanding teachers’ needs and concerns. 

 

2.3 Teachers’ Professional Learning and Teacher Leadership 

 

2.3.1 Adult learning and stages of concern. 

 

Over 20 years ago, Hall and other researchers from the Research and Development Center for Teacher 

Education, University of Texas, Austin, detailed a model which describes how teachers develop 

through stages as they come to understand a change in knowledge. Many researchers, dominated by 

Hall, have come to refer to the seven stages of concern and as a result, the Concerns-Based Adoption 

Model has developed (Hall, 1974; Hall & Hord, 1987, 2001; Hall & Loucks, 1978; Hall & Rutherford, 

1976; Loucks & Pratt, 1979).  

 

Within the seven-stage model several basic assumptions about professionals undergoing change 

are proposed (Hall, 1974; Hall & Hord, 1987, 2001; Hall & Loucks, 1978; Hall & Rutherford, 1976; 

Loucks & Pratt, 1979). It is proposed that teachers’ concerns develop through these seven stages as 

innovations or changes are implemented. Individuals, not organisations and institutions, accomplish 

change. Therefore change agendas, including professional learning designs, must be focused on 

concrete and practical agendas with the individual teacher if improvements in practice are likely. Hord, 

Rutherford, Huling-Austin, and Hall (1987) describe further assumptions about implementing change 

in a professional context. Time is needed for any change agenda to be implemented in the classroom, 

occurring over several years in an ongoing, continuous, and reflective process of development of 

feelings, behaviours, and beliefs. Researchers note the importance of teachers being involved in the 

decision-making of professional learning agendas as well as the need for them to feel supported and 

acknowledged in adopting innovations. They also must have some faith and mutual respect and trust in 

the consultant or change agent having credible expertise (Beaton, 1985). 

 

Table 8 outlines the seven stages of concern with the correlated expression of concern by 

individuals at each stage (Loucks & Pratt, 1979, p. 214).  
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Table 8 

Stages and Expressions of Concern  

 Stages of Concern Expressions of Concern 

RESULTS 6. Refocusing I have some ideas about something that would 

work even better 

RESULTS 5. Collaboration I am concerned about relating what I am doing 

with what other teachers are doing 

RESULTS 4. Consequence How is my use affecting students? 

TASK 3. Management I seem to be spending all my time getting 

materials ready. 

SELF 2. Personal How will using it affect me? 

SELF 1. Informational I would like to know more about it. 

SELF 0. Awareness I am not concerned about it (the innovation). 

 

Initially, the individual’s first concerns are unrelated to the innovation. This is followed by self-

oriented concerns including those of an informational and personal nature. As the change is 

implemented, individuals’ concerns become management-focused, with scheduling, materials, and 

time demands most prominent. Once a resolution is made with these concerns, the next stage is 

focused on concerns based on the impact of the innovation—consequences, collaboration, and 

refocusing concerns coming to the fore. In summary, the first three stages are focused on the self, with 

the middle stage focused on the tasks caused by change so that they are eventually incorporated into 

the routine. The last three stages of concern are focused on the results, the impact of the change 

(Loucks & Pratt, 1979). Implications for my work lie in the notion of ensuring an alignment of 

professional learning experiences to teachers’ particular stages of concern.  

 

Loucks-Horsley (1995) suggests that the stages of concern relate to professional learning of 

teachers in a number of ways. Firstly, she suggests the importance of “attending to where people are 

and addressing the questions they are asking when they are asking them… The kinds and content of 

professional development opportunities can be informed by ongoing monitoring of the concerns of 

teachers” (Loucks-Horsley, 1995, p. 1). Secondly, the stages of concern model suggests that it is 

important to take time for the implementation of innovations, because the early stages of concern take 

a minimum of 3 years to be addressed and for the next stages to appear (Hall & Hord, 1987; Loucks-

Horsley, 1995): 
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We know that teachers need to have their self-concerns addressed before they are ready to attend 

hands-on workshops. We know that management concerns can last at least a year, especially 

when teachers are implementing a school year’s worth of new curricula and also when new 

approaches to teaching require practice and each topic brings new surprises. (Loucks-Horsley, 

1995, p. 1) 

 

Loucks-Horsley (1995) stresses the need for teachers to have support to work out any problems 

and to “reinforce good teaching once the use of the new practice smoothes out” (p. 2). This seems 

particularly important in terms of the coaching inherent in consultancy, knowing that once the 

innovation becomes routine, teachers often never have time to focus on whether and in what ways 

students are learning. This often requires some organisational priority setting, as well as stimulating 

interest and concern about specific student learning outcomes. Important to this study, Loucks-Horsley 

does not restrict the stages of concern to just teachers, instead acknowledging that principals, 

consultants, parents, and policy makers all have concerns which need to be addressed appropriately so 

that progress can occur with any change. 

 

Principals in schools have had a great deal of influence over whether teachers remain with 

management concerns or whether these are resolved and consequence concerns can emerge. An area of 

reflection for this study is my role in facilitating this movement through the stages of concern.  

 

2.3.2 Building teacher leadership. 

 

2.3.2 (i) Building leadership capacity in schools. 

Andrews et al.’s (2002) model of teacher leadership is acknowledged as being pivotal to sustainable 

whole-school improvement (Crowther & Olsen, 1997; Crowther et al., 2001; Crowther et al., 2002; 

Smylie, 1997). The notion of a shared equivalent leadership between teacher leaders and administrative 

leaders (Andrews & Lewis, 2000) implies mutually supportive relationships. Such “parallel leadership” 

describes “teacher leaders and their principals engaging in collective action to build capacity. It 

embodies mutualism, shared purpose and respect for individual expression and contribution” 

(Crowther et al., 2001, p. 14). This approach to leadership is successful because it depends on a 

number of people and processes, not just one autocratic leader at the top of the hierarchy. It appears 

much more suited “to the sophisticated capabilities of the teaching profession, more likely to engender 

professional esteem and more conducive to sustained educational enhancement” (Crowther et al., 2001, 
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p. 5). Teacher-leaders and the principal need to “engage in collective action to build capacity” 

(Crowther et al., 2001, p. 4) with such leadership defined as: “behaviour that facilitates principled 

pedagogical action toward whole-school success. It derives from the distinctive power of teaching to 

shape meaning for children, youth and adults. It contributes to enhanced quality of community life in 

the long term” (Andrews et al., 2002, p. 25). 

 

For teachers to lead change effectively in schools, in curriculum, and in the philosophy of 

professionalism, teachers need to work together in teams, to learn and talk together and value each 

others’ practice and prior knowledge (Busher, Harris, & Wise, 2000; Freeston & Costa, 1998; Killion, 

2005). This needs to be a priority for principals in focusing on, valuing, and building this type of 

parallel leadership and collegial relationships, embedded within positive communities of learning 

which acknowledge teachers’ and schools’ successes. 

 

The role of the principal then becomes one of engaging in strategic and transformational 

leadership (Crowther et al., 2002; Smylie, 1997), encouraging and empowering teachers to develop or 

nurture effective teacher-leader behaviours. Crowther et al. (2002, p. 13) effectively summarise 

strategies for principals to adopt, including: 

 Communicating a clear strategic intent 

 Incorporating the aspirations and ideas of others 

 Posing difficult-to-answer questions 

 Masking space for individual innovation 

 Knowing when to step back 

 Creating opportunities out of perceived difficulties 

 Building on achievements to create a culture of success. 

 

Recognising the vitally important impact of teacher leaders on school reform, Andrews et al. 

(2002) propose a framework of teacher leadership, which forms a viable basis from which to consider 

teacher leadership for the future. Teacher-leaders tend to exhibit the following essential characteristics 
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or behaviours, which are steeped in a mixture of transformational and servant leadership notions 

(Crowther & Olsen, 1997): 

 Conveying convictions about a ‘better world’ 

 Striving for authenticity in their teaching, learning and assessment practices 

 Facilitating communities of learning through organisation-wide processes 

 Confronting barriers in the school’s culture and structures 

 Translating ideas into sustainable systems of action 

 Nurturing a culture of success (Andrews et al., 2002, p. 25). 

 

Several researchers (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Leithwood, Tomlinson, & Genge, 1996) state 

that leadership behaviours that provide opportunities for the involvement of staff in decision making 

and developing shared meanings and values involve, 

distributing the responsibility and power for leadership widely throughout the school; sharing 

decision making with staff; allowing staff to manage their own decision-making committees; 

ensuring effective problem solving and autonomy for teachers in meetings; giving teachers time 

and resources to engage in problem solving and collaborative planning decisions. (Hallinger & 

Heck, cited in Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000, p. 811) 

Duke, Showers, and Imber (cited in Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000) add that this involvement in decision 

making leads to a more democratic school with an increase in teachers’ professional learning. 

Leithwood et al. (1996) argue further that such empowerment enhances teachers’ motivation to change 

by developing “teachers’ beliefs about the extent to which their working context will support their best 

efforts to implement new practices in their classrooms and schools” (p. 811). Thus, developing a 

collaborative school culture involves teachers being “empowered to frame problems, and to discuss 

and work individually and collectively to understand and to change the situations that cause these 

problems” (Fullan, 1996, p. 51). 

 

2.3.2 (ii) Building relational trust. 

It is well acknowledged in the research literature that all individuals in schools need to be valued, 

respected, and appreciated for their strengths and differences (Fullan, 1997, 2003). Catering for such 
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individual needs implies the building of relational trust between all members. Brych and Schneider’s 

study (cited in Fullan, 2003), which indicated a strong correlation between trust levels and academic 

achievement, identified four dimensions upon which they focused their identification of trust levels. 

These included “respect, competence, personal regard for others and integrity” (Brych & Schneider, 

cited in Fullan, 2003, p. 43). These traits are also evident in the relationships among all members of a 

professional learning community (Fullan, 2002): “Relational trust with a strong press for moral 

purpose produces very tough cultures that work diligently inside and outside school to get results” 

(Fullan, 2003, p. 43). 

 

Reina and Reina (cited in Fullan, 1997) have identified three types of relational trust including 

competence, contractual, and communications trust. The three types all have to be developed in 

alignment with each other. Competence trust involves respect of people’s judgements, knowledge, 

skills, and helping people learn new skills. Fullan (1997) describes contractual trust as involving the 

management of expectations and boundaries, consistency, fair delegations of power, and honoring 

mutual goals and purposes. Communications trust is detailed by Fullan (1997) as involving the sharing 

of information and truthful communications, giving and receiving feedback, the ability to take risks 

and admit mistakes, and retain confidentiality. Morally focused school leaders focus on commitment 

and disciplined capacity building in the transformation of cultures. Such a culture of discipline implies 

self-disciplined, empowered, and responsible members working as “a culture of people who take 

disciplined action” (Fullan, 2003, p. 43). Leading schools require “principals with the courage and 

capacity to build new cultures based on trusting relationships and a culture of disciplined inquiry and 

action” (Fullan, 2003, p. 45). These two strategies provide a moral asset for improving schools. 

 

Fullan (1996) adds a further aspect to the valuing of individuals in stating that there is a valuing 

of interdependence between individuals and the group, “with a sense of belonging to a group and 

working as a team” (p. 50). He also notes that while making a difference with individuals in a school is 

a valuable and vital component of moral leadership, this influence needs to occur at a broader level for 

sustainable change to occur within schools (Fullan, 2003). 
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2.4 Conclusion 

 

The review has presented three focus areas of literature on the work of educational consultants that 

have informed my work. As such, these areas underpin this study of my work as an external consultant 

facilitating and influencing teachers’ professional learning. Firstly, scholarly literature situating the 

external consultancy in terms of behaviourist, situated, and cognitive teacher learning theories 

underpinning the professional learning designs has been explored. Within such a landscape of teacher 

learning, the various roles of the external consultant were also examined. Secondly, literature and 

research pertaining to the professional learning strategy of coaching has been explored through the 

perspectives of three teacher learning theories, involving a discussion of cognitive apprenticeship, 

content-focused coaching, and reciprocal mathematics coaching. Finally, the discussion centred on 

both teachers’ professional learning and teacher leadership, particularly the notion of stages of concern 

when facing change, teacher leadership and the building of relational trust. 

 

This literature review establishes the sources of my professional knowledge which is an 

important first step to a reflective examination of my role as a consultant at a specific point in time. 

The self-study is targeted at a point when I decided after 5 years of an evolving consultancy working in 

a specific school site, to develop and implement a changed differentiated professional learning design 

to cater for teachers’ own perceived needs. 

 

In Chapter 3, I detail the research design of the study including the theoretical and 

philosophical assumptions, the ethical considerations, the methodology used to generate data collection 

instruments, the sampling principles used in the collection of data, the analytic technique used to 

analyse data, and the criteria used to assess the validity or trustworthiness of the design. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 

3.0 Introduction 

 

As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, the purpose of this study is to examine my role as an education 

consultant in developing and implementing a differentiated professional learning design focused on 

teacher choice and teacher ownership. To achieve this goal, I required a methodology that would allow 

me to be both researcher and participant, both insider and outsider in the personal exploration, self-

disclosure, and analysis of my consultancy role. 

 

In this chapter firstly I detail the qualitative research design of the study including the 

theoretical and philosophical assumptions, the purpose, and the key questions. Next, I discuss the 

ethical considerations which guided the development of the study’s design. Thirdly, the methodology 

used to generate data collection instruments as well as the sampling principles used in the collection of 

data are outlined. Following this, data collection procedures are detailed as well as the data analysis. 

Lastly, I explore the criteria used to assess the validity and trustworthiness of the design and the overall 

limitations of the study. 

 

3.1 Theoretical/Philosophical Assumptions Behind the Design 

 

3.1.1 View of knowledge and social reality underpinning the paradigm. 

 

This self-study adopts a naturalistic interpretive paradigm through seeking to examine my role as an 

external consultant in the reframing of my practice to implement a changed and differentiated 

professional learning model, focused on teacher choice and ownership. In order to capture the multiple 

realities of my personal decisions, beliefs, reflections, and reframed actions as an education consultant, 

I chose to focus on a self-study approach, exposing a view from the often invisible inside of my own 

external professional development consultancy. This approach aligns with an interpretive epistemology 

in the process of “finding out the truth” (Habermas, 1972) to the best of human ability. 

 



Reframing Educational Consultancy: A Self Study 

 

74 

 

The study draws on “a subjectivist epistemology (knower and respondent co-create 

understandings) and a naturalistic (in the natural world) set of methodological procedures” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2003, p. 35). The methodological procedures are based in the naturalistic setting of the 

classroom and school (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). Four elementary teachers in the one school are also 

participants in the study. The study’s inquiry focuses on the teachers’ and my own thinking, actions, 

and decisions, seeking to capture the complexities of  facilitating professional learning that is focused 

on teachers’ perceived and observable needs and enmeshed in teacher choice. 

 

The methodological procedures have been chosen so as to examine the consultancy role in 

terms of interactions with the four teachers. They enable the acknowledgement of the teachers’ 

differing levels of knowledge and pedagogy in adopting change within their daily practices. The 

concerns-based adoption model discussed in the literature underpins the research of the consultancy 

(Hall, 1974; Hall & Hord, 1987, 2001; Hord, 2004). The design of my work as a consultant is informed 

by the need for professional learning to attend firstly to where people are within these stages and to be 

informed by the participants’ levels of concern. As a result, data collection used specific interviewing 

techniques and questions to best ascertain and account for these stages of concern. 

 

3.2 Purpose of the Study 

 

As described in Chapter 1, the purpose of my self-inquiry is to explore my own role as an education 

consultant in reframing my practice to implement a differentiated professional learning model during 

the 6th year of an external consultancy at one school site, with four teachers who were aware of the 

“expert’s” role in the coaching relationship (Hutto, 2006; Wolpin, 2006). 

 

3.2.1 Key question and sub-questions. 

 

As a researcher, I knew that the key questions within this qualitative methodology needed to be 

concise, focused, and manageable to meet the study’s purpose (Knobel & Lankshear, 1999; Mason, 

2005; Wolcott, 1994). The key question of this self-study is therefore “How has my work, as an 

external math consultant in introducing a new differentiated professional learning model, impacted on 

teachers’ practice?” Sub-questions include: 

1. How did the participants respond to the changed professional learning design and why? 
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2. How has the implementation of the differentiated professional learning design influenced me in 

my growth as a consultant and why? 

Each of these questions has been aligned to the study’s data sources and methods, as indicated in Table 

9. 

 

Table 9 

Linking Key Research Question and Sub-Questions with Data Sources and Methods 

Key Question: How has my work, as an external math consultant in introducing a new 

differentiated professional learning model, impacted on teachers’ practice? 

Research  

Sub-Questions 

Data Collection Tools Data Analysis Approach 

1. How did the 

participants respond to 

the changed 

professional learning 

design and why? 

 

* Teachers’ interviews 

* Principal’s interviews 

* Reflective journal of consultant from 

both during and after lab sites including 

classroom observation notes 

* Analysis of documents will reveal particular 

strategies used to develop evolving consultancy 

model 

* Interviews with teachers will provide data on 

individual perspectives 

*Analysis of reflective journal to identify 

participants’ responses and personal professional 

insights on change decisions  

 

2. How has the 

implementation of the 

differentiated 

professional learning 

design influenced me 

in my growth as a 

consultant and why? 

* Teachers’ interviews 

* Principal’s interviews 

* Reflective journal of consultant 

including classroom observation notes 

*Analysis of transcripts to provide teachers’ and 

Principal’s interpretation of the coaching strategies I 

use and identify the perceived influences on their 

own daily mathematics pedagogy 

*Identify and compare positions/beliefs/needs across 

the four teachers regarding the consultancy strategies 

and their personal professional development 

*Analysis of reflective journal for themes related to 

decisions to enable alignment of consultancy 

strategies to teacher growth and professional 

development needs 

 

Note. Adapted from “Chart for linking research questions and methods,” by J. Mason, Qualitative researching, 2005, pp. 

28-29. 

 

3.3 Ethical Considerations 

 

My role as a researcher in this self-study entailed taking a participant observer (Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison, 2000) position which presented opportunities to discern ongoing behaviour as it occurred as 

well as the chance to observe practices in their natural classroom environments over a period of time. 

Researchers (Babbie, 2001; Crotty, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Guillemin 
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& Gillam, 2004; Sprague, 2006) generally endorse certain ethical principles which should underpin 

such quality research. Two of the most important rules of research ethics are the gaining of informed 

consent with voluntary participation based on full and open information, as well as preventing any 

harm to participants, physically or mentally (Babbie, 2001; Cohen et al., 2000; Denzin & Lincoln, 

2003; Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006, p. 91). I now describe the ethical considerations taken before, 

during, and after this study. 

 

3.3.1 Confidentiality, anonymity, informed consent, and risk of harm. 

 

Ethical guidelines related to “respect for truth, persons and democracy” (Bassey, 1999, p. 73) and 

inclusive of anonymity, confidentiality, and informed consent were collaboratively agreed upon by all 

participants before the research study began (Bassey, 1999). Informed consent was obtained from all 

participants; the form is attached to the study as an appendix (Appendix A). Cohen et al.’s (2000) 

suggestion that the participants have the right to view those parts of the study that directly ref 

er to them has also been followed. I committed myself before the study began, to listen fully to the 

participants’ suggestions and change the report where possible. 

 

To ensure consideration of potential benefits and risks to participants, I informed all 

participants of their rights according to the ethical guidelines outlined by university policy and 

guidelines. Pseudonyms have been given to all teachers, administrators, students, school, district, and 

state for anonymity and have been used on all documentation, notes, and recordings. As well, the 

gender of the teachers and the Principal has not been disclosed in either the thesis or data documentation. 

To avoid the use of compounds such as “he/she”, teachers and the Principal are referred to using feminine 

pronouns. Equal respect has been given to all participants, as well as the option of “negotiated rights to 

veto” (Nisbet & Watts cited in Cohen et al., 2000, p. 190) their involvement with the study. 

 

3.3.2 Use of critical friend and audit certificate. 

 

La Boskey (2004) and Loughran (2002) emphasise the value of multiple perspectives in a self-study to 

provide triangulation and trustworthiness of the data. With the assistance of a critical friend, a valued 

colleague to engage in “member checking” (Guba as cited in Gay et al., 2006, p. 405), a framework 

was created for being able to consult with another outsider if and when ethical dilemmas arose 
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throughout the study. The trusted colleague I chose currently fulfils the role of an education director of 

the professional development company for which I work, and offers advice and collegial support to my 

work as a consultant in a range of schools. She has a wide and varied background in education, from 

working as a teacher, Assistant Principal, Principal, Deputy Superintendent, and central office Director 

of Literacy and Social Studies. I knew I would receive a reflective, perhaps different, and at times, 

challenging view of my perceptions to ensure I considered multiple perspectives on issues and field 

data. 

 

An audit certificate, as suggested by Bassey (1999, p. 90), was conducted with my critical 

friend reading the completed report and reviewing the case record in relation to the report (Freeman, de 

Marrais, Preissle, Roulston, & St. Pierre, 2007). She was asked to consider the following questions, 

proposed by Bassey (1999, p. 91): 

1. What claim to educational knowledge is made, as expressed in the abstract? 

2. Is the conceptual background given by the author appropriate? 

3. Was the collection of data, as reported, appropriate, sufficient, ethical? 

4. Was the analysis and interpretation of data, as reported, appropriate, sufficient, ethical? 

5. Does the evidence of the report [as examined in answer to sub-questions 1 and 2] substantiate 

the claim to knowledge made in answer to the focus question? 

No adjustments needed to be made as a result of the audit. 

 

3.3.3 Ethical self-consciousness. 

 

Bassey (1999) states that researchers have a duty to reveal “their social identity and values” (p. 88), 

identifying the statement as an expression of beliefs. Troyna (as cited in Bassey, 1999) agrees that “all 

research, from its conception through to the production of data, its interpretation and dissemination, 

reflects a partisanship which derives from the social identity and values of the researcher” (p. 88). Thus 

my own moral, political, and educational values in regard to my own consultancy role are now made 

explicit in a form of “ethical self-consciousness” (Woods, 2006, p. 61). 

 

The background and history section detailed in the Prelude and Chapter 1 sets the framework 

for openly acknowledging my own world view, a strong constructivist philosophy in relation to the 

teaching and learning of mathematics, aligned closely to the National Council of Teachers of 



Reframing Educational Consultancy: A Self Study 

 

78 

 

Mathematics (2003) vision and standards. My professional knowledge for the consultancy has been 

informed by my knowledge of the relevant literature reviewed in Chapter 2. As an external consultant, 

I am committed to developing a professional learning community based on shared or parallel 

leadership (Crowther et al., 2002) where teachers have the chance to analyse and reflect on their math 

pedagogy, discuss student work, develop a shared vision for mathematics learning and teaching in the 

district, and question their own beliefs about effective math instruction. As a result, my focus is 

building whole-school professional learning communities centred on curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment. This is achieved through teachers actively participating in ongoing professional learning 

and reflection through “practice-based inquiry” (Fullan, 2003, p. 34) to maintain an instructional focus. 

My work is strongly influenced by Fullan’s explanation of involving teachers in processes of 

developing a culture of “continuous deliberation” (Fullan, 2003, p. 34). This aligns with the argument 

presented by Hargreaves (1997) and Newmann and Wehlage (1995) that the empowerment and 

ownership associated with shared decision-making are more likely to effect change with instruction. 

Such problem solving and subsequent reframing is congruent with Argyris and Schön’s (1978) double-

loop learning theory. These beliefs are a central tenet of my work as an external consultant. 

 

3.4 Methodological Issues 

 

This self-study examines my role as an external consultant in developing and facilitating a 

differentiated math consultancy model in the 6th year of the consultancy. The “form, understood in 

terms of who, what, where, why, how questions” (Yin, 2003, p. 7), focuses more on how and why 

questions in this research, hence the strategy of using a single case study. The unit of analysis (Yin, 

2003) for the self-study is the differentiated professional learning design that I developed and 

implemented to meet the collective and individual needs of the teachers. Thus my own consultancy is 

the case involved in the study, with the one school as the site in which I gathered the data about the 

professional learning of the four teachers involved. Examining my role in implementing the 

differentiated professional learning model through the experiences of each of the four Grade 3 

teachers, evidenced by their shared patterns of behaviour, individual responses and concerns with their 

professional learning journey, and their individual teaching following professional development 

provides the basis for me to reflect on and explore a number of individual perspectives (Gay et al., 

2006). Examining four teachers within the one case also provides an opportunity for cross-comparisons 

in order to identify patterns or themes from the consultancy practice (Firestone, 1987). 
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In order to answer the research questions most effectively, the focus of the research needed to 

be on “portraying, analyzing and interpreting the uniqueness” (Cohen et al., 2000, p. 75). Because this 

role is focused on a contemporary event of professional development and the participants’ behaviours 

cannot be manipulated by the researcher, the case study method also seems particularly suitable. Other 

unique advantages for this research are that it “deals with a variety of evidence,” including “direct 

observation of the events being studied and interviews of the persons involved in the events” (Yin, 

2003, p. 8). 

 

The study involved a 12-week self- study, with the first 6 weeks focused on collecting data on a 

series of collaborative grade level conferences between four grade level teachers and myself as 

researcher and participant. As well, data were gathered during individual sessions between the teachers 

and myself, aligned to the differentiated professional learning schedule, with specific tracking of the 

evolving issues and concerns for the teachers during this period. The next 5 weeks were used to visit 

the teachers’ classrooms for one period during the mathematics lesson each week, as a participant 

observer to take further field notes about the math pedagogy and ongoing teacher concerns or issues. 

The 12th week involved final teacher interviews. 

 

One of the challenges of utilising self-study as methodology is balance and rigour, an area in 

which I have become increasingly aware and one I have worked to embrace within the design and 

implementation of the study. Bullough and Pinnegar (2001) suggest that quality self-study research 

focuses on a fine line between the role of self in the study and the area of practice. They state, 

The balance can be struck at many times during the self-study process, but when a study is 

reported, the balance must be evident not only in what data have been gathered (from self and 

other) and presented, but in how they have been analysed, in how they have been brought 

together in conversation. (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001, p. 15) 

Bullough and Pinnegar (2004) further add that self-study, in the manner of any good research, “must 

represent rigorous data gathering and analysis (as) privileging private over public theory opens the 

door to romanticism and invites self-justification, two seductive outcomes that only stable data and 

rigorous analysis can restrain” (pp. 340-341). As such, this has guided the range of data-gathering 

instruments chosen for this study as well as the analysis and interpretation of the data, working 

consciously to ensure both balance and rigour are maintained in data gathering and analysis as well as 

in transparency of methods (Loughran, 2007), so as to conduct a scholarly self-study and not allow the 
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research to slip into a type of romanticism, “solipsism or confessional” (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001, p. 

15). Table 9 emphasises the careful selection of methods, with the matching of the research questions 

to the methodology of the self-study being summarised. This indicates a further justification that the 

research design is well matched to the research questions. 

 

3.5 Sampling Principles 

 

Gay et al. (2006) argue that “sampling in qualitative research is almost always purposive” (p. 114). 

Four teachers on the same grade level were chosen for the purposes of this study. This small sample 

size allowed for an in-depth examination of my work, through the teachers’ experiences with and 

understandings of the implementation of the differentiated professional learning design that I had 

developed and facilitated. Table 10 details the varying stages of teacher preparation, the range of stages 

of concern, and the range of stages of career at the point in time when the professional learning cycle 

was about to be implemented. This table illustrates the varying needs of the four participants. 

 

Table 10 

Summary of Four Teacher Participants’ Preparation, Stages of Career, Stages of Concern, and 

Receptiveness to Consultancy  

 Teacher Preparation Stage of 

Career 

Stage of Concern  

(Hall & Hord, 1974)  

Receptiveness to Consultancy 

through 5 Years 

Teacher 

A 

*Masters degree in education, 

special education 

*Has attended outside 

professional development 

workshops 

12th year of 

teaching 

Stage 3 Management 

Stage 4 Consequence 

Very reserved with consultant in 

first few years, now willing to 

share and self-disclose during 

professional learning sessions 

Teacher 

B 

*Bachelor of Elementary 

Education 

*Masters degree in Elementary 

Education & Early Childhood 

*Certification in Teaching 

English as a Second Language 

8th year of 

teaching 

Stage 4 Consequence 

Stage 5 Collaboration 

Initially reserved with 

consultant, able to share and self-

disclose during professional 

learning sessions; often now asks 

for help informally 

Teacher 

C 

*Bachelors degree 4th year of 

teaching 

Stage 3 Management 

Stage 4 Consequence/ 

Receptive to consultant; open 

about needs and keen to share 

Teacher 

D 

*Bachelors degree 8th year of 

teaching 

Stage 4 Consequence 

 

Initially reserved and unsure of 

consultancy. More open sharing 

relationship with consultant last 

2 years. 
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My 5 years of experience and insight at the school guided my selection of these teachers. Of the 

teachers with whom I had worked over time at this site, these four teachers represented a range of 

teachers’ careers. For the study I required a range of experiences to be represented in the sample. This 

included type of teacher preparations, length of teaching, and my perceptions of the various stages of 

teachers’ concerns exhibited in previous professional learning sessions. 

 

Another factor in the selection of participants was a range of receptiveness. The four teachers 

had varying degrees of receptiveness to professional learning experiences during the 5 previous years 

of the consultancy. The sampling includes a representation of a range of initial receptiveness to my 

outside consultancy from favourable to a level of defensiveness. This latter notion seems vitally 

important in this study, as having all participants who initially favoured the coaching process may give 

very different data from including participants who were originally negative about the consultancy and 

posed challenges for the researcher’s consultancy role. This ensured a range of stages in teachers’ 

experiences and attitudes to give various insights of different teachers’ needs and concerns. The four 

teachers were also selected because of their similar professional development cycles with the 

consultant within the coaching lab site structure of the consultancy. 

 

A letter of invitation for voluntary participation as well as a Teacher Consent form was given to 

selected teachers (see Appendix A). A letter of intent was also given to all school stakeholders to 

notify them of the purpose and details of the intended study and to allow them the voice to discuss any 

issues with the researcher. Permission was gained from both the Board of Education and the 

researcher’s university Ethics Committee as part of the ethical clearance processes aligned with the 

implementation of the study. Another informant-validating aspect of the history of the consultancy 

strategies used to date was that the Principal also signed an Informed Consent form (see Appendix B). 

 

3.6 Data Collection Procedures 

 

Aligned to La Boskey’s (2004) suggestion that quality self-studies demand competent use of “multiple 

methods to provide opportunities to gain different, and thus more comprehensive, perspectives on the 

educational processes under investigation” (p. 860), the data for this self-study are derived from 

multiple sources. These are (a) initial and post-cycle individual teacher interviews, (b) my reflective 

journal including classroom observations after the coaching sessions, (c) a participant focus group 
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interview involving all four teachers with a critical friend, (d) a substantive conversation with the 

critical friend, and (e) a Principal interview. 

 

Also of consideration was ensuring the data sources were well suited to the research purpose, as 

well as the “naturalistic” theoretical paradigm (Habermas, 1972; Mc Bride & Schostak, 2004). 

Gathering information from both my interactions with and observations of teachers was a valuable way 

for me to reflect on my role as an education consultant and provide me with further insight into the 

impact of the changes made in the professional development design. Schön (1983) suggests that 

through critical reflection, people are able to gain further insights into their practice. Knowing that “the 

teacher is the ultimate key to educational change and school improvement” (Hargreaves & Fullan, 

1991, p. ix), I knew that my self-study needed to focus on the heart of my work, my interactions with 

the teachers during the implementation of the newly designed differentiated professional learning 

model, as well as classroom observations after the professional learning cycle. Such data would give 

me an opportunity to learn more about myself and others in the recounting of their stories in the 

interviews and my own reflective journal (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995).  

 

Table 11 summarises the data sources chosen to reflect a balance in the gathering of data in this 

self-study. It includes firstly, the involvement of each of the participants; secondly, the timeliness of 

each piece of data gathered throughout the course of the study, aligned to before, during, and after the 

implementation of the professional learning design; thirdly, the use of a critical friend to facilitate the 

focus group interview as well as to engage in a substantive conversation so as to share reflections and 

feedback on the teachers’ comments; and fourthly, the range of questions asked. 
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Table 11 

Summary of Range and Timing of Data Gathered During Self-Study 

 BEFORE  

the implementation of the 

professional learning design 

DURING  

the implementation of the professional learning 

design 

AFTER the 

implementation of 

the professional 

learning design 

Data 

gathered 

Individual 

teacher 

interviews 

Principal 

interview 

Focus group 

interview with 

critical friend 

Critical friend 

reflections 

through 

substantive 

conversation 

Researcher’s 

reflective 

journal 

Teachers’ end of 

study Interviews 

Who was 

involved? 

Teacher A 

Teacher B 

Teacher C 

Teacher D 

Researcher 

Principal & 

Researcher 

Group meeting 

involving 

Teacher A, 

Teacher B, 

Teacher C, 

Teacher D & 

critical friend 

(researcher not  

present) 

Critical friend 

& Researcher 

Researcher Teacher A 

Teacher B 

Teacher C 

Teacher D 

Researcher 

 

How 

many? 

Interviewed 

twice 

Interviewed 

once 

Interviewed 

once mid-study 

Interviewed 

once mid-study 

Recorded each 

visit & weekly 

Interviewed once 

at end of study 

When? Week 1 

Week 12 

Week 1 Week 6 Week 7 Weeks 1-12  

Questions 

 

Same set of 

individual 

teacher questions 

Set of 

different 

questions for 

Principal 

Set of questions 

for critical friend 

focus group 

interview 

Set of 

questions for 

critical friend 

reflections 

Narrative 

written each 

week without 

questions, 

reflecting on 

day’s events, 

issues and 

processes 

Set of questions 

for teachers 

 

Focused on examining my role in reframing my practice as a professional learning facilitator, I 

knew that I needed to gather data not only from my own reflective sources but also from the heart of 

my work, the teachers, and the Principal to ascertain their views, opinions, and interactions with the 

resultant change. Loughran highlights the importance of reframing from a variety of perspectives, 

stating “it is not sufficient to simply view a situation from one perspective. Reframing is seeing a 

situation through others’ eyes” (2002, p. 243). In doing this I needed a balance of data-gathering tools 

that would address the notion of what teachers say outside the classroom and what is witnessed and 

evident within their classroom practice. This aligns to Clandinin and Connolly’s (1995) view of the 

conflicts existing within the metaphor of a professional knowledge landscape of teaching. Argyris and 

Schön (1978) also propose the notion of congruency between a person’s theory of action and espoused 

theory. Similarly to Seaton’s (2006) work as an education consultant, I gathered the real-life narrative 

accounts from teachers as to their views, beliefs, and decisions regarding effective math pedagogy and 
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professional learning needs. I did so knowing that the study’s design needed to account for three types 

of “stories; secret, cover and sacred stories of practice” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 3) which form 

the professional knowledge landscapes of the teachers, the Principal, and myself as a consultant. When 

teachers are at work in their own classrooms, Clandinin and Connelly maintain, they feel free to enact 

their own “secret stories” of practice through their personal, practical knowledge. When they are 

outside their classroom, in the professional landscape of their world, they are surrounded by outside, 

often hierarchical demands and “sacred stories of practice” imposed from outside systemic bodies such 

as the department, the school, or even consultants. Often the teachers’ own secret stories of practice—

what actually happens day-to-day in the classroom—and these theory-laden stories and expectations 

are in direct contrast. As a result, teachers will develop “cover stories” to project an image of practice 

that is not a reality in their classroom pedagogy. These ideas are paralleled by Argyris and Schön’s 

(1978) proposal of theories-in-use, those implicit theories we use as practitioners, and theories of 

action, those we use when explaining our actions to others. The latter often involve cover stories. 

 

To ensure information was gained from a range of stories, I gathered data from the teachers’ 

and Principal’s perspectives outside the classroom in the “professional learning space” (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1995, p. 10), through individual interviews before and after the professional development 

cycle and through a focus group interview mid-way. As well, I gathered data for 5 weeks after this 

cycle inside the classrooms themselves, within the realm of the teachers “living their ‘secret’ stories of 

practice” (Clandinin & Connolly, 1995, p. 13). My own perspectives through my reflective journal add 

another landscape of stories and professional knowledge outside the classroom, perspectives from both 

the consultant and the researcher in a dual insider/outside role (Korthagen & Lunenberg, 2004). 

 

Expanding further on the data sources in Table 11, a data-gathering plan was developed and 

used during this study, highlighting the timeline of the data gathered. The plan details all data sources 

including the reflective journal of the researcher, the semi-structured individual interviews conducted 

with all teachers and the Principal prior to the lab site cycle of professional development, as well as a 

focus group interview conducted by a critical friend mid-way through the study. Another semi-

structured interview was conducted individually with teachers at the end of the study in the 12th week. 

Table 12 summarises the data-gathering plan to illustrate the spread of the data collection timeline and 

all participants involved. It illustrates clearly and methodically the sequence and duration of the data 

generation in relation to answering the research questions (Mason, 2005).  
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Table 12 

Data Gathering Plan 

Time Data Gathering 
Pre-data 

collection 

cycle 

Ethical clearance sought from Griffith University; Board of Education (D.A.A.) 

Meeting with Principal to discuss study 

Meeting with teachers to discuss study 

Sampling/ Informed Consent letters etc. completed by participants and letters of information given to all 

staff at school 

Interview with Principal (transcripts given to Principal for accuracy & completeness check) 

Initial interviews with each teacher (audio-taped & transcripts given to teachers for accuracy & 

completeness check) 

Meeting with teachers to pre-conference on lab site lessons 

Reflective journal recorded by consultant  

Week 1 Lab site with teachers  

Lab site grade level meeting/differentiated schedule: Field notes within reflective journal recorded by 

consultant (given to teachers following visit for accuracy & completeness check) 

Meeting with Principal: daily log recorded 

Reflective journal recorded by consultant  

Week 2 Lab site with teachers 

Lab site grade level meeting/differentiated schedule: Field notes within reflective journal recorded by 

consultant (given to teachers following visit for accuracy & completeness check) 

Meeting with Principal: field notes recorded (given to Principal for accuracy & completeness check) 

Reflective journal recorded by consultant 

Week 3 Lab site with teachers 

Lab site grade level meeting/differentiated schedule: Field notes within reflective journal recorded by 

consultant (given to teachers following visit for accuracy & completeness check) 

Meeting with Principal: daily log recorded 

Reflective journal recorded by consultant  

Week 4 Lab site with teachers 

Lab site grade level meeting/differentiated schedule: Field notes within reflective journal recorded by 

consultant (given to teachers following visit for accuracy & completeness check) 

Meeting with Principal: field notes recorded (given to Principal for accuracy & completeness check)- 

daily log recorded 

Reflective journal recorded by consultant 

Week 5 Lab site with teachers 

Lab site grade level meeting/differentiated schedule: Field notes within reflective journal recorded by 

consultant (given to teachers following visit for accuracy & completeness check) 

Meeting with Principal: field notes recorded (given to Principal  for accuracy & completeness check)- 

daily log recorded 

Reflective journal recorded by consultant  

Week 6 Lab site with teachers 

Lab site grade level meeting/differentiated schedule: Field notes within reflective journal recorded by 

consultant (given to teachers following visit for accuracy & completeness check) 

Meeting with Principal: field notes recorded (given to Principal for accuracy & completeness check)- 

daily log recorded 

Reflective journal recorded by consultant 

Focus group interview with critical friend (consultant not present): Field notes taken by critical friend and 

returned to teachers for accuracy & completeness check 

Critical friend and consultant interview 

Weeks 7-

11 

Classroom visits to each teacher during math lessons 

Reflective journal recorded by consultant 

Week 12 Interviews with each teacher –audio-taped and transcribed. (given to teachers for accuracy & 

completeness check) 

Reflective journal recorded by consultant 
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The timing of the data collection was of consideration in this study because of the notion that 

different forms of knowledge are retained or enacted at different phases of teaching (Habermas, 1972). 

Thus data were collected at a number of times after the consultancy sessions, including immediately 

after the last post-conference (focus group interview), during the 5 weeks following the cycle in-

classrooms after the teachers had time to implement what they might have learned, and at the very end 

of the study. 

 

Triangulation of the data occurred with a critical friend’s examination of the findings and 

review by participating teachers (Cohen et al., 2000). Gathering data from such a range of multiple 

sources has added to the triangulation of data, developing “converging lines of inquiry” (Yin, 2003, p. 

98) with the resulting drawing of more exact findings or conclusions. Yin (2003) corroborates this 

view when she adds, “with data triangulation, the potential problems of construct validity also can be 

addressed because the multiple sources of evidence were rated more highly, in terms of their overall 

quality, than those that relied on only single sources of information” (Yin, 2003, p. 99). Appendix C 

provides a sample excerpt of the data transcripts. 

 

3.6.1 Use of a critical friend. 

 

In an attempt to reduce observer bias and subjectivity within this self-study, to add further to the 

triangulation of the data, and to test the trustworthiness of assumptions, a critical friend was accessed 

to conduct the focus group interview to ensure teachers could have some time to talk without the 

researcher being present. As well, through a substantive conversation, this critical friend was asked for 

feedback on data analysis and to clarify interpretation and perceptions of the focus group interview. 

Costa and Kallick (1993) define such a resource as “a trusted friend who asks provocative questions, 

provides data to be examined through another lens, and offers critique of a person’s work as a friend” 

(p. 50). 

 

Loughran (2002) adds that reflection with a critical friend offers the opportunity for the 

researcher to reframe and understand their context and practice from another perspective. This 

consideration was also made to ensure there was a chance to “see beyond oneself…because being 

personally involved in experiences can limit one’s ability to recognize oneself as a living contradiction 

and therefore impact the self-study” (Loughran, 2004, p. 6). As well, discussing alternative perceptions 
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and ideas with a critical friend after the focus group interview allowed me an opportunity to reflect on 

other interpretations which could be used for further “exploration of their meaning and consequences” 

(Russell, 2006, p. 5). 

 

3.7 Data Analysis 

 

While the data were gathered, they were independently organised, classified, coded, and stored 

electronically for ease of access to begin the creation of the case record of the research. The data 

classification was done systematically, “noting date, time and place and back-up files” (Bassey, 1999, 

p. 69). Following Bassey’s suggestions, as the data were classified and stored, any other issues, 

analytical ideas, or “those related to trustworthiness of the data” (p. 70) were also stored as 

annotations. Categories for coding the data are detailed in Table 13. 

 

Table 13 

Categories for Coding Data for Each Data Source 

Data Source Coding of Data Source 

Initial teacher interviews I 1, Teacher A (B/C/D), Lines_, p._. 

Focus group teacher interview  FG I, Teacher A (B/C/D), Lines_, p._. 

Substantive conversation with critical 

friend 

FG I, SC/CF, Lines_, p._. 

End of study teacher interview  I 3, Teacher A (B/C/D), Lines_, p._. 

Principal’s interview Initial Interview, Principal, Lines_, p._ 

Reflective journal  RJ, Day_, Lines_, p._. 

 

Although not a grounded theory study, coding techniques have been used. Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) argue that when conducting data analysis, they “relish the interplay between themselves and 

the(ir) data” as well as being “unafraid to draw on their own experiences” (p. 5) to provide the basis for 

eliciting results from the data. Glaser and Strauss (as cited in Mason, 2005) originally proposed the 

notion of theory being developed through data generation and analysis, “whereby explanation and 

theory are fashioned directly from the emerging analysis of the data, using…the constant comparative 

method” (Mason, 2005, p. 180). While Mason argues whether theory can ever really come last, some 

theory has been referred to in the form of general theoretical concepts concerning the consultancy, thus 
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ensuring a combination of grounded theory practices as well as reference to theoretical concepts. 

Mason argues that “it is worth pointing out that most research strategies in practice probably draw on a 

combination of the approaches” (p. 181). Consequently, categories were established, merged and 

classified into dominant groups from each of the data sources. Relationships, linkages and 

commonalities in these groups were found across all data sources to form the key dominant themes. At 

this time, theory provided a comparative reference and helped in the creation of the analysis of these 

themes. From this analysis, inferences and summaries were developed to pinpoint the major themes 

and a model was generated from an analysis of these major themes as well as general theoretical 

concepts. 

 

During this analysis stage,  this study has remained mindful of Yin’s (2003) four principles 

underlying high quality social science analysis including “attending to all evidence, addressing all 

major rival interpretations, addressing the most significant aspect of the case study and using the 

researcher’s own prior expert knowledge” (p. 137). The results of the analysis have been verified, 

cross-checked, and validated as explained in the next section through the audit certificate as well as the 

tactics described in Table 8, to ensure “trustworthiness, credibility, confirmability and data 

dependability” (Yin, 2003, p. 33). All respondents had an opportunity to validate the interview 

transcripts after the data collection. 

 

3.8 Criteria Used to Assess Validity and Trustworthiness of Design 

 

Table 14 details the criteria that were used to assess the credibility and trustworthiness of the study’s 

findings (Lather, 1986) and the attempts I made to ensure methodological alignment with these criteria. 
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Table 14 

Criteria Used to Assess Validity and Trustworthiness of Design 

Criteria Definition Alignment to this study 
Descriptive 

validity 

Factual accuracy Factual reporting of data is evident. Sample of transcripts attached to study as 

Appendix C. Descriptions of phenomena as they are embedded in coaching 

contexts (Burke Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Interview transcripts and 

other observations given in “thick descriptions” of narrative. 

 

Interpretive 

validity 

Concern for the 

participants’ perspective 

Transcripts of open-ended interviews, field notes, and data analysis were 

given to informants to check for accuracy and completeness. Researcher 

adopted a dual role of subject and participant observer.  

Reflective journal was used to record consultant’s thoughts and feelings and 

was checked by critical friend. 

Theoretical 

validity 

Ability of research report to 

explain phenomenon that 

has been studied and 

described. 

The study is framed within an interrelated theoretical model, including 

professional knowledge landscapes (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995), social 

learning theory (Bandura, 1977), situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 

1991), and reflective practice (Schön, 1983). This theoretical framework is 

the lens through which data were analysed and discussed. 

Functional 

validity 

Concern for examination of 

theoretical constructs within 

the field of practice 

The study examines a theoretical model within the field of practice of 

teachers’ professional learning as well as classrooms to explore teachers’ 

practice further and attend to purpose as well as description (Simon, 1981). 

Generalisability Internal: Generalisability 

within the community that 

has been studied 

External: Generalisability to 

settings that were not 

studied by the researcher 

The focus of this study is not on external generalisation but on understanding 

the nature of an authentic consultancy experience and the impact of the 

differentiated professional learning model with the four teachers.  

Evaluative 

validity 

Whether the researcher was 

able to present the data 

without being evaluative or 

judgemental 

The subjective nature of this study is openly acknowledged by the researcher 

because of the dual role of the researcher as subject and participant observer 

within the self-study component of the research design. The use of a focus 

group teacher interview with a critical friend and the researcher absent is one 

attempt at gathering data without being evaluative or judgemental. 

 

To ensure descriptive validity, factual reporting of the interview data is evident together with 

descriptions of observations during the classroom visits. Interpretive validity was established with the 

teachers’ and Principal’s feedback invited on interview transcripts, observations, and subsequent data 

analysis to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the data collected and analysed (Babbie, 2001; Cohen 

et al., 2000; Denzin & Lincoln, 2003). Further, the use of a critical friend added another perspective 

and interpretation of the data to provide multiple sources of ensuring a concern for participants’ 

perspectives. The ability of this inquiry to explain the phenomena of the external consultancy has been 

enhanced through the framing of the research in both theory and a grounded theoretical framework 

developed from the self-study of looking at an insider’s perspective.  

 

Though not seeking external generalisability, this study reports on the deeper probing of my 

role as an external consultant, thus attaining an internal generalisability to improving that role. The 
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self-study may be recognisable to others in this field and prove useful to their own improvement of 

practice. In providing a view from the inside of the external consultancy and in the dual role of 

researcher and participant, I openly acknowledge the subjective nature of this self-study. The use of a 

focus group interview with all teachers, facilitated by a critical friend without my involvement, as well 

as gaining feedback from the critical friend in terms of teachers’ reactions and interpretations of the 

interview and reflective journal data, are strategies I used to minimize evaluative or judgemental 

interpretation of the data. 

 

3.9. Limitations to the Study 

 

The small sampling of four teachers and my work as the consultant, the single school site with its 

particular demographic picture, and the specific focus of the self-study design minimise any general 

applications of the findings (Wolcott, 1990). Aligned to a naturalistic, interpretive approach in aiming 

to generate knowledge of particular cases, this study focuses on internal generalisations rather than 

knowledge specifically generalisable to other situations. My purpose in presenting a study that is 

focused on closely examining my own growth and development in terms of professional learning 

strategies cannot be generalised to the wider body of knowledge about mathematics coaching and 

teacher leaders. However, by providing a richly detailed self-study of my work incorporating a 

particular case site, this study can contribute to the limited research on the effectiveness of coaching 

and professional learning. 

 

Because of the dual role of the researcher as the subject (consultant) and the observer of the 

teachers, the study may be susceptible to “observer bias” (Gay et al., 2006, p. 423). However it is 

important to note that to minimise this I worked voluntarily as a researcher during the time of the 

interviews and later observations in classrooms for the 5 weeks post-professional learning cycle, in an 

attempt to obtain a researcher’s perspective. The implementation of the professional learning cycle 

occurred during my usual cycle of work as an external consultant at the school, giving the second role 

of an insider perspective. 

 

A self-study design is not “easily open to cross-checking” (Cohen et al., 2000, p. 184), and its 

very nature may include subjectivity, bias, and selectiveness of the reporting and analysis of data. I 

have openly acknowledged this factor in choosing this research approach. There is debate as to 
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whether any researcher can be truly objective and whether all bias can be totally eliminated (Gay et al., 

2000). La Boskey (2004) states that there are four central features which need to be present within any 

self-study to counter problems of bias, limited perspective, and subjectivity issues. These include, 

firstly, the “evidence of reframing and transformation of practice” (p. 5); secondly, the need for 

interactions with a range of human and material resources to enable the interrogation of assumptions 

and beliefs; and thirdly, the use of multiple methods to provide a variety of perspectives on the study 

and the requirement that it is formalised so that it is available for scrutiny from the academic 

community (La Boskey, 2004). 

 

I therefore ensured the study investigates a reframing of practice through its focus on a 

professional learning design based on teacher choice. Secondly, to minimise the effect of such bias 

throughout the study I maintained a reflective journal to record personal thoughts and feelings. I also 

used multiple data collection strategies (triangulation) to provide a range of stories of the reframing of 

the professional learning design. To counter further the potential limitations and tensions of the 

consultant’s observer/participant bias, I ensured the involvement of a critical friend to conduct the 

focus group interview, without being present myself, as well as gathering her particular observations of 

the teachers during the interview and of the reframing of my work at the school site. Finally, the study 

itself will be open to scrutiny from the academic community when finalised. 

 

Due to the small sample size there was also some risk that a participant may be identified. 

However, the use of pseudonyms throughout the study is an attempt at overcoming this limitation 

(Cohen et al., 2001; Gay et al., 2006). Further member checking of the final study was used to ensure 

participants were comfortable that their anonymity was protected. 

 

When I originally presented my ethical consideration application to the city’s Board of 

Education, one of the officers suggested that my initial description of this study indicated it was “too 

qualitative” in nature and that I may have a conflict of interest in being both participant and researcher. 

His suggestion was that I may have to observe other consultants in the field. Besides the fact that I was 

the visible and active researcher in this consultancy story, I had made a conscious decision not to 

observe other consultants due to my awareness that there may be significant variations among 

individuals’ background experiences and knowledge. It was my “authority of experience” (Munby & 

Russell, 1995, p. 174) I was interested in studying, not other consultants. Therefore my reason for the 
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choice of self-study as the qualitative method for the study again came back to my desire to make 

sense of, and explore, my own subjective professional world and experience through an “analytic 

reflexivity…which expresses the researcher’s awareness of their necessary connection to the research 

situation and hence their effects upon it” (Davies, 1999, p. 7). 

 

3.10 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has described the theoretical assumptions underpinning the study as well as clarifying the 

purpose and key questions. It has explained the ethical considerations made in designing the study, 

including the avoidance of harm, anonymity, confidentiality, use of a critical friend, and ethical self-

consciousness. Next, methodology issues, sampling principles, data collection procedures, and data 

analysis techniques were elaborated further. Lastly, the chapter addressed the criteria used to assess the 

validity and trustworthiness of the design as well as possible limitations. 

 

This study aims at exploring and examining my work as an external consultant at one school 

site in implementing a reframed professional learning model that focused on building teacher 

ownership and choice. With this key focus driving the self-study’s methodology and methods, the next 

chapter firstly details the dominant themes emerging from each of the data sources utilised during the 

study, including the individual and focus group teacher interviews, the Principal’s interview, and the 

researcher’s own reflective journal. As well, it presents a reflective analysis of the researcher’s 

reflective journal in terms of the consultant’s own professional knowledge landscape. 
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Chapter 4 

Data Presentation 

 

4.0 Introduction 

 

The ongoing improvement and knowledge of my own practice (Cole & Knowles, 1995) within the 

complex nature of professional learning required me to seek alternative perspectives on the reframed 

professional learning design so as to see “how insights gained affect practice, not just thinking about 

practice” (La Boskey, 2004, p. 5). This included gathering data through a range of different stories of 

practice (Clandinin & Connolly, 1995). I sought to understand my work from the multiple perspectives 

of the teachers, the Principal, a critical friend, and my own view. My own learning would be 

strengthened by others’ insights about their experiences. While this might challenge my tacit 

assumptions, it is through such insights and challenges that the reconsideration and reflection of issues 

that might otherwise be overlooked is facilitated. 

 

This chapter examines data from each data source previously detailed in Table 11, identifying 

dominant themes within each set of data. Because the study is focusing on my consultancy role in the 

implementation and impact of the reframed professional learning model, key themes from the data are 

presented within a timeline of the implementation before, during, and after the differentiated 

professional learning cycle (see Table 11). Each teacher’s individual initial interview and the 

Principal’s interview were taken before the implementation of the newly developed and differentiated 

professional development model. During the implementation of the actual differentiated professional 

learning model (a 6-week cycle), the documentation of the researcher’s reflective journal was 

completed. After the professional development cycle had been completed, the focus group interview 

was conducted with each teacher. At the completion of this interview, a substantive conversation was 

held with the critical friend. The researcher’s reflective journal continued during the 5 weeks’ post-

professional development cycle when the researcher visited each teacher’s classroom on a weekly 

basis. At the end of the 12-week study, each teacher’s post-cycle interview was documented. I 

acknowledge that the teachers’ perspectives shared during the initial, the focus group, and the post-

cycle interviews may well be “cover stories of practice” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 3), stories 

which project an image of practice that may not be a reality in the classroom. Hence my reflective 



Reframing Educational Consultancy: A Self Study 

 

94 

 

journal and field notes are important as within these I record “secret stories of practice” (Clandinin & 

Connolly, 1995, p. 3) witnessed within the classroom as well. 

 

This chapter is arranged in four parts. Firstly the data sourced before the implementation of the 

differentiated professional learning model, including the teachers’ and the Principal’s initial interviews, 

are discussed. Secondly, the analysis of the data sourced during the implementation of the 

differentiated professional learning cycle, including my own reflective journal as well as the teachers’ 

focus group interview conducted by a critical friend, is presented. The third part of this chapter details 

the data analysis of the teachers’ interviews at the end of the study. Lastly, the common dominant 

themes are detailed and discussed. 

 

4.1 Before the Implementation of the Reframed Differentiated Professional Learning Model 

 

I begin by openly recognising that the transcription process is by no means “neutral” (Psathas & 

Anderson, 1990). To account for this I have ensured a cross-checking audit was completed by both a 

critical friend and by participants. 

 

4.1.1 Teachers’ initial interview data. 

 

So as to gain multiple perspectives of my work as an external consultant, I employed a range of data 

gathering tools, the first beginning with each teacher being interviewed in a semi-structured interview 

with a set of questions (see Table 15). Each interview revolved around this series of questions to 

ascertain the teachers’ views about professional learning experiences in the past and their feelings 

about the notion of the newly designed differentiated professional learning cycle. The idea of a 

reframed professional learning design had been discussed when approaching them regarding their 

involvement in the self-study. 
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Table 15 

Initial Interview Questions 

 
Initial Interview Questions 

1. Describe your teacher training in terms of preparation for teaching elementary mathematics. 

2. What do you believe effective student engagement in a mathematics lesson/experience/investigation in a 

classroom looks like? Why do you think that? 

3. How have you managed to adapt your teaching to the new changes in mathematics teaching and learning and 

what difficulties have you found with that? 

4. What has effectively supported you in this process? Why? 

5. How has the external consultancy influenced your work as a teacher of mathematics to this point in time? 

6. Which consultancy strategies used in past professional development have most influenced your teaching 

practice? How have they influenced your practice? Why do you think this happened? 

7. How do other influences impact of your teaching of mathematics? 

8. How important is it to you to work with other grade team teachers in professional learning situations regarding 

your math pedagogy?  

9. So what effect have the math professional conversations had on your teaching? Why?  

10. What is the focus of mathematics teaching and learning that you feel you most need to reflect upon and refine 

further? Right now, for you, what aspect of math teaching do you feel you need to get better teaching? 

11. What are your personal professional goals for the next lab site within the consultancy schedule?  

12. We’re about to embark on a different type of structure for the consultancy. What are your feelings about it? 

 

The setting, the timing, and the comfort of the interviewees were considered important. 

Participants were provided with the questions the day before the interview. The initial interview with 

teachers was conducted at the school, by the researcher/participant in the professional development 

conference room, outside the usual consultancy time. The teacher and the consultant were the only people 

present during the interview and each interview was audio-recorded. The audio-tapings of the interviews 

were transcribed, checked, and given to each teacher for further checking and correcting. Statements of 

verification were completed by each teacher. Table 16 details the common themes issuing from the 

initial interviews. Each theme will now be discussed further. 
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Table 16 

Teachers’ Emerging Themes from Initial Interviews 

 Beliefs about 

teaching and 

learning 

mathematics 

Issues and factors 

in managing new 

changes to math 

teaching and 

learning 

Role of external 

consultancy in 

influencing the 

work as teacher of 

mathematics 

Importance of 

working 

collaboratively 

Thoughts about 

new professional 

learning design 

involving teacher 

choice 

Teacher 

A 

*Persisting and 

engaging in task 

*Engaged and talking 

to each other 

 

* Organising and 

managing group work 

inclusive of behavior 

management  

*Managing tiered 

differentiated lessons 

(introduced in previous 

years’ consultancy as 

means to begin 

differentiating) 

*Dilemma in 

assimilating new ways 

of practice  

*Moving from old 

didactic way of 

teaching to new way of 

teaching caused some 

concerns  

*Non-negotiable 

expectation of 

Principal in teaching in 

constructivist manner 

*Professional learning 

strategy of laboratory 

sites with explicit 

feedback about 

pedagogy influential 

 

*Importance of 

opportunities to discuss 

and work 

collaboratively with 

colleagues (notion of 

professional learning 

communities (PLC)) 

*Need to build trust, 

sharing in professional 

learning community in 

grade level 

*Importance of 

professional 

conversations in 

deprivatising practice 

 

 

*Importance of teachers 

expressing and 

following own learning 

journey so as to meet 

own perceived 

professional learning 

needs 

*Notion of teachers 

choosing what they are 

good at or interested in 

as opposed to what they 

need pedagogically to 

improve in or is still a 

challenge to their beliefs 

*Importance of giving 

choices in professional 

learning so that  teachers 

coming to challenges of 

teaching when they feel 

they are ready 

Teacher 

B 

*Value of discussion 

for children in learning 

mathematics 

*Influence of own 

school/college math 

experiences as a 

child/adult on teaching 

of mathematics 

 

*Adaptation of 

teaching 

*Difficulties 

encountered in 

relearning content 

knowledge 

 

 

*Support from 

consultant in managing 

this change- building 

of trust 

* Study groups 

favoured over lab sites 

as professional learning 

structure. Lab sites 

seen as important for 

earlier in career 

*Focus on learning to 

differentiate lessons 

 

*Importance of 

colleagues to share 

teaching dilemmas 

*Importance of 

building cross grade 

collegiality in PLC 

 

*Importance of choice 

to account for personal 

professional needs 

*View of self as 

ongoing learner and how 

the professional learning 

design accounts for this 

each year 

*Importance of setting 

own professional goals 

*Choice in design 

allows for 

differentiation for adult 

learners 

Teacher 

C 

*Influenced by own 

childhood experiences 

of math learning 

*Influenced by 

constructivist approach 

at university teacher 

training 

*Beliefs about 

mathematics learning 

*Importance of 

feedback for students 

*Need to meet all 

students’ varying needs 

*Time management 

issues 

*Expectations of 

Principal 

 

  *Importance of 

colleagues to build 

understanding 

 

*Importance of choice 

to teacher and resulting 

links to accountability 

*Importance of cross-

grade links in new 

design 

  

Teacher 

D 

*Not influenced by 

university/college work 

*Influenced by prac 

teaching 

*Beliefs about teaching 

and learning 

*Adapting practices 

through reflection 

*Difficulty with 

change in management 

and being resilient and 

able to cope with 

*Importance of being 

able to speak candidly 

(trust factors) 

*Consultancy has 

helped teacher’s 

thinking about math 

* Importance of 

colleagues in other 

grade levels to build 

frame of reference of 

grade level 

expectations 

*Setting goals for self 

that focus on meeting 

students’ needs 

*Importance of 

coaching and co-

teaching with 
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*Engaging students in 

zone of proximal 

development 

*Notion of how 

children learn best (tied 

to her awareness of 

different levels and 

grade level 

expectations-see her 

goals) 

 

change 

 

teaching and 

development of math 

understanding and 

learning. Being able to 

tweak the lessons 

because of increased 

content knowledge 

*CBAM Stages of 

Concern with change- 

Management survival 

stage, just getting used 

to the mathematics 

consultancy to help shift 

her focus from teaching 

program to teaching 

students 

*Helped build content 

knowledge and 

developing her 

understanding of how 

mathematics is learned 

*Being able to tweak the 

lessons because of 

increased content 

knowledge 

 

4.1.1 (i) Beliefs about and other influences on teaching of mathematics. 

At the initial interviews, I wanted to clarify with each teacher their own perspectives on their beliefs 

about the teaching of mathematics and where they felt these had originally emerged. A range of 

influences were discussed. Teacher B reminisced about her own inadequate feelings about mathematics 

as a child and remembered the poor teaching she experienced, which she said she was conscious of not 

repeating with students in her class. 

Growing up, I did not like math. I always felt like it was a foreign language to me. And, I’m 

always conscious of that when I look at the children who need extra help, and I remember myself 

as a learner, and how I would want to be treated by my teacher- because I remember teachers 

didn’t really have patience for me when I was younger if I didn’t get it right away. So I’m really 

aware of that now as a teacher. (I 1, Teacher B, Lines 64-70) 

She added that for her, as a teacher of mathematics, the value of discussion was extremely important 

for students to make sense together of the concepts. 

 

Teachers C and D both discussed the influence of school, university, and practicum teaching 

experiences. Teacher C, now in her fourth year of teaching, added that her own schooling experiences 

were quite foreign to the way mathematics is now expected to be taught. 

I know when I was in elementary school they didn’t do manipulatives. We didn’t do hands-on, it 

was all about memorization and either you know it or you don’t. (I 1, Teacher C, Lines 5-7, p. 9) 

The last year I had in my college career we did a lot of ‘hands on’, a lot of project work and then 

got it in the classrooms…we had to give a lot of sample lessons and had to try out a lot of 

different strategies so I think that really helped me in figuring out where to start with 

mathematics and how manipulatives were so important…I realize that was preparing me a lot 

for how I was going to teach my own class, and realizing that it wasn’t about memorization and 

it wasn’t necessarily about formulas, but more about real life situations. (I 1, Teacher C, Lines 

2-5, p. 9) 
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Teacher C further discussed her beliefs about the essentially constructivist learning of mathematics 

involving hands-on opportunities for students to make sense of the knowledge as well as the 

importance of feedback to their learning. 

Mathematics has to be a lot of group work…when I see a math lesson I want to see the kids 

constantly engaged…another thing I want to see is a lot of moving around…like kids getting to 

move from station to station or places around the room that make it more visual and make it a 

lot more concrete for them to understand. (I 1, Teacher C, Lines 16-22, p. 9) 

 

Teacher A, in her 12th year of teaching, reiterated her beliefs that students need to be engaged 

and motivated when learning mathematics. Similarly to Teacher B, she added the importance of 

students discussing and talking about the concepts: 

They are all at least trying to find some way into the solution even if they don’t have the whole 

solution… They are all on task. They are having fun with it. They are talking about what they are 

doing with each other and asking questions…I do find that when they are engaged and listening 

to each other they get concepts better cause they seem able to explain things to each other and in 

a way that I miss sometimes. (I 1, Teacher A, Lines 11-17, p. 1) 

 

In speaking of other factors that had influenced her practice, Teacher D, in her 8th year of 

teaching, made a clear distinction between the university lectures and her practicum. She reiterates that 

a “transmissionist” model of learning, for her, was quite ineffective. 

There was a class we had to take about teaching mathematics and to be quite honest, I don’t 

remember a thing out of it. It was quite boring with a professor who had been a professor for 

quite some time. (I 1, Teacher D, Lines 1-3, p. 15) 

Rather, initially the time and experience in being able to try things out in the classroom during her 

student teacher practicum, building her own “authority of experience” (Munby & Russell, 1995, p. 

174) had been foundational to her teaching of mathematics in a constructivist manner. 

What I got the most out of really was trying things out in my own student teaching placement. 

One of my first experiences was in a 5
th

 grade classroom, they had been doing the TERC 

program (an investigative program) and she allowed me to teach one of the units…so it helped 

me kind of go through the motions of how to follow a curriculum in terms of mathematics. (I 1, 

Teacher D, Lines 3-8, p. 15) 
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Teacher D found that it was in the practice in the classroom that she learned the most. Her experience 

with theory-laden knowledge was that it did not have relevance to the practicalities of the classroom. 

 

4.1.1 (ii) The school’s professional learning non-negotiable. 

A clear factor within these initial interviews was the understanding that professional learning was non-

negotiable at the school. Teachers were well aware of the expectation from the Principal, that everyone 

was involved in the professional learning journey. Teacher C commented on this expectation which 

had added an extra challenge and impetus to her learning. 

I think that when it comes to administration they push their teachers. Versus the other school I 

was at that was like “fend for yourself”. So here they want to see teachers grow and in the other 

school it was… that they really didn’t care so much about the teachers. (I 1, Teacher C, Lines 

68-71, p. 11) 

Teacher C’s acknowledgement that “caring” is connected to the Principal’s expectation that everyone 

is expected to grow as a professional assumes that the teachers’ professional growth is of concern and 

priority to the administrators.  

 

4.1.1 (iii) Role of external consultancy in influencing work as teachers of Mathematics. 

4.1.1 (iii) (a) Stage of teacher development linked to appropriate professional learning 

strategy. 

In discussing their professional learning over the previous 5 years with me in my role as the external 

consultant, the teachers raised several key issues. Teacher A explained the influence of being involved 

in the professional development strategy of laboratory sites that had been used extensively from the 

beginning of the consultancy. 

Whenever I do the lab sites and watching my colleagues and getting feedback on my own 

teaching, I’ve become stronger in making that change to the workshop model of teaching math 

because whatever questions I had or tips people had for me, I was able to  go back and change 

something I did, I had feedback I could improve on…I liked the lab sites. I feel like watching my 

colleagues working and seeing their point of view of a lesson I have to teach. Because even when 

we meet to plan or we discuss what we are doing through the day, we may or may not mention 

something that they are doing that is second nature to them, but when I watch what they are 

doing, it may be so different from what I am doing that it sticks with me. When we would come 

back for the debriefing there were always questions that lead to a conversation that ended up 

helping me. I could talk very specifically about a problem I’m having with a particular child and 

it would be addressed and I would get advice on what I could do to remediate a specific issue. (I 

1, Teacher A, Lines 32-43, p. 2) 
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Teacher A saw the value of the observations in enabling the exposure of tacit knowledge of teachers—

that which is second nature to them. 

 

Teacher D in her interview concurred with the effect of the laboratory site strategy in her own 

professional learning over the last 5 years. She viewed its importance to her development of focusing 

on meeting the needs of her students as opposed to just getting through the math program. 

Yeah the co-teaching (in the lab sites) helped because that was one of the first strategies and um 

it really helped to fill in the gaps or to, you know, at that point I was so stuck on getting through 

the lesson that I really wasn’t listening to the things that the children were saying. And the co-

teaching really helped to fill in the gaps and relieve some of the pressure on me to stick to the 

program so that I could see things in different ways. (I 1, Teacher D, Lines 41-45, p. 16) 

This comment also illustrates Teacher D’s need to move from management concerns to those focused 

on results with her students. She felt the lab site structure offered her an opportunity to be immersed in 

the effective practice of teaching mathematics to help her move on from basic concerns of self, to see 

things in different ways. 

 

4.1.1 (iii) (b) Building of trust and confidence in relationships. 

Teacher B spoke of the underlying building of confidence and trust in her relationship with me as 

consultant. This trust became the basis for her self-reflection on, and changes to, her practice. 

Having a staff developer in the building helps me tremendously cause I know that if there’s 

something I’m not sure about or that I don’t feel completely confident about, I can go to her and 

ask her opinion as far as tweaking the lesson, or trying something different. Because I find that 

situations arise where I need to adapt a lesson and I know that I have the support. (I 1, Teacher 

B, Lines 38-42, p. 7) 

Teacher D also discussed the importance of trust factors in building a relationship with the external 

consultant, knowing that their time together was focused on growing professionally as opposed to any 

performance appraisal issues, being able to discuss candidly how we feel about certain things (I 1, 

Teacher D, Lines 29, p. 16). 
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4.1.1 (iii) (c) The development of teachers’ knowledge over time. 

Teacher D reflected on how the external consultancy has helped her knowledge and understandings 

about math teaching, the development of students’ math understanding and learning, as well as being 

able to adapt the lessons because of increased content knowledge. 

It’s helped me understand things a lot differently. I think, you know at the beginning of the 5 

years, it helped me understand more of a constructionist approach to understanding math and 

teaching math. It’s helped me…cause 5 years in it was only my 2nd or 3rd year of teaching, so 

still relatively new, so I didn’t understand the spiraling curriculum that (the math program) had. 

Just really deepening what it is and why it is, so now when I look at lessons to modify it, I am 

much more informed of the bigger picture across the grade levels. (I 1, Teacher D, Lines 34-37, 

p. 16) 

Teacher C’s perspective, while focused on certain content and pedagogical knowledge she had 

developed, also addressed the importance of now working differently.  

Just being able to open my eyes to writing about math. That was huge. I never really thought that 

writing in math was necessary until I started realizing that it’s not about the answer, and it’s 

about the process- and that’s what the consultancy has really kind of made me open my eyes 

to…In this school, the consultancy has pushed me to a different level to my last school where it’s 

not just about using manipulatives and now it’s moved onto how do you work with your 

colleagues, how do you look at professional writing (looking at student work sessions 

collaboratively) to kind of push myself further…With this school, they are ready to move 

forward. I think the training of teachers is better in this school because it allows people to push 

themselves a little more. (I 1, Teacher C, Lines 47-54, p. 11) 

Teacher C indicates that the expectations from the school and the deeper look at classroom issues have 

shown the importance of teachers’ challenging themselves in professional learning. Professional 

learning at this school is viewed as appropriate to the teachers’ stage of concern. Teacher C’s 

comments support the achievement of this. She acknowledges her movement towards a different stage 

of concern and the value of working collegially to solve problems of practice. 

 

4.1.1 (iv) Importance of teacher choice in professional learning design. 

In contemplating the upcoming implementation of a newly designed, differentiated professional 

development model, the following excerpts from the teachers’ individual interviews indicate their 

anticipation of having a choice in their professional learning. This theme is made apparent within three 

underlying concepts, including teachers’ readiness for professional engagement, the applicability and 
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relevance of the learning to the teacher’s own professional needs, and the accountability that 

accompanies such choice. 

 

4.1.1 (iv) (a) Readiness for professional engagement. 

Teacher A expressed her beliefs about the importance of teachers expressing and following their own 

learning journey so as to meet their own perceived professional learning needs. She explains her 

process for making sense of new knowledge. 

I did like the choices. And it’s interesting because I know the reason I chose the group that I’m in 

is because I’m interested in Guided Math and gearing lessons towards specific groups of kids 

and also because I wanted to avoid the other strands offered like Writing Mathematically. I still 

need time to um, I still need time to buy into the effectiveness of that. So it’s interesting that I was 

able to make that choice, but I’m seeing now that I may have to, you know when the cycle comes 

around again, I may have to adjust, bite the bullet and do what I’m trying to avoid doing. If that 

makes sense. (Why would you do that?) Because if I want to get better at understanding why 

something needs to be done, I just need to immerse myself in it. (I 1, Teacher A, Lines 84-91, p. 

4) 

Teacher A makes clear that the difference with the notion of choice is also the notion of readiness to 

engage in professional learning, part of a teacher’s own personal, practical knowledge and attitude. She 

adds that it is very important to give teachers choices in professional learning so that teachers 

themselves can face the challenges of teaching when they feel they are ready. And I can do it when I 

feel I’m ready to address it and be more willing to be part of it (I 1, Teacher A, Line 92, p. 4). Her 

thoughts about this choice factor highlight whether, given choice, teachers tend to choose what they are 

good at or interested in—as opposed to what they need pedagogically to improve or what is still a 

challenge to them. 

 

4.1.1 (iv) (b) The applicability and relevance of the learning to the teachers’ own professional 

needs. 

For Teacher B, the previous lab site design was an enormous challenge even though she agreed they 

were important as a professional learning forum early in anyone’s career. She was happier with the 

new focus on differentiating the professional learning to meet a variety of teachers’ professional 

learning needs. 

Well I like study groups. I really like study groups. I feel that um it helps me to work on 

something that applies to me personally, so I’ve enjoyed study groups… And I enjoy this type of 
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professional development that we are taking on where we are able to choose what our area of 

interest is, and I feel that helps me ’cause it applies to me. Whereas with lab sites, I mean earlier 

in my career I found lab sites helpful but now I feel like this new design will help me in this part 

of my career. Because it caters to something that I personally need in my teaching, and I feel like 

that will help my teaching become even better. And it’s differentiated, just like we differentiate 

with the kids. Like the professional development has been differentiated to meet my needs as a 

teacher as well. (I 1, Teacher B, Lines 57-65, p. 8) 

She perceived that the new differentiated professional learning design, enabling teacher choice, was 

more suited to her personal professional learning needs. 

I am much happier that we have a choice now. I felt that with the lab sites, we were all working 

on something that a lot of times…I don’t want to sound like I already knew it, I felt that I had 

come to a point where I understood the structure of a lesson, I understood how to turn that into a 

workshop format and so I felt that when you offered the choice to us, I felt much better knowing 

that, you know, it would be something that I would be interested in and it would be something 

that would help me professionally. (I 1, Teacher B, Lines 96-101, p. 9) 

 

4.1.1 (iv) (c) Accountability accompanies choice. 

Teacher C also was positive about the new professional learning design, seeing the links of teacher 

ownership to accountability.  

I think it’s really important to allow people to choose what they think they need to work on, 

especially I know in this school, they’ve had a lot of professional development now, where at 

times people feel that it just wasn’t very relevant or it’s something they’ve done before and I 

think giving people a say kind of gives people more accountability as well. (I 1, Teacher C, Lines 

153-156, p. 14) 

The teachers’ responsibility with having choice in professional learning is correlated to ownership and 

thus with accountability. In this way the improvements and changes to the teacher’s practice are their 

responsibility to achieve because they chose the areas they wished to improve. 

 

As with Teacher A’s comments about the value of the lab sites, Teacher C, in relation to having 

the choice of professional learning, looked forward to observing others who she would not normally 

have seen teach. This included the opportunity of cross-grade links. 

… it gives people the opportunity to see other people they might not have seen before in other 

grades and again just being able to see other strategies that you could use from a 5
th

 grade, a 1
st
 

grade room into your own room. (I 1, Teacher C, Lines 153-156, p. 14) 
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4.1.2 Principal’s Interview Data. 

 

Again, timing, comfort, and setting were considered important in this interview. The Principal was 

interviewed by the consultant in her office at the school, after the school day had ended. The timing of 

this interview occurred in the first week of the study and a set of interview questions (Table 17) were 

given to the Principal the day prior to the interview. Dominant themes that arose during the initial 

interview were framed within the context of the last 6 years of the consultancy and detail key areas of 

focus for the Principal. 

 

Table 17 

Interview Questions for Principal 

Interview Questions for Principal 

1 Why did you initially feel you needed an external change agent, a math consultant, to effect change in teacher 

pedagogy? 

2 What were your goals with the external consultancy? How were they developed? 

3 Has this met your expectations? Why/Why not? 

4 Over the last 5 years, have you witnessed changes in teachers’ math pedagogy and knowledge? How do you 

know? Why do you think this has happened? 

5 Has your own knowledge and understandings of effective math pedagogy been affected? How and why did this 

happen? 

6 A range of structures have been used during the 5 years of the external consultancy. Which do you think have 

had the most impact for your teachers and why? 

7 What recommendations would you make to other principals/assistant principals as to factors/structures that 

facilitate or hinder the influence of the external consultancy? Why? 

8 How important is it for you to facilitate grade team teachers working together in professional learning situations 

regarding mathematics pedagogy? Why/why not? 

9 Could you comment about where you believe the consultancy has evolved to now? 

 

Eight themes emerged, which are now discussed. 

 

4.1.2 (i) Transferability. 

In her supervisory role the Principal conducted a number of formal observations for each teacher each 

year, including pre-and post-conferencing with focused instructional feedback. As well she was 

regularly in classrooms at various times of the day, discussing with teachers aspects of their teaching 
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and students’ needs. Through these lenses the Principal stated that she had already personally 

witnessed much change in each teacher’s practice during the last 5 years of professional learning. 

In the 5 years that we have witnessed change to the teacher’s pedagogy, I could say case in point 

about almost each individual teacher in the building. We were used to giving the lessons whole 

class to all students, trying to differentiate but not really doing a good job of it, um how do I 

know that teachers have grown? Because now, I have teachers who are doing tiered lessons, 

teachers who are looking into lessons and seeing how they need to be planned according to the 

different needs of the children. They are aware of the different needs of the children according to 

the math skills that they have in front of them, and they have really immersed themselves in the 

idea of doing small group instruction… I think that the biggest evidence of knowing that the 

teachers have changed in their pedagogy is by looking at the children--loving mathematics, 

working with manipulatives, explaining the answers mathematically, expressing different ways to 

arrive at an answer, feeling confident when they are working on problem solving. (Initial 

Interview, Principal, Lines 31-47, p. 20) 

 

4.1.2 (ii) The non-negotiable: Everyone is a learner. 

The Principal also framed and detailed her ongoing expectations and vision of professional learning, 

focusing on everyone’s involvement, regardless of stages of development. She described her strong 

beliefs about the importance of building all teachers’ capacity in having professional conversations 

focused on effective teaching and learning. She added that, initially, there had been some resistance 

from teachers to the professional development facilitated by the consultant, with the Principal’s 

ongoing expectation that there would be a “deprivatisation of practice”. This meant teachers 

collaborating together regarding their professional learning so as to best encourage teachers’ deep 

reflection on their own practice, uncommon to that point. 

…there was a lot of resistance 5 years ago…there were teachers who were resistant to the 

professional development we were providing, they felt criticised because now we were talking 

about their pedagogy, not only about their pedagogy but their knowledge and it’s tough to feel 

challenged that way. (Initial Interview, Principal, Lines 53-57, p. 20) 

 

The Principal stated that the professional development was framed within her own, ongoing 

expectation that all teachers were going to be involved in a collaborative self-reflective journey in her 

quest to build a professional learning community. She explained, 

Being able to think about times that regardless of how you felt personally, this was a non-

negotiable in our school that we were all going to be learners, that we were all going to continue 
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challenging ourselves both learning about math content and questioning or challenging our 

pedagogy. (Initial Interview, Principal, Lines 57-60, p. 20) 

 

The Principal further comments on the changes she has experienced to her own learning during 

the consultancy journey.  

Um my understanding of math pedagogy has been affected, and I think that it has been affected 

at the same level that the teachers in our school have. Where I felt that we were not reaching 

every student because of second language learners, or children in resource room, or special 

needs, or children with disadvantage – that is a lot of the children in our building – were not 

comfortable with the math that they were learning, so we had a lot of children that were in 

remediation and we had a lot of children that were in a level 2 in mathematical performance on 

standardized testing. So when we started with the professional development in mathematics with 

this consultancy, I myself was also a learner alongside the classroom teachers, learning the new 

(Math Program), because I had not been exposed to that before, but also the good practices in 

teaching mathematics and the pedagogy that the teachers have, so I was a learner alongside the 

classroom teachers. And in that sense I have grown in knowledge, I have grown in ability to be 

able to um understand and see when teachers are really using tiered lessons, how the teachers 

are evaluating students’ progress and how the different components of the balance of math 

instruction are happening. (Initial Interview, Principal, Lines 69-82, pp. 20-21) 

In this way, the Principal has modeled this for teachers. Her active involvement in the professional 

learning sessions, alongside the teachers, is evidence of effective instructional leadership.  

 

4.1.2 (iii) Effective organisational structures. 

Essential factors involved with an effective and successful external consultancy are seen by the 

Principal as clear communication and organisational structures. During the interview the Principal 

commented on the need for clear and explicit communication between the external consultant and the 

leadership team of the school so as to ensure the vision of a professional learning community was 

consistent and aligned by all stakeholders during the consultancy.  

I feel that being able to know that the two of you – the consultancy and the administration – are 

speaking with one voice, so that we are supporting each other when we are having those hard 

days, and being able to know that as principals we also need to be diligent about providing the 

necessary support for this good work to happen – for the scheduling to be available, for the 

substitutes to be available, for the structures in the articulation of the consultancy to be 

available. Because if that is also an area that is not well coordinated, there would be less 

success in the program. (Initial Interview, Principal, Lines 106-112, pp. 21-22) 
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Her belief in the need for strong and efficient organisational structures as pivotal to a successful 

external consultancy within the school is clearly expressed. Only through having clear frameworks for 

learning available for teachers, the leadership team, and the consultant, can the full potential of having 

an external consultant be realised. 

 

4.1.2 (iv) Appropriate consultancy strategies. 

The Principal articulated her belief that the lab site structure used in the first 5 years of the consultancy 

was an essential beginning framework for collaborative professional learning. 

The first structures were important ones. Because those were the ones where we had direct study 

time on math pedagogy and content knowledge, and then when we were able to look at the 

lessons that we were doing and how we would be able to enhance our teaching in order to reach 

all children. I think those were the hardest years. And I think that they were the ones that 

challenged our teachers’ practices to let all the other growth happen as a consequence for us to 

be able to vary the consultancy where we were doing more coaching and not so much of the 

observation of how the lessons flowed. We were able to give more content knowledge because at 

this point in time we felt that they were ready to really deepen their understanding about 

mathematical thinking as it happens developmentally in a child’s mind. So I think that the most 

important one, the biggest impact, was for us to be able to establish that non-negotiable for those 

first years. (Initial Interview, Principal, Lines 83-94, p. 21) 

The early strategies, from the apprenticeship model, were important because they specifically focused 

on reflecting on teacher pedagogy and building teachers’ recognition of the need to further enhance 

their content and pedagogical knowledge. These comments reveal her understanding that the 

professional learning design needed to match the teachers’ stage of concern.  

 

4.1.2 (v) The importance of teacher choice in professional learning. 

While the lab site structure was mutually agreed by the consultant and the Principal as a strong 

framework for the professional learning for the consultancy, the Principal spoke enthusiastically about 

her agreement for the need for a focus on differentiating according to teacher need, building teachers’ 

intrinsic motivation and ownership.  

We are starting a new level of consultancy and that is where teachers are choosing their own 

areas of professional growth…. I feel that it is important because it gives the teachers ownership 

over the professional development that they are having. I feel it holds them accountable to the 

growth that is going to happen in the specific area that they are choosing to do their study on. I 

feel that it is important to me because teachers are sending a message saying oh my goodness, 

we have grown in mathematical instruction, we have grown in mathematical pedagogy, the 
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children are responding to the work we are doing because they are doing wonderful work, it is 

time for us to be able to continue developing deeper knowledge in specific areas. (Initial 

Interview, Principal, Lines 137-146, p. 22) 

 

Firstly, there is recognition of the teachers’ need to delve deeper into and reflect on their 

classroom practice as well as building deeper content knowledge. With teacher choice and ownership 

in professional learning comes accountability and responsibility, putting into practice those 

implications and ideas they discover in their new knowledge. As the teachers made decisions about 

their professional learning, the role of the consultancy then needed to change. It was necessary to put a 

greater emphasis on supporting the teachers’ understandings of reflection to facilitate deeper and more 

rigorous reflection-on-practice (Schön, 1983). Key to this was developing the teachers’ inner locus of 

control so they ultimately took responsibility for their own learning and growth. The Principal 

elaborates further on this key belief when she states, 

Because the ultimate goal is that it is teacher owned and teacher led…the message that we have 

been trying to bring – good pedagogical knowledge and ability for teachers to know 

differentiation, it’s not something of a message anymore, but it’s something they carry with them 

themselves, and that they are interested in doing on their own... That it’s self initiated. (Initial 

Interview, Principal, Lines 132-136, p. 22) 

Moving the teachers from an external locus of control to an internal one also appears integral to the 

intent of the differentiated learning design. 

 

4.1.2 (vi) Building trust. 

The importance of building trust was also discussed. The Principal spoke of how her knowledge of, 

and confidence in, the consultant’s expertise had developed through their 5-year relationship. She 

explained that it is important to have an external consultant who has strong knowledge in both the 

specific content area as well as in whole-school improvement processes. She elaborated, 

and it only happens with a well-articulated consultancy. I would have been afraid to do this 

previously, with all the content areas because having a consultancy that has such a deep 

knowledge and understanding not only of mathematics but also about school supervision and 

how a school is run, really has given me the trust to be able to say yes we can go that next step, 

because I know it is going to be planned, and at a very high level of interaction. (Initial 

Interview, Principal, Lines 147-151, p. 23) 
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Of critical importance in relation to these comments is my own background as a school leader 

which definitely informed my work as an external consultant. The Principal’s belief rested on the 

growth of her own confidence. This confidence in my abilities as a consultant to have the skills, 

strategies, and professional knowledge to reframe the learning design had evolved over time as a result 

of our collaborative relationship. As well, the Principal had identified and aligned with my own 

background and knowledge of leadership and whole-school improvement processes. The respect and 

confidence in this evolving relationship is foundational to the success of the consultancy. 

 

4.1.2 (vii) The whole-school improvement focus. 

From this previous theme comes the seventh, the wider application of the consultancy to whole-school 

improvement. The Principal indicated the effect of the math consultancy shifting to one which now 

also successfully encompasses a whole-school improvement and leadership focus, moving from 

developing what had been initially planned as a 3-year plan (now 6-year) focused on mathematics 

professional development to one of whole-school strategic planning.  

With… (this) consultancy, I thought that it was important for us as a school community to be 

able to have the professional development in school-wide improvement, building wide. Building 

the leadership, having everyone on the staff understand the fundamental parts of it, getting to 

know our school data school wide for all the staff members, and then looking at the different 

areas we are looking at when we are making decisions that affect the school in any way possible, 

when we are making decisions about professional development, when we are making decisions 

about parent workshops and support, when we are making decisions about what structures we 

need to have in order for us to continue in the progress of giving the best instruction to the 

children and emotional support as well. (Initial Interview, Principal, Lines 181-190, pp. 23-24) 

 

In this school the whole-school strategic plan is framed within the Breakthrough framework 

(Fullan et al., 2006) and based on a model of developing teacher leadership (Crowther et al., 2001, 

2002). Processes had been developed over the last 3 years to devolve responsibility and empower the 

teachers to lead the development of a strategic planning process. The Principal had been very 

supportive of the development of parallel leadership in this decision-making process and it is these 

processes to which she refers. Again because of my own underlying passion for whole-school 

improvement processes tied to building teacher leadership, this knowledge and understanding 

influenced my work as an external consultant. Although originally working as a math-specific 

consultant, my whole-school improvement focus also became integral to my work. I facilitated the 
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organisation and framework for changing and developing the strategic plan through a focus on building 

teacher leadership.  

 

4.1.2 (viii) Transferability. 

In consequence of this desire for a whole-school approach, a final theme emerged as the Principal 

spoke of her deliberate strategy in mirroring and transferring similar professional development 

structures developed and established by this consultancy to other content areas in the school. 

Many of the structures we had created in the math consultancy we started using in other content 

areas…replicating the school-wide improvement in mathematics for our whole school 

community. (Initial Interview, Principal, Lines 155-157, p. 23) 

Another external consultant from a different professional learning company has been employed to 

implement similar strategies as those created with the mathematics consultancy, as well as replicating 

structures with other subject area cluster teachers. 

 

4.2 During the Implementation of the Reframed Differentiated Professional Learning Model 

 

4.2.1 Consultant’s reflective journal data. 

 

A source of data for this self-study is my researcher/participant journal. I recorded my reflections, 

feelings, and noticings about any events over the life of the 12-week study, including the classroom 

observations at the end of the professional learning cycle. This journal was then typed, revisited, and 

analysed. In particular, recorded circumstances that were characterised by emotive responses or that I 

questioned stimulated further reflection. Table 18 details eight key themes evident within the reflective 

journal throughout both the implementation of the professional learning model and post-professional 

learning cycle notes when visiting classrooms. 
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Table 18 

Key Themes Evident Within Reflective Journal 

 Key Themes 

1. The development and evolution of the consultancy over time: 

(i) Introduction of differentiated professional development model 

(ii) Development of knowledge over time - beliefs vs practice 

2.  Building of trusting, respectful relationships with teachers and with Principal 

3. Stage of teacher development linked to appropriate professional learning strategy 

4. Transferability of professional learning to classroom practice-evidence within observation visits 

5.  Transferability of professional development processes within consultancy to other content areas 

6.  Organisational structures that support professional learning 

7 Broadened role of consultancy from math focus incorporating math consultancy as one element: 

development of shared leadership  

8.  The non-negotiable - everyone is a learner 

 

4.2.1 (i) The development and evolution of the consultancy over time. 

The use of reflection has always been important to me as an external consultant to review my own 

work and strive to keep refining my own practice continually to meet the ongoing needs of the 

teachers. Reflecting on discussions held with teachers about best catering for their needs provided the 

impetus for me to consider a major change to the design of professional learning so as to best meet the 

needs of all teachers. I wrote, 

I feel so strongly about the evolution of this consultancy into one incorporating at some level, 

elements of teacher ownership. The previous 5 years has focused on such a range of consultancy 

structures from lab sites with pre- and post-conferencing sessions, study groups, June Planning 

sessions (which have also evolved) to individual coaching sessions. The teachers’ comments at 

the end of last year cemented the need to make a change with the format of the consultancy. 

Teachers were voicing their confidence with certain areas of math pedagogy as a result of the 

previous years’ consultancy and their increasing desire to have their individual professional 

development needs met in a differentiated way. Their argument? We differentiate for the children 

so we think professional development should be differentiated for us! - based on our individual 

needs. 

Glasser’s Choice Theory and the notion of internal control supports this view and increases the 

likelihood of higher teacher ownership with teacher leadership and choice. I think the notion of 

an external locus of control shifting to an emphasis on individual internal locus of control will 

also have a large impact on teacher engagement. (RJ, Day 1, Lines 76-85, p. 3) 
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While reflecting on what teachers had said they needed, it was also obvious to me that 

increased teacher ownership may well equate to increased teacher engagement. It was important to me 

to afford teachers the time to also reflect on what they needed and review their learning at strategic 

points in the process and reframe or revise their chosen goals. 

Adapting the consultancy to suit and meet each teacher’s pedagogical needs is a challenge and 

this PD cycle is an attempt to meet both teachers’ perceived needs (as they see them and allow 

them to be known to others) and their needs as perceived by others (Principal, A/Principal, 

consultant) but may be unknown to themselves… At the same time, for real change in practice, 

teachers have to have ownership of the changes and how it relates specifically to their needs. So 

even through the 6 weeks, midway, rechecking what the teachers wanted to 

explore/analyse/reflect on was a key point and gave further ownership to them in the journey of 

becoming a reflective math practitioner. (RJ, Day 8, Lines 118-120, 124-127, p. 20) 

 

This new professional learning design was a reframing in that it further deepened the teachers’ 

learning through two key principles. The first is focused on facilitating teacher choice and ownership 

to address their current specific classroom issues or concerns in the teaching of mathematics. Secondly, 

there is a deliberate focus on the students in the classroom, their needs and their achievements, as the 

basis for looking more deeply at daily teacher practice and thus forming the basis of the professional 

learning. 

The restructured sessions appear to be well received. There was lots of interest in the Johari 

window and non-verbals such as nodding/smiling when we discussed the new option of having a 

grade level meeting/coaching session and then the teachers sign up for a session of their choice 

based on their interests indicated on the PD audit. While our aim was to also have teachers work 

therefore in multi-grade level collaborative teams so far the Grade 5s asked especially if they 

could stay together to look at the topic of “writing mathematically”. Teacher B commented that 

Teacher C and D and herself had chosen individually to investigate further the topic of ‘Writing 

Mathematically’ even though it looked like they had chosen as a group. Teacher D commented 

that she “had really wanted to explore this for some time now so I’m keen we can finally do 

this”. (RJ, Day 1, Lines 7-13, p. 1) 

 

The teachers’ responses to the introduction of this design were positive and, judging by the 

non-verbal and verbal responses of the teachers in the excerpt above, it created much interest. While I 

designed and implemented this new design of professional learning, it was in response to the teachers’ 

request the previous year for further differentiation according to their individual needs: I had asked for 

evaluations of the professional development and I had received both formal and informal evaluations 
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in written and oral format, requesting me to consider differentiating the professional development for 

different needs of different teachers. When introducing the model to the teachers I was open to 

negotiation and to reframing the design to cater for their needs. I utilised the Johari window model as 

well as the prelude from Sullo’s (2007) text, Activating the Desire to Learn, adapting both to focus on 

the rationale of the design, teachers developing their internal locus of control in taking charge of their 

own professional learning. The Professional Teaching Standards were also used to frame the notion of 

quality teaching of mathematics and provide a platform for reflection. It was clear that this design 

reached to the heart of the teachers taking ownership themselves. It seemed that there was also 

appreciation that the teachers’ requests, their “voices”, had been heard and acted upon. 

I think it is also so important that we started the session with a review of the teacher leadership 

and teacher ownership theory as the different structure we were implementing this year. As well 

using the… Professional Teaching Standards as a framework helped frame and provide a 

foundation for the teachers of an effective learning and teaching framework for reflecting on 

their own values/beliefs and practices. Shifting the consultancy away from a PD focus to a 

professional learning focus has been a priority for these 6 years. “Developing teachers’ 

capacity for leadership, energized by inquiry and focused on learning and school improvement” 

(Durrant, 2004) would be the goal and priority for this year. (RJ, Day 1, Lines 91-95, p. 3) 

The deliberate use of these models provided a sound basis for the professional learning this year. 

Offering a framework to use as a reflection tool provided another “sacred story” (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1995, p. 3) for teachers against which they could compare their own “secret stories” of 

inside-classroom pedagogy. 

Today was the third week in the cycle of the consultancy schedule. Teachers reviewed and 

reflected on what they had learned to date. We talked about them having the power to choose 

their own professional development pathway for the second session of professional development 

for the next 3 weeks. They seemed quite surprised/overwhelmed? by this idea, certainly not used 

to so much choice. Teacher C asked if this had to include lab sites and I said no but that it should 

entail some classroom focus because the last 3 weeks have been focused on ‘Writing 

Mathematically’ grade level meetings. They said they would like to take a child from their class - 

someone they are concerned about their progress and trial the Early Childhood Math interview - 

a diagnostic tool and try out the Numeration part of the interview, and planning specifically to 

meet that child’s needs. (RJ, Day 3, Lines 36-42, p. 6) 

 

Their choice of focusing on a student was a familiar one, echoing past child studies we had 

utilised as part of the consultancy strategies, with a constant focus of professional learning centred on 

the students and their achievements. The importance of choice within the professional learning cycle 
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was again highlighted in the third week, mid-way through the cycle when teachers were asked to 

reflect on their learning to date and re-decide the focus of the next three weeks. They seemed surprised 

by having the voice to decide not just the content but also the mode of learning. This indicates the level 

of direction I had had over their professional learning to this point. They were now being given the 

power to decide their own pathway. This would provide new professional learning stories for each of 

them. 

 

4.2.1 (ii) Building of trusting, respectful relationships with teachers and principal. 

There is no doubt that the length of time of my consultancy at this school was integral to the building 

of supportive and trusting relationships between the consultant and the teachers. This was the basis of a 

discussion I recorded in my journal that occurred early in the differentiated professional learning cycle. 

I wrote, 

Today my eyes were opened to issues not previously highlighted by teachers in the 5 years of the 

consultancy. My question is - Is this a result of them having more say as to the direction of the 

professional development? Up until now, every professional development session has been 

organised and decided (although with some teacher input) by the consultant, and administrators 

based on observations and data. This cycle teachers were asked what direction/interests/issues 

they wanted to follow. 3 of the 4 Grade 3 teachers chose a focus on Writing Mathematically. 

Today’s session started with Teacher C saying that she had done a self-reflection with the 

students about the Exemplars problem-solving task and that she was concerned that so many 

students in her class were saying how worried and nervous they felt doing these tasks because 

they wanted a Level 4 on the rubric. Teacher B and Teacher D agreed that the children felt this 

way. I was a bit stunned and shocked …and very concerned as we had worked for the last 2 

years on implementing Exemplars and while there was an initial thinking prevailing that it was a 

“test” we had focused on implementing a positive, supportive, scaffolded approach with trialing 

the task (with easier numbers) before asking the children to “have a go” independently. I asked 

the teachers if they could honestly reflect on their own feelings of joy, anticipation and fun in 

sharing such a mathematical “quest”/problem/investigation. They looked amused and said they 

hadn’t thought of it this way. This seems to correlate with the view in this city/state that 

assessments are something done “to” students not with students. The notion of assessment “for” 

learning as opposed to assessment “of” learning seems to be at the basis of the thinking. To 

think that you could share the delight of exploring problems together and confidently empower 

students to explore something on their own, then use that work to further reflect on their 

problem-solving processes almost seems out of the realm of the teachers’ preconceived ideas of 

giving an Exemplars assessment. (RJ, Day 2, Lines 1-18, p. 4) 

 

This incident raised questions for me regarding teachers’ self-disclosure, exposing the real 

secret story of their practice. My question was, “Did this arise because with teacher ownership comes 
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more openness of practice or was it as a result of building on the 6 years of developing strong and 

supportive relationships?” Firstly, the fact that the teachers so willingly disclosed these attitudes to 

these tasks was important to me in knowing they felt comfortable addressing their real issues of 

concern without any fear of recriminations. It also involved some key interpersonal skills and strategies 

used to build teachers’ motivation and confidence. This was also evident when one of the teachers 

posed a question regarding the philosophy of the mathematics program. 

Teacher C raised the issue - is spiraling in the curriculum really effective? (The notion of 

Teacher C questioning the norm out loud says something for the stage of the trust in the 

consultancy relationship alone). We had a great discussion with each teacher contributing their 

concerns, fears, worries about priorities, pressure of time and the ultimate pressure of the test. 

(RJ, Day 6, Lines 2-5, p. 10) 

Many management issues arose here and needed a forum for discussion and reflection, again calling on 

interpersonal skills to continually build teachers’ notions of self-efficacy. 

 

4.2.1 (iii) The development of teachers’ knowledge over time. 

Do beliefs change before practice or vice versa (Guskey & Sparks, 1996)? The implementation of the 

differentiated professional learning design raised this question for me about the nature of the change. 

As Nelson (1999) states, “the relationship between beliefs and practice is dialectic, moving back and 

forth between change in beliefs and change in classroom practice” (p. 6). In terms of the 

implementation of the Exemplars’ problem-solving tasks, the teachers’ responses in the interviews 

indicated that the practice was being implemented without the accompanying positive beliefs. As an 

external consultant, the tension remains when considering how teachers’ beliefs and attitudes change in 

terms of professional learning strategies. In my journal I wrote, 

Adopting the notion of tiered lessons and Guided Math as a form of differentiating has been a 

huge undertaking for many teachers, one which has required much PD support, practically 

through analysing the students’ needs through their assessment data, planning the tiered groups 

then practically implementing this together with the group management issues. This reinforces 

Guskey’s notion: do we change beliefs before practice or practice before beliefs and after these 

5 years of the consultancy, I tend to favour the latter!!!!!! More and More!!!! (RJ, Day 4, Lines 

23-27, p. 7) 

A behaviourist (Spillane, 2002) viewpoint proposes that professional development workshops and in-

service sessions work to change beliefs before teacher practice, while a situated and cognitive 

viewpoint of teacher learning aligns more to Guskey’s (1986) notion of teachers making significant 
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changes to their beliefs after they have witnessed results with students, through implementing the 

changes in practice (Spillane, 2002). 

 

Focused on facilitating teachers to solve their own problems, I deliberately stepped back and 

required the teachers to investigate and take responsibility in solving the negative students’ and 

teachers’ attitudes to the rich problem tasks. In my journal I noted it was obvious they had wanted to 

vent but were not too sure of their ownership of the solution. 

We then looked at how we could help students overcome their negative attitudes. In delving 

further, teachers admitted they were only spending 45 minutes a day on math as opposed to 75 

minutes [required by the state board of education]. At this stage I noticed one thing. Teacher D 

and C said how there were so many other pressing extra curriculum demands pushing into the 

day’s schedule prohibiting the 75 minutes timeslot for mathematics. When asked what they could 

do about this, the teachers seemed unsure as to what to say and there was some lengthy silence. 

It appeared they were not used to thinking in the mode of “solving” these issues because of the 

imposed demands of the curriculum. Was there a solution anyway to this ever-present difficulty 

for all teachers? After a lengthy pause, I asked them what would happen if they could take one 

extra 30 minute period one day a week (to make 75 minutes of math one day a week) and use this 

to play with problem solving on much easier yet still rich problems, they all agreed they could do 

this and agreed to trial this week. Making it into a small and manageable, practical step seemed 

to be the key. Also facilitating them to solve their own problem. (RJ, Day 2, Lines 24-33, p. 16) 

 

Several principles are evident here. While consideration of time factors for learning occur at 

Level 3 of Hall’s (1974) Stages of Concern, it is clear that the teachers needed support and time to 

know they could solve this problem if indeed they valued it enough; that is, the importance of children 

working with rich problem tasks. They also needed facilitation to devolve the decision-making and 

problem solving to them, giving them ownership of the solutions to their classroom issues. Thirdly, 

supporting teachers through facilitating the breaking down of the problem into small manageable steps 

in the classroom is important for teachers grappling with change. Of significance, while I was working 

to devolve ownership to the teachers in problem solving, this reflection indicated that some facilitation 

on my part was still required. Lastly, using student work is an important basis of discussion and a 

springboard for teachers in grappling with change. My comments in my journal reflect this further. 

Challenging preconceived beliefs…keep it based in classroom practice, keep it grounded in their 

current practices and keep it focused on student work (RJ, Day 2, Lines 20-21 , p. 4)…this seems 

to be a strategy for the consultancy that facilitates self-reflection on pedagogy without 

defensiveness on the teachers’ part. It is more than just looking at student work. It involves 
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digging deeper and diagnosing specifically students’ difficulties, then contemplating what 

intervention/teaching needs to happen to best meet this need. It involves teachers starting with 

assessment data, simply with one or two children (often revealing surprising data to them) and 

truly aligning teaching to this. (RJ, Day 4, Lines 9-13, p.7) 

Of note, is the resulting incident that happened during Halloween. 

Today, all Grade 3 teachers came to the Character Day parade (Halloween) dressed as a 

character from one of the many Exemplars problem-solving tasks for the year. The kids and I 

just loved it - lots of laughter (I was at the school for a leadership consultancy day). This humour 

indicated they knew I would appreciate my earlier comment on how they could combine “Joy” 

and “Problem solving/Exemplars” in the same sentence (or outfit as the case may be). One 

teacher even posted her photo, subtitled “Joy and Exemplars”, on Facebook. (RJ, Day 3, Lines 

19-29, p. 6) 

 

This incident gave me much to ponder. I was particularly interested in the teachers’ trust in 

voicing these negative attitudes. They now seemed confident that, although their “secret stories” did 

not match the “sacred stories” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 3) or espoused theories (Argyris & 

Schön, 1978) promoted by the consultant, the Principal, and the system, it was okay to share within the 

collaborative group without fear of repercussions. It also appeared important to them to share this 

problem of their students’ negative attitudes to problem solving, to have the conversations and 

dialogue to discuss opinions and views and delve deeper into the implications for practice. As well, the 

discussion centred on the unexpected result with the students’ attitudes, simply from their humorous 

attempt at having fun with my comments and my challenge to their negative attitudes. 

We talked today about the impact of dressing up for Halloween on the students’ attitudes to 

problem solving. Teacher B and Teacher C admitted that it had had an effect - children were 

now looking forward to doing the tasks, asking about them. I brought up the fact that having fun 

with the idea, playing with the idea in fact was a great model for children to know you could 

have fun with math ideas as well - my role here had been to challenge their view that the 

children didn’t like doing Exemplars and challenge the notion of how much they liked doing 

them and how much they put the fun/joy and problem solving together. The fact that I was able to 

challenge them says much for our relationship (a challenge/ support model in terms of High 

Challenge/High Support). 

 Challenge 
 

 
Support 

High Challenge 
High Support 

High Challenge 
Low Support 

Low Challenge 
High Support 

Low Challenge 
Low Support 
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How does a coaching relationship get to that level? Through the building of trust, collaboration, 

conveying an attitude and belief in shared professional learning, keeping the focus on quality 

instruction, and maximising students’ achievements to the fore at all times. (RJ, Day 6, Lines 25-

37, p. 11) 

 

My reflections here focus on the actions, the dialogue, and the processes I had engaged in to 

challenge yet also support the teachers in their problem of practice with the implementation of 

Exemplars. They indicated that the trust in the relationship was again foundational to facilitating such 

reflection-on-action (Schön, 1983, p. 49). Yet also, clearly, the focus was on facilitating teachers to 

reflect on their attitudes and practices, a devolving of ownership back to thinking about the rigours of 

classroom practice.  

 

During this study, my journal illustrates reflections on another professional development 

strategy that is foundational to my work as an external consultant. 

The Circles of Concern model (Covey) has been very useful in helping teachers focus on what 

they have control over - their teaching, their planning, their assessment, their interactions with 

students, their building of a positive classroom culture - and helps them put in perspective those 

things they a) have no control over and b)those they only have influence over. Each time this 

strategy is used it helps teachers focus directly on the things that matter for them - the things 

they can change and work with. This model has been used so frequently over the 6 years during 

this consultancy it is often used with humour now when re-focusing teachers’ attention on what 

they have control over. (RJ, Day 6, Lines 38-43, p. 11) 

This strategy again put the ownership of the learning back in the hands of the teachers, focusing on 

helping them examine what they did have control over in the school’s story and their own professional 

learning story. It exemplifies the developing devolution of power that was accompanying the 

consultancy. 

 

4.2.1 (iv) Stage of teacher development linked to appropriate professional learning strategy. 

The goals the teachers set at the beginning of the consultancy were deliberately framed within the set 

of Professional Standards used by the city for mentoring beginning teachers. 

While we finished the differentiated PD schedule today, I asked the teachers to complete a mid 

evaluation goal sheets for themselves for the next 6 weeks and actionable plans. Reflecting on 

progress made within the 6 weeks just past and setting goals and making an actionable plan is 

such a vital part of ongoing work with the consultancy. Being metacognitive and reflective about 
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your own personal growth is an integral part of the work I do in schools and I have refined it 

further and further each year. This year I have asked teachers to consider the whole-school 

priorities from the strategic action plan (Stage 1) shared at staff development day and set long-

term yearly goals within the Engaging and Supporting Students standard of the Professional 

Teaching Standards. My task then is to ensure the PD is aligned to supporting teachers to reach 

their goals and monitoring for evidence/measures of success. This is a much tighter alignment of 

data-driven whole-school priorities, teachers’ specific professional needs, and PD programs 

developed by the consultant. (RJ, Day 7, Lines 32-39, p. 13) 

 

At the beginning of the professional learning cycle, the teachers were asked to frame their 

professional goals and needs within the Professional Standards and my task was to negotiate priorities 

for the lab site within these parameters as well as being cognisant of the school’s grade level and 

teachers’ needs. As explained in Chapter 1, this was achieved by utilising the Johari window 

framework as a basis of the differentiated design to ensure a balance of quadrants, so that teachers also 

consider the “blind” spot of systemic or school-based priorities as well as areas that have been hidden 

to them within their practice. Setting their own goals puts the control in the teachers’ hands and 

ensures they drive their own professional learning agenda within a framework of choice and systemic 

and school priorities. 

 

4.2.1 (v) Transferability of professional learning strategies to classroom practice. 

The last 5 weeks of the reflective journal entries detail clearly the pedagogical practices I observed in 

classrooms after the 6-week professional learning cycle. 

Today’s observations have enabled me to once again during this study to have time to sit back 

and marvel at the changes in practice I am witnessing. I feel like this reflective journal is full of 

me extolling this but again today I have seen evidence that much of the work of the coaching and 

consultancy that I have been involved with is now embedded in these teachers’ daily pedagogical 

practice. Open-ended questioning, use of small groups, one-on-one scaffolding and facilitation, 

pre-planning for specific and targeted intervention with appropriate experiences, an underlying 

thread of deeper teacher content knowledge that has definitely improved over time, teachers’ 

personal practical knowledge that has also deepened over time are all things I witnessed today. 

(RJ, Day 10, Lines 115-122, p. 31) 

 

While this is solely my interpretation and inference, the practices I saw did exhibit strong 

evidence of the effect of the professional learning journey over the last 6 years. An example of the 

reflective journal entry notes follows in Figure 2. It includes descriptions of my first day observing in 
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classrooms after the professional learning cycle was completed. Both the observation and the item 

previously discussed and analysed at the newly completed professional learning cycle are listed to 

illustrate the alignment. 

 

Day 8 Teacher B: Guided Math lesson 

Informed by her assessment data, Teacher B has formed four groups and works with one specific 

group for 20 minutes on intervention, then rotates another group and works with them based on their 

specific needs (see Appendix D for planning as discussed in lab site). 

Group 1: Baseball Multiplication Game 

Group 2: Multiplication Bingo 

Group 3: Fact Triangles- 

Each group has different facts to play with based on their level of development. 

Different groups of students each go to get their resources and independently start working on games 

in their groups.  

Focus of professional learning: Differentiation according to assessment data, varying content to meet 

individual needs 

Day 8 Teacher C: Guided Math lesson 

Also informed by her assessment data, the teacher has planned for 5 groups all doing different 

activities based on their specific needs. She begins with some mental math with whole class on rug. 

She has chosen this mental math from her anecdotal records the day before indicating many children 

had problems with this concept. 

Focus of professional learning: Differentiation according to assessment data, varying content to meet 

individual needs. 

Day 8 Teacher A: As discussed in lab site cycle, on the wall the Behavior Management rubric from lab 

site discussions is evident. The teacher has taken photos of children and used to illustrate rubrics. Y 

chart also of looks like, sounds like, feels like for explicit “sitting on rug” behaviour as discussed in 

lab site and teacher has subsequently developed with children. Both the teacher and the children refer 

to both of these as part of their ongoing daily schedule. 

Focus of professional learning: Positive behaviour management strategies implemented 

Day 8 Teacher D: During share time: Teacher D differentiates and separates two groups. One group 

writes what was most challenging part of this and what did you learn. Other group scaffolded on rug 

to complete totals, then to write in journal with sentence starters. Both groups write in reflective 

journal then students take journal and share with each other. 

Focus of professional learning: Writing mathematically strategies implemented 

(RJ, Day 8, Lines 1-4, 25-28, 83-86, 79-82, p. 17) 

Figure 2. Excerpt of reflective journal field notes during classroom visits. 

 

This alignment of the teachers’ knowledge from the professional learning cycle was obvious at 

each visit and is personified in the following extract about Teacher B, although also evident with each 

teacher each visit. 
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Teacher B differentiated with her students today in Guided Math exhibiting many of the things 

we discussed in the lab site - small group work. Five groups were operating, one intervention 

group with teacher focused on their needs i.e., place value issues informed by her use of Early 

Childhood Assessment in Mathematics diagnostic interviews with these students at-risk. What 

was striking was her ability to also differentiate within her group of 4 students. She could see 1 

child was struggling with 2 digits and more/less while the other 3 children seemed capable so 

she had this child continue to work with her and the other 3 she scaffolded further to a 100-200 

grid. When they seemed confident there, she gave them the number 107 to find 10 more and 10 

less. This number crucially links the bridging of the 10 and the students were mystified. The 

teacher scaffolded their understanding with a 1-100 grid put above the 100-200 grid so the 

students could see the connection. She then gave them Base 10 materials to explore 10 more/10 

less than 3 digit numbers. Noticeable also was the ease with which the students collected 

materials for their various groups and proceeded to work collaboratively on the games chosen 

for them. The teacher’s planning indicates her use of her observation notes/assessment to inform 

her choice of groups. (RJ, Day 8, Lines 142-156, p. 20) 

 

In my 6-year journey at this school, I had never had the pleasure of simply being an observer in 

the classroom with the teacher. This study afforded me that opportunity. In being able to step back and 

reflect and observe, I was astounded to see the effects of the professional learning woven throughout 

the math pedagogy in each classroom. Of importance, the data indicate strong integration of teachers’ 

increased content knowledge with the implementation of differentiated intervention activities in 

contrast to previous “test prep” activities. The following entry also provided me with much to consider. 

Again noticeable today was the use by each teacher of differentiated activities informed by their 

assessment data - truly “assessment for learning” in action. I was so impressed that each 

teacher had truly looked at their data and planned appropriate activities (evident of deep content 

knowledge) to best meet each student’s needs. Small group work, cooperative learning and 

hands-on activities were evident with each teacher, something that would not have been as 

readily evident 6 years ago. What makes this even more astounding is that these sessions were 

part of the grade level’s “test prep” period, marked 6 years ago by the use of a standardized test 

prep text, with all students completing the same practice exercises, regardless of need. The 

change from this scenario to the one witnessed today is like looking at either end of a 

pedagogical continuum and for me, in the role of researcher, it showed the move and changes 

made by these teachers over the 6 years. Hugely astounding changes! To add to this further, 

their use of test prep was not relegated to a standardised and “tabula rasa” form of teaching to 

the middle didactically but instead one of highly effective individualised intervention utilising 

effective learning and teaching strategies to attempt to meet the needs of each and every student. 

I know we have worked for many years on differentiation, on looking at student data and 

planning from this for students rather than be stuck in following a specific standardised 

program. I have modeled and demonstrated effective test prep experiences informed by math 

assessment data. I have facilitated discussions reiterating the essential message that the best test 

prep is to actually teach well!!! Teachers have been coached in planning for these experiences 
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as well as implementing them during this 20-day test prep period. So what has made the 

difference that these teachers are actually now implementing these practices as part of their 

daily routines, integrated naturally within their math pedagogical practices???? The move from 

demonstrating and modeling to putting the “mouse in the hand of the computer learner” - 

focusing on classroom practices and reflecting on these continually and consistently! The 

message has remained the same during the whole time of this consultancy - there have been 

many discussions about whether the standardised test prep text has really met the needs of all 

learners. “Ultimately it is about instruction and only instruction” (Fullan) - ultimately it is about 

maximising the learning capabilities of each and every student in the math classroom!!!!!!!!!!!. 

And that is the task of the effective teacher and the BIG thing for which they are accountable!! 

(RJ, Day 9, Lines 111-136, p. 25) 

 

This entry reflects the evolution of the initial professional learning design catering for teachers 

at the beginning stages of concern, using the apprenticeship model through a “gradual release of 

responsibility” (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983, p. 318) and content-focused coaching (West & Staub, 

2003) to one that met the needs of the teachers’ personal problems of practice. My questioning as to 

what has made the difference so that the practices are now embedded in the teachers’ daily work leads 

to the focus on the teachers’ “inside-classroom stories” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p.5). Moving to 

this focus in the professional learning has meant recognition of the teachers’ existing professional 

knowledge landscapes as well as their particular stages of concern (Hall, 1974; Hall & Rutherford, 

1976). 

 

On a more specific note, the following extract shows evidence of two of the teachers’ 

integration of increased content and pedagogical knowledge within their daily practice. 

Teacher C’s notion of true number sense through the use of much deeper expanded notation is 

very indicative of this stronger content knowledge – her knowledge that 456 is not just 

400+50+6 but rather 45 tens or 456 ones or 35 tens and 16 ones etc shows how her own 

knowledge has increased. 

Teacher D’s use of taking observations during the lesson was also indicative of integrating the 

work we have focused on using assessment for learning rather than the notion of assessment of 

learning. This is an area this teacher had set for herself as a goal this year so she is working at 

consciously integrating it within the lesson. All of these teachers have worked to truly embed this 

concept within their daily practice now. (RJ, Day 10, Lines 122-130, p. 30) 

This deeper level of content knowledge, developed over time, is evident within the teachers’ daily 

practice. 
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4.2.1 (vi) Transferability of professional learning strategies to other curriculum areas. 

During the last discussion the transferability of professional learning strategies to classroom practice 

was evident. Similarly, many of the professional learning strategies I employed in the consultancy 

were utilised in other curriculum areas. 

The Principal said that she felt the depth and richness of thinking that we have focused so much 

on with mathematics in this consultancy has been a springboard for other subject areas’ “habits 

of thinking” and she has used many of the processes/structures/strategies I have initiated with 

the math consultancy with other subject areas (she has asked the consultant from another 

literacy group to utilise many of the processes we have initiated) e.g,. Learning Walks utilising 

Professional Standards; Child Study within consultancy. (RJ, Day 3, Lines 30-34, p. 6) 

When I discussed the option of changing the consultancy this year to a much more differentiated 

plan, the Principal was immediately receptive (and reflective) and excited about the idea. She 

has since shared with the Literacy Staff Developer the math schedule and has asked her to also 

develop a differentiated plan to meet teachers’ perceived needs. (RJ, Day 8, Lines 141-145, p. 

17) 

 

The idea that the professional learning strategies implemented in this consultancy have been 

replicated in other content areas, to me, is some testament of its success as a professional learning 

framework. This has occurred in previous years as well as this year. However the fact that the Principal 

has seen the merit of such a differentiated design focused on teacher choice is clear when she 

comments on utilising the same structures for professional learning within different subject areas.  

 

4.2.1 (vii) Importance of organisational structures that support professional learning. 

The organisational structure of the new differentiated professional learning design offered teachers an 

opportunity to choose their own learning pathway.  

The consultancy offers the opportunity to build such a community. But there’s more than that –

expecting support and help with practical issues such as these is another facet of the 

consultancy. Would this have happened in my first year here? Probably not as we were all 

“dancing” around each other in basic lab site formation. The opportunity to engage in deeper, 

more meaningful examination of practices comes with time and restructuring opportunities to 

emphasise the expectations and need to debrief and talk further with colleagues. (RJ, Day 6, 

Lines 18-24, p. 11) 

This is combined with a form of ongoing apprenticeship, coaching teachers in data-driven, whole-

school or grade-level priorities. This combinatorial structure ensures a multi-layered approach, 
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recognising the construction of teachers’ knowledge as pivotal to professional learning as well as 

focusing on teachers’ blind spots. This multi-layering enabled the professional learning to reach a 

depth and rigour steeped in the uncovered, practical stories of the classroom, made possible by the 

restructured and differentiated professional learning design. 

 

4.2.1 (viii) The non-negotiable: Everyone is a learner. 

There is no doubt that my work was made easier because of the Principal’s expectation that everyone 

was to be involved in the professional learning cycle over the last 6 years. 

Glasser’s Choice Theory and the notion of internal control supports this view and increases the 

likelihood of higher teacher ownership with teacher leadership and choice. I think the notion of 

an external locus of control shifting to an emphasis on individual internal locus of control will 

have a large impact on teacher engagement. “It’s time we created schools that are motivated 

from the inside-out” (Sullo, 2007). (RJ, Day 1, Lines 83-85, p. 3) 

The key question here though is the notion of voluntarism (Elmore, 2006). Because the Principal held 

this expectation, did this necessarily ensure teacher ownership of the professional learning? Initially, 

many teachers did not have “buy-in” of the professional learning. They were expected to be involved 

so they did participate in the cycles but this did not guarantee enthusiasm or motivation. Elmore (2004) 

challenges this notion by asking whether teachers should be able to choose and select their 

involvement in learning experiences, thus ensuring complete teacher ownership. If this is possible, the 

tension exists when considering the view that professional development should also be focused on 

system-wide development or “sacred stories of practice” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 3). This was 

the case with my appointment as an external professional development consultant, a city-wide move to 

implement a new math program. How, then, to achieve a balance between the two so as to best 

facilitate the teachers’ control over their own learning and therefore achieve inner motivation, 

confidence, and control? The differentiated professional learning design was my attempt at achieving 

some balance between this tension while ensuring maximum teacher ownership of the learning. 

 

4.2.1 (ix) Broadened role of consultancy to whole-school improvement focus. 

After seeing the successful transference of key professional learnings to classroom pedagogy, my entry 

in the reflective journal ponders the possible sequence and development of the consultancy over time 

to include the work that began half-way through the consultancy focused on developing teacher 

leadership. This excerpt attempts to explain the development of the consultancy and illustrates the 
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movement from a purely apprenticeship model to one incorporating both aspects of modeling and 

coaching with systemic priorities as well as aspects of teacher choice and ownership.  

When I think back to 6 years ago, it seems this consultancy has moved through stages. 

Stage 1: Content-focused consultancy, building relationships of trust, focused on modeling and 

immersion in effective learning and teaching demonstrations, simplified priorities of workshop 

model lessons, whole-school processes of gathering of balanced assessment data 

Stage 2: Content-focused consultancy, co-teaching and coaching specific areas of need as 

indicated by teachers’ “blind spots” and student data; working with Principal and A/Principal 

on strategic planning processes for whole-school improvement, embedding consultancy within 

whole-school priorities of goal-setting (students and teachers), continued use of gathering of 

balanced assessment data, beginning focus on aligning data to instruction 

Stage 3: Content-focused consultancy/reciprocal coaching focused on differentiating coaching 

for each teacher with emphasis on teacher ownership of goal setting and setting direction for 

prioritisation of professional learning area based on teacher identified need as well as 

acknowledged teachers’ blind spots (indicated by data); continued focus on aligning data to 

instruction - digging down to really examine what the assessment data is telling the teacher 

about students’ knowledge and adjusting daily lessons and intervention sessions to most 

appropriately and specifically meet each student’s needs. Could this be a concentric circle model 

of how the consultancy grows if there is consistency in a school with the same consultant over 

time? Moving from just content-focused consultancy to one that is inclusive of, and embedded 

within, leadership and whole-school strategic planning concerns. (RJ, Day 10, Lines 130-147, p. 

31) 

 

In my reflective attempt to detail the development of the consultancy over time, this entry 

illustrates the growth of my role and the change in focus as relationships were strengthened, and 

teachers’ professional knowledge was accessed more readily as a basis for learning new knowledge. 

The stages described mirror and reflect the changes in the consultancy practice moving from a purely 

apprenticeship model to a combination of approaches that focus on developing professional authority 

and power through reflective inquiry (Schön, 1983). 

 

4.2.2 Teachers’ Focus Group Interview Data. 

 

The focus group interview was conducted by the critical friend with the researcher absent, thus 

allowing an added opportunity for teachers to talk freely. In the focus group interview, questions were 

asked of all participants (refer Table 19) but issues and questions were also allowed to arise naturally 
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during the interview (McKernan, 1996). There was a combination of open and closed questions to 

probe the issues. During this time, the critical friend took notes as well as audio-taped the process. 

 

Table 19 

Teachers’ Focus Group Interview Questions 

Teachers’ Focus Group Questions 

1 What are the critical incidents in your professional development career with regard to the 

teaching of mathematics that have most affected your daily math pedagogy? Why do you 

think this? 

2 You have just completed a consultancy cycle with an external math consultant. What were 

your key learnings/understandings during this cycle? Did it influence your daily math 

teaching in any way? Why/Why not? 

3 Comment on the structure of the consultancy professional learning during this cycle. How 

does this compare to the last 5 years? What did you most like/dislike about these 

strategies? Why? 

4 Are there any consultancy strategies in particular that you felt most helped you re-think 

your math teaching and influenced your daily classroom teaching? Why do you think this? 

5 What do you think you now need in terms of professional learning in mathematics? How 

would you best like to achieve this? 

 

Three key themes that emerged from this focused interview data are summarised in Table 20. 

These themes were identified by the researcher with the assistance and review of the critical friend. 

 

Table 20 

Key Themes Emerging from Focus Group Interview 

 Teacher A Teacher B Teacher C Teacher D 

Critical 

incidents: 

development 

of teachers’ 

content and 

pedagogical 

knowledge 

over time 

*Increasing teachers’ 

content knowledge so 

as to build knowledge 

of the math versus 

knowledge of the 

program 

*PD helped change the 

focus to one concentrated 

on students, and catering 

to their differences. 

Realisation that you have 

to adapt your teaching to 

meet all students’ needs 

and can’t just teach one 

body of knowledge to all 

students. 

*PD gave confidence 

and growth in content 

knowledge to be able to 

differentiate according 

to students’ needs. 

Approval and 

confidence to deviate 

from the program script 

to meet the needs of all 

students 

*PD helped change the 

focus on the math program 

script to a focus on students 

Lab sites important first step 

in developing knowledge of 

effective teaching and 

learning 

*Research-based coaching 

linked to practicalities of 

teaching. Important to this 

teacher was consultant’s 

ability to balance theory and 

practice 

Key learnings 

from the 

professional 

development 

cycle 

*Important to do lab 

sites first to be 

immersed in good 

quality practice 

*Liked the challenge 

*Motivational to have the 

choice during this lab site 

cycle - knowing that 

there was a choice that 

would meet the teacher’s 

*Lab sites were useful 

to see other teachers 

teaching 

*More beneficial now 

at this stage to have 

*Earlier PD was scaffolding 

and immersion in good 

teaching practices 

*Lab sites important for 

beginning teachers - 
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of lab sites to extend 

knowledge of effective 

learning and teaching 

*Teachers need to 

have own specific 

needs of classroom 

teaching met 

needs and those of her 

class 

*Importance of paying 

attention to “ needs of 

individuals and their 

varying needs for 

information, assistance 

and moral support” 

(CBAM , p. 2) 

choice to follow own 

interests and needs 

*Better to have the 

freedom to follow what 

teacher needed 

specific coaching important 

as part of Gallagher & 

Pearson’s (1983) gradual 

release of responsibility, 

i.e., coaching models this 

format 

*Lab sites provide specific 

guided instruction leading 

to teacher ownership and 

choice in this phase of the 

consultancy 

*Needs as a teacher have 

changed so appreciated 

seeing PD model change 

alongside these needs 

Future needs 

in terms of 

PD now 

*Looking to expand 

knowledge of math 

program - deepen 

content knowledge not 

just following a script 

*Take math program 

lessons and adapt using 

deeper content 

knowledge of 

development of concept 

to meet varying needs of 

students rather than have 

students try to meet the 

grade level standard of 

the program 

*Management issues 

remain a focus 

*Take math program 

lessons and investigate the 

mathematics within each 

lesson at much deeper level 

 

By asking each teacher to consider critical incidents that best informed their teaching, it was hoped to 

gain the teachers’ perspectives on key professional development episodes that most affected their 

pedagogy.  

 

4.2.2 (i) Development of teachers’ content and pedagogical knowledge over time. 

Teacher A commented on how the professional development had helped her really know the 

mathematics rather than just the script of the lessons, building her content knowledge further. 

I mean before I used to sit there in front of my class with the teacher’s guide and practically read 

from it as I taught them, and now I can actually just, you know, after so much training in how to 

do the lessons and how to differentiate them and how to take different bends in the road for each 

lesson, I can be more attentive to what the kids have to do since I don’t have to concentrate so 

much on “okay what does it say here” and what do I have to do in this lesson before I complete 

it. (FG I, Teacher A, Lines 20-25, p. 25) 

 

Teachers B and C also concurred with this growth in content knowledge, giving them 

confidence in their own abilities to differentiate for students. This confidence had given them an inner 
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sense of knowing they could teach effectively and teach to meet the different needs of all their 

students. They both reinforced my influence on their practice in my role as a consultant. 

Through working with Liz, she’s helped instill a confidence in me to deviate from the lessons. I 

feel like it has come so naturally to me now to differentiate and to just kind of on the spot know 

when I need to change a lesson up for certain children to meet their needs, and I feel like um in 

the beginning of my professional development, I wasn’t as confident in that area and I feel as the 

years have gone on, it has become more natural to me as a teacher. And to me, that was the 

biggest improvement I’ve made in my teaching through professional development with Liz. (FG 

I, Teacher B, Lines 26-32, p. 25) 

I guess the biggest impact that I had was just realising that you have to adapt your teaching, just 

like Liz had to adapt her professional development based on the our needs…so I think just 

understanding that everyone is different and you can’t just have like a cookie cutter lesson for 

her andnto differentiated instruction and being able to kind of tailor your lesson to all kids. (FG 

I, Teacher C, Lines 10-15, p. 25) 

 

Teacher D agreed that the critical learning for her had been in moving from teaching a math 

program to a focus now on effectively teaching children Mathematics. She felt she had gained also 

from the consultant’s research-based coaching link to the practicalities of teaching. Important to this 

teacher was the consultant’s ability to link and balance theory and practice, building the teacher’s own 

content knowledge further.  

But I think the most important strategy that helped me is really Liz’s approach of balancing 

theory and practice – like the philosophy and the practicality of it. She’ll come into a meeting, 

and she’ll bring an article that talks a math philosophy, or she’ll cite some research that she 

knows of, but will then take that and discuss what that practically looks like in the classroom and 

um my 3 colleagues and I talked a lot about what that looks like and for me, having both of those 

things has been so helpful because not only do I have the tools to implement it, I know why I’m 

doing the things I do, and it helps me to be able to better make judgement calls on the fly, off the 

cuff when I see right there in the moment something a child says, or something a child does, I 

can better interpret that based on the research that I’ve gotten from Liz. And then not only can I 

recognize what the kid needs, but I have the practical tools to be able to address that in the 

moment. (FG I, Teacher D, Lines, 145-155, p. 28) 

 

These data further reinforce the characteristics of my consultancy work that were effective and 

ultimately influenced the teachers’ practice. This included utilising both theory and practical ideas, 

building relationships as well as challenging and supporting thinking, utilising student work as a 
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central focus of learning, building teacher leadership in strategic planning, and finally adapting the 

professional learning to differentiate according to teachers’ perceived needs.  

 

The data also reinforce the notion that while teachers had grown in confidence with the subject 

matter content as would be expected after 6 years of professional learning, they had also grown in their 

confidence as professionals to make decisions about children’s mathematics needs and how they could 

now differentiate with increased content knowledge to meet those needs. Teacher D appears to have 

reached the fourth stage of concern, focused on consequence. 

 

4.2.2 (ii) Importance of matching teacher choice and needs to appropriate professional 

learning strategies. 

On reflection, Teachers A, C, and D all agreed that the use of the lab site strategy for professional 

development had been crucial in the early years of the consultancy and during their beginning teaching 

years. Teacher D commented on the earlier professional development of scaffolding and immersion in 

good teaching practices. She felt that lab sites were important professional development structures for 

beginning teachers or teachers at the stage of needing to be immersed in effective instructional 

practices, with the specific coaching important at this stage as part of Pearson and Gallagher’s (1983) 

gradually releasing responsibility to the teacher. She adds that it is important to tailor the professional 

development design to the stages of teaching development of the teacher. 

The beginning of her consultancy over the earlier years was very much, you know, hand holding, 

and holding me accountable to good teaching practices and planning practices and that was 

very important then, especially while she was in the lab site, she would do a lot of pushing my 

thinking right then and there on the spot – “how about we try it this way?”, “what about this?”, 

“what makes you think that?” or “are you noticing that?” And that really helped me in that 

moment as a beginning teacher, but now, as the years have gone on, my needs as a teacher have 

changed, so to see that consultancy structure has changed along with that is very beneficial 

because now I feel I’m at the point where my needs have changed and now we were able to sit 

down and talk more about our philosophies and bigger ideas in terms of math, and how an 

experiment in our discussion about what that would look like in the classroom, and I feel like 

that’s filling a need that I need right now, whereas the lab site structure wouldn’t fill that 

particular need. (FG I, Teacher D, Lines 101-112, p. 27) 

 

Teacher C concurs as to the motivational benefit of the newly designed and differentiated 

professional learning model. 
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When I first came here, it was still again the lab sites, which was good to see how other people 

kind of went about their math, and how, even though you have a curriculum, you can still tweak 

it. But I think this one (professional development design) was the most beneficial because it was 

nice to have guidance, but it was better to have the freedom of what I needed versus just what the 

school needed or what the grade needed. And I think that it was just more important for me to 

have motivation for myself to want to do something different in math, and to push my thinking in 

math, rather than just make it rote for each lesson. (FG I, Teacher C, Lines 94-100, p. 27) 

 

Teacher C recognises that the reframed professional learning design was useful in meeting her 

needs as well as for the resulting motivation and confidence it gave her in her own learning. At this 

stage in her work, she saw the need to utilise her own professional knowledge and chose to work from 

her own recognised areas of need to best grow professionally. From my own perspective as an external 

consultant, this account also demonstrates the importance of giving both freedom and guidance, a fine 

line for any facilitator to tread. Teacher C summarises the benefits for her own growth when, in my 

consultancy role, she felt I gave her the choice and listened to her particular and specific needs as well. 

 

Teacher A agrees that it was also important for her own professional journey 6 years ago to 

begin with lab sites so that she was immersed in good quality teaching. Her comments are illustrative 

of the importance of matching the professional learning strategies to the stages of teachers’ concerns. 

She comments that she now felt she needed to “drill down” to the personal, specific needs of her 

teaching and her students; her own personal, practical knowledge. 

I like this structure, the consultancy this time, because I do feel like in the beginning, when I first 

started here, I did need the push of the lab sites so that I could, even if it was just once a week, 

teach the way that I knew I was supposed to be teaching and prepare the way I knew I should be 

preparing all the time. After so many years, I feel like I am teaching the way I’m supposed to be 

teaching… so this time it was better to come into a meeting with my staff developer with the 

specific questions I needed answered… this time it was really all just me coming to her with an 

issue, and spending the entire time figuring out how to deal with it and putting it into practice 

next time. (FG I, Teacher A, Lines 79-88, p. 27) 

 

There was general agreement that different stages of concern with change need to be 

acknowledged by varying the professional development strategies implemented. In the last four lines 

of the account, Teacher A reiterates a similar theme to Teacher C. The acknowledgement that the 

consultancy strategies focused on devolution of power and ownership meant their specific and 

particular needs would be addressed, impacting directly on their classroom instruction, particularly 
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with their choice of the professional learning agenda. Teacher A’s last comment focuses on the 

evolution of the consultancy to one of “problematising of practice” (Schön, 1983, p. 45). 

 

Teacher B also greeted this newly differentiated model positively, however for differing 

reasons. She noted that she had found the lab site model very difficult: the initial emotional stages of 

deprivatising her practice with colleagues. 

At the beginning of the 5-year cycle, it was very much a lab site, very structured in the form of a 

lab site, and then a debriefing afterwards and it became very nerve-wracking for me because I’m 

not a huge fan of lab sites simply because I just get a lot of anxiety being watched by my peers, 

and so, um, even though I learned something from it, it became a little predictable after a while. 

So I was very happy this year that we were able to choose what we wanted to study. And I felt 

that was very motivational in the sense, not that I never enjoyed coming before, but I enjoyed 

going to the professional learning knowing I would be doing something different, something that 

would meet the needs of myself and my class, and I really like the structure that way. I know it 

was difficult as far as scheduling because everyone had something different, but, I really liked it 

that way. I felt at this point in my career, the first lab site format we used didn’t benefit me as 

much as choosing our own study group. (FG I, Teacher B, Lines 68-78, pp. 26-27) 

For Teacher B such lab sites caused her great anxiety from other teachers watching her teach. She saw 

the differentiated professional learning design as very motivational because of the choice factor. This 

may indicate she still felt some doubt about her own abilities. With the differentiated professional 

learning design, she was able to develop confidence in her own abilities at her own pace because it was 

her choice of professional learning content as well as the strategy by which she would learn about it. 

 

4.2.2 (iii) Development of teachers’ knowledge over time. 

Diverse as students’ needs in a classroom are, all teachers spoke of their varied key learning from the 

professional development cycle. Teacher A’s focus was on the development of her content knowledge 

to the extent that she could step back and look at the essential mathematics being taught in the unit or 

lesson and understand how to adapt this sequence to meet the needs of her students mathematically. 

With a class of students with diverse mathematical needs, Teacher A had been grappling with the 

notion of teaching students rather than teaching the curriculum. She had a particular challenge in 

teaching problem solving in the context of rich problem tasks and the scaffolding many students need 

to be immersed in the genre of writing mathematically. 

One of the things that I’ve gotten from Liz that’s influenced my teaching is to think about what 

the big picture of mathematics is in each unit  and what I’m teaching day to day, and I’ve really 
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seen that the most with the Exemplars problems and Open Response problems which I was very 

resistant to because I just felt they didn’t fit in with everything else I had to do the rest of the 

week. Basically, I came to the conclusion I came to, with Liz’s guidance, is that, you know, as a 

teacher I can decide what I want the kids to get out of this particular activity, and… it might be 

getting them to explain what they did, if they can explain it and it makes sense to them and they 

can write about it, then that was the goal. So now, I guess when I’m teaching them, I think about 

that for each kid, what is this kid going to get out of this activity or lesson that makes sense to 

them. That shows some growth from where they were before. And it might not be where they 

need to be for third grade or where I want them to be, but still something ahead of where they 

were before, and Liz showed me it was okay to look at kids that way. (FG I, Teacher A, Lines 

124-136, p. 28) 

 

This excerpt indicates a progression in the implementation of a curriculum change with the 

teacher having no belief in the practice to one of trial and practice and the gradual movement to 

consider the change from a student’s perspective, a stage of concern linked to consequence (Hall, 

1974). Knowing it is acceptable to teach children based on their needs rather than just teach the grade-

level program script to the whole class is a marked learning for this teacher. Her confidence in her 

ability to do this is evidence of the development of her pedagogical and content knowledge over time. 

Of note is the emphasis she places on my role in guiding her to these changes in beliefs and practice, 

building her confidence in developing understanding of the way children best learn mathematics. 

 

Teacher D’s focus has also been on deepening her content knowledge but taking it further to 

the point where she feels she is now ready to develop her own units of work for students rather than 

just follow the script of the math program’s lesson, a sign she is also growing in confidence with her 

own mathematical content knowledge. On a different note, Teacher C stated that her learning from this 

cycle encompassed a richer understanding of aligning her assessment data to her mathematics 

instruction. 

The one thing that I now work more towards is how to critically look at assessments and how I 

can put kids in groups, and, again, create games based on whatever they need. Again, it goes 

along with morning intervention and even enrichment, “how am I going to push these kids to 

another level?” So being able to just critically look at my assessments, and compare them across 

the board, not just the end of unit assessment, but how are they taking that information and 

applying it to open responses and exemplar problems. (FG I, Teacher C, Lines 137-143, p. 28) 
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At a different level of understanding, Teacher B spoke of her growing understanding of a 

constructivist approach in using games as a learning strategy as well as the building of her “personal, 

practical knowledge” (Connelly et al., 1997, p. 665) of differentiation. 

One of the big things that I’ve taken from this professional development is playing games, 

because I feel I have learned to think of a game that can go with just about any lesson. And I’ve 

learned that it’s okay to play games because that will cement the children’s understanding of the 

concept that they’re being taught…even if it’s just making up the simplest game that could go 

with the lesson, the kids like it, and I feel they take more out of it by doing that. And that was one 

big thing that helped me, and also just the differentiation – just being able to look at a lesson and 

thinking about how I can adapt that lesson for my high, medium, and low learners, and again, 

it’s just something that has become easier as time has gone on, and as I’ve gotten the 

professional development from Liz, I’ve gotten better at tweaking my lessons. (FG I, Teacher B, 

Lines 113-123, p. 28) 

Teacher B’s comments refer to the consultancy strategies utilised to facilitate her learning and illustrate 

the importance of building her knowledge of differentiation within content knowledge. She describes a 

need to mesh the systemic expectations of effective practice with her own “personal, practical 

knowledge” (Connelly et al., 1997, p. 665). Her comment, and I’ve learned it’s okay to play games is 

indicative of her need to know what is approved by and aligned to the “sacred view” (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1995, p. 3), of what is an acceptable “cover story” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 3) in 

terms of effective math teaching. My work as an external consultant was to facilitate this learning 

within a context that was student focused and non-threatening. 

 

4.2.2 (iv) Future needs: Stages of concern. 

When asked to comment on their future professional development needs, three of the teachers spoke of 

their need to deepen their content and pedagogical knowledge even further with regard to mathematical 

concept development so that they could ultimately meet the needs of their students. Every one of the 

three teachers appears to be operating in the consequence/collaboration stages of concern. With these 

stages clearly in mind, it is interesting to reflect on the match of their stage of concern to their 

expression of their future needs.  

 

Teacher B saw this in terms of taking specific lessons and adapting them to meet the needs of 

children and the development of the math concepts. 
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I would like to continue working on something that we touched upon at the end of this cycle, 

which was to take lessons that we felt needed to be adapted a little bit better…and teach it in a 

better way that we could reach the children. Because there are some lessons in the curriculum 

that are tedious, there is nothing to them and so towards the end of the cycle, we looked at a few 

lessons and we thought about how we could make this lesson better to suit the needs of our kids, 

and I really felt that was very helpful because I think, sometimes they just go over everyone’s 

heads. So I would love to sit down with my colleagues and with Liz and go through a few more of 

those lessons and really think about how we would really redesign certain lessons to meet the 

needs of our current class. (FG I, Teacher B, Lines 175-185, p. 29) 

At a broader level, Teacher A spoke of her need to be able to take the essential understandings of 

mathematics and weave this into her own developed unit of work focused on rich problem-solving 

tasks. 

I think what I would love in terms of professional development is to figure out a way to work with 

(the math program) in a way that allows me as a teacher to take the big ideas of a unit and 

center it around a project or something that is on-going, so I don’t feel like I’m coming to my 

class everyday saying “okay this is a new thing that we are working on.” I would like there to 

be, maybe it could be, something to do with an open response or an exemplar where we really do 

put that thing up on the board and make it a project for that several weeks. And maybe there’s a 

way where we could go about that, where we’re teaching the themes of the lessons, but it’s kind 

of more geared towards this final product, instead of doing one lesson after the other and 

tucking a bunch of things into it, and the final product being the unit check in progress. So I 

think there’s still work there that has to be done, and I think if it’s more project based, it will be 

more real to the kids, and they’ll look forward to it more because it’s more hands-on and 

something that they’re trying to figure out. (FGI, Teacher A, Lines 163-174, p. 29) 

Teacher D agreed with Teacher A in terms of her need to scaffold students’ understanding of concepts 

at a deeper level and her own desire for continuing her learning, to understand further how to plan for 

and teach mathematics at a more rigorous level.  

I think, you know, I’m starting to see with the math program, I’m starting to finally understand 

why the spiralling works and what the benefits of that are, because I was a really hard sell on 

that one. But I still feel, in certain respects, the curriculum when it’s solely done that way is, how 

they say, an inch deep and a mile wide, they get a very superficial understanding and they don’t 

get it again till next year. So for me, I would really like to figure out a way to keep with the 

spiralling curriculum, but also find ways I can delve deeper into one particular topic, and really 

examine it more fully so it gives all the students more time to truly grasp these big developmental 

milestones in terms of mathematical understanding. (FG I, Teacher D, Lines 186-195, p. 29) 

In comparison, while Teacher C voiced her belief and agreement with the components of her math 

lessons, including the lessons and the rich problem-solving tasks, she expressed her ongoing concern 

regarding management issues of time and schedules. 
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The one thing that I think I need is just a schedule. It’s very hard to fit in everything that I think 

they actually need. I think the math program is important, um getting the basic skills, I think the 

open response (problem-solving tasks) are important to connect that to math program’s skills 

and then I think that the Exemplars problems are important to kind of push their thinking a little 

further. But I found that still the management of that is nearly impossible, to get them to write 

every single day about math and actually get something out of every lesson while still catering to 

all their needs and pushing them to a higher level. (FG I, Teacher C, Lines 156-162, p. 29) 

The management issues of teaching mathematics still dominate for this teacher and indicate a 

management stage of concern (Hall & Hord, 1987) and an ongoing need to address such concerns in 

professional learning. 

 

4.2.3 Substantive Conversation with Critical Friend. 

 

Conducting this self-study as researcher and participant I understood that, in order to engage in 

meaningful reflection on my practice so as to build my own understandings further (Denzin, 2003), a 

critical self-awareness was necessary throughout the study. Newmann and Wehlage (1993) propose the 

use of substantive conversations as a valid data-gathering tool distinguished by three features, namely, 

 

 There is considerable interaction about the ideas of a topic (the talk is about disciplined 

subject matter and includes indicators of higher-order thinking such as making distinctions, 

applying ideas, forming generalizations, raising questions, and not just reporting experiences, 

facts, definitions, or procedures, 

 Sharing of ideas is evident in exchanges that are not completely scripted or controlled (as in a 

teacher-led recitation). Sharing is best illustrated when participants explain themselves or ask 

questions in complete sentences and when they respond directly to comments of previous 

speakers, 

 The dialogue builds coherently on participants’ ideas to promote improved collective 

understanding of a theme or topic. (p. 4) 

 

While this conversation gave me an opportunity to exchange perceptions about the teachers’ 

varied responses to the differentiated professional learning design with a critical friend, it was also 

grounded in the specific and historical context of the consultancy and the developing professional 

learning community at this school site. As well, it offered a further chance to engage in reflective 

practices in understanding the multiple perspectives offered. 
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Consequently, I deliberately employed this method, notably a substantive conversation with a 

critical friend regarding her perceptions of the teachers’ responses during the focus group interview 

which she had conducted in my deliberate absence. I utilised this conversation to understand further 

the significance of the professional learning design within the teachers’ own pedagogical context. This 

method of data collection allowed the researcher an alternative lens through which to understand the 

teachers’ perceptions about their professional learning. Key discussion points are summarised in Table 

21. 

 

Table 21 

Key Discussion Points with Critical Friend 

Key Noticings by Critical Friend 

1. Development of confidence in teachers - from immersion to taking control 

2. Notion of being learners in a professional learning community 

3. Broadened role of consultancy  

4. Leadership involvement and organisational structures 

 

This conversation highlighted some key noticings by the critical friend during the focus group 

interview. She noted that the teachers were positive in their responses to the differentiated professional 

learning, having particularly sensed the collegial collaboration they shared and their confidence with 

the stage they were at in their professional growth. This was evident to her with their ability to share 

and decide on their professional needs. She also commented on what she saw as the underlying theme 

in the fact that they had been immersed in professional learning cycles developed and led by the 

consultant to one where they now were more able to exercise their control over the content and process 

of the learning. This development of shared leadership was noted with their increased confidence in 

discussing practical needs centred in the classroom. 

 

The critical friend also drew my attention to the fact that the support of the leadership acted as a 

backdrop to the consultancy that helped facilitate effective conditions for teachers’ learning. This was 

evident to her through the Principal’s involvement as a learner as well as her establishment of 

structures and time to position the professional learning as important within the school. 
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Noted by the critical friend was the issue of the broadened role of the professional learning 

from a subject-specific focus to one involving whole-school strategic planning that also encompassed 

the subject focus. 

It is that whole piece of how it applies to everything else they do - working collaboratively, 

working towards the big picture of the whole-school action plan, getting them to think about 

what does this mean to my instruction, what does this mean for my children - and relating this 

practically to their planning and deciding of the whole-school action plan. Everything kept 

replicating itself - with the school, with the teachers, with Principal. (CF, Lines 11-13, p. 1) 

While discussing this broadened focus of the consultancy and its part in building the teachers’ 

ownership in their professional learning, the critical friend asked me a key question about my 

perception of the consultancy.  

Do you see yourself as a consultant of math or in a broader role? I see that you do not narrow 

yourself to a subject specific consultancy. Your background in administration and your passion 

for leadership has influenced your own perceptions of the consultancy role and therefore the 

evolution of the consultancy at this school. (CF, Lines14-17, p. 1) 

She proposed that the development of shared leadership through the consultancy was evident in the 

focus group interview when the teachers were reflecting on the evolution of the consultancy from lab 

sites without any teacher input as to content and structure to the reframed differentiated professional 

learning design. 

 

4.3 After the Implementation of the Reframed Differentiated Professional Learning Model  

 

4.3.1 Teachers’ End of Study Interviews. 

 

All teachers were interviewed at the end of the study. As with the initial interviews, participants were 

again provided with the questions before the interview. The final interview with teachers was 

conducted at the school, by the researcher/participant in the professional development conference 

room. The researcher again conducted these interviews in an unpaid capacity, outside the usual 

consultancy time. The teacher and the consultant were the only people present during the interview and 

each interview was audio-recorded. Each semi-structured interview revolved around a series of 

questions (Table 22) to ascertain the teachers’ views about the newly designed differentiated 
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professional learning cycle after completing the process and having time to try out ideas in the 

classroom. 

 

Table 22 

Teachers’ End of Study Interview Questions 

Teachers’ End of Study Interview Questions 

1 Describe what you believe you have learned from this particular lab-site cycle. Why do 

you think this? 

2 Did you notice any changes in your daily math practice? How were these evident?  

3 What consultancy strategies particularly influenced your own practice during this cycle? 

How did they facilitate this? 

4 How has the consultancy influenced your work as a teacher of mathematics to this point in 

time? 

5 How do other influences impact on your teaching of mathematics? 

6 How do you think you best learn about implementing a new pedagogical change in 

mathematics? 

7 How do you determine your own professional practice needs in mathematics? What do 

you do about this? 

8 What are your personal professional goals in teaching mathematics now?  

9 What external consultancy strategies would best facilitate the achievement of these goals 

for you? 

10 If you were the principal of a school, what structures do you think you would put in place 

for professional development in mathematics pedagogy for teachers? 

 

The audio-taped interviews were transcribed, checked, and given to each teacher for further checking 

and correcting. The data have been classified and presented within the three themes emerging from 

these interviews. 

 

4.3.1 (i) Importance of teacher choice in professional learning design. 

The professional development model implemented during this cycle gave teachers a choice in terms of 

following their own learning as well as one session focused on a grade-level priority. Teachers’ 

choosing their own learning focus instigated overwhelming positive reactions and comments from all 

teachers. Teacher D best summarised the feelings of all teachers when she stated, 

A lot of other staff developers come in with a preconceived notion of what they want to do and 

what they want to show us that it really is, it doesn’t necessarily translate well into what we 

specifically need for our classrooms. So for our own staff development when we met this cycle it 
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really felt as if we were coming together and just chatting as professionals. It just seemed so 

natural, it was a natural progression of things, very in the moment, very hands-on and very much 

related to what we needed because we had the choice. The differentiation of the PD was focused 

on “ok where are you right now? What are your needs? How can we best meet those needs?” 

When you came in to observe after the cycle was completed, it wasn’t stressful either. I didn’t 

feel like I had to get my show on like for other staff developers. It was just “oh, ok Liz is here to 

work with me on another lesson.” (I 3, Teacher D, Lines 88-98, p. 32) 

 

Teacher D made explicit the notion of other outside consultants who come into a school, 

bearing the sacred stories of systemic or school expectations, ready to adopt a transmissionist approach 

to delivering the theoretical knowledge of effective teaching. In this excerpt, Teacher D makes clear 

that the strong relationship of this professional learning design to the heart of the teachers’ needs and 

classroom practice recognised their existing knowledge and their “authority of experience” (Munby & 

Russell, 1995, p. 174). Both Teacher A and Teacher B also commented on the impact of this 

professional development’s differentiation focus in meeting their individual needs.  

I think in this lab site we chose our own focus and I was meeting with you alone in the end and 

that really helped me because I got to pinpoint some of the strugglers in my class and I got a lot 

of help about what I should do and what games to play, just the fact that there were a few 

strands I could get to by playing games repeatedly. I just learned how important it was for those 

kids to stay there and really develop an understanding of those concepts, playing the games… 

and learning that those kids may take a really long time before they’re ready to move on. (I 3, 

Teacher A, Lines 64-70, p. 31) 

Teacher A elaborated further when she admitted that because of the design she was able to self-

disclose even more fully as to her daily classroom issues. 

As to the choice…Well it’s always nice to have someone focus just on your needs, isn’t it? I 

might not have done that if we had all been there as a grade - for you to help me look at four or 

five pieces of my students’ work and work out what they needed, for me to tell you that I am 

really struggling with this class because I can’t get them to even sit down. (I 3, Teacher A, Lines 

72-75, p. 31) 

 

Teachers B, C, and D had chosen a similar area of interest, the teaching of writing 

mathematically, to explore together in relation to their classroom practice. Teacher B also commented 

enthusiastically about the power of choice for teachers in deciding their own learning journey and 

related this to the building of teachers’ motivation and purposeful engagement. 
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I agree that it was great to have more of that one-on-one attention. But we chose that group - it 

was what we wanted to work on and what we felt for this particular year was what we needed. I 

liked having the choice because next year I might be faced with different challenges in my class 

and I would love to have that choice again so I can say this is what my class is struggling with so 

this is what I want to learn about. As a teacher, I felt more motivated having the choice because 

it’s one thing to generalise and make a whole grade level work on one concept, but it’s not one 

size fits all so I liked having the choice and I felt like it was serving the purpose of my class. (I 3, 

Teacher B, Lines 80-86, p. 31) 

Ensuring teacher choice was incorporated into the professional learning design was pivotal to 

motivation and therefore teacher learning and engagement. 

 

4.3.1 (ii) Development of teachers’ knowledge over time. 

Explaining her evolution as a teacher of mathematics, Teacher D described her own rote learning of 

mathematics at school, followed by her first survival years of teaching and then her 6-year immersion 

in this professional development consultancy with laboratory sites, leading to the differentiated choice 

design utilised this cycle.  

Well you’ve been with us for 6 years and this is my 8th year so the first 2 years I was just in 

survival, trying to get through the curriculum, just trying to figure out how to be a teacher. So 

when I was doing that all I could call upon was my own education when I was in school. It was 

nothing like what we are doing now. It was just like: This is how you do it and there was no 

thinking of difference so this consultancy has been eye-opening for me and has completely 

changed the way I teach Mathematics. I was never taught process or thinking. I was very good at 

memorising and memorising routines and that’s what math was for me so this consultancy’s 

professional development not only gave me tools to better teach but gave me tools to understand 

how people think about math. (I 3, Teacher D, Lines 132-140, p. 33) 

This excerpt reinforces the influence of my consultancy strategies in Teacher D’s development from 

being a teacher focused in following the math script in daily lessons to one of understanding the math 

she was teaching and being more effectively prepared to facilitate students’ deeper understandings.  

 

4.3.1 (iii) Transferability to classroom practice. 

The teachers each spoke of their own reflections and observations of changes they had incorporated in 

their daily classroom practice during the time of the consultancy. 

Yeah I noticed that implementing the differentiation was huge. It helped me take the general 

math lesson and know how to adapt it for every student in the class - different activities for 

different students, different tiers within the lesson, and then how to constantly go back and 
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intervene for each student within the next units through Guided Math sessions. So it’s just being 

able to change what it is that you were going to do. (I 3, Teacher C, Lines 35-40, p. 30) 

Teacher D agreed about the use of differentiation within the math lessons, almost second nature 

for her now.  

Differentiating has become so routine for me now. What’s really helped me is looking at the 

Standards and seeing what’s specifically expected at this grade level. For example, I looked at 

second, third and fourth grade standards for this unit - we just started multiplication and for my 

kids who are still struggling I looked back at what the second grade standards outline in that 

strand and made an activity that would help students achieve that standard, then did the same 

for the third grade and fourth grade standard. (I 3, Teacher D, Lines 46-51, p. 30) 

 

Teacher A commented on her own learning during the professional development regarding the 

teaching of problem solving and the writing of mathematics.  

I noticed that I became more willing to scaffold the kids - doing the word problems, the 

Exemplars, the Open Responses. I learned that it was ok to scaffold it for them and what they 

were really learning was how to write mathematically rather than necessarily solving the 

problem on their own and that was ok for me to show them how to write their thoughts and ideas. 

The difference was I used to just focus on trying to teach them how to solve that problem and 

looking for the computation that was needed to solve the problem and the difference is I am 

showing them how to work through each problem-solving step. (I 3, Teacher A, Lines 23-29, p. 

30) 

 

Teacher B commented also on the application of her learning in the professional learning cycle 

to her own classroom practice. 

I’ve learned how to use Guided Math more effectively in my classroom because I have found that 

there are students with certain weaknesses that need to fill in the gaps a little bit more. I’ve 

learned to be more diligent with planning Guided Math sessions with those groups of kids so I 

could fill in those gaps while not having them fall behind or just strengthen the lessons that they 

may not have gotten as well as the other children. I’ve also learned how to have them write 

mathematically a little better because they struggle with word problems so we’ve spent a bit of 

time working with that and getting them to be more expressive about their processes - Also just 

the differentiation has become more natural - knowing when something needs to be scaffolded 

for different students and knowing it is ok to do that. (I 3, Teacher B, Lines 6-13, p. 30) 

With increased confidence in using data to inform instruction in Guided Math lessons, in facilitating 

students’ thinking and reasoning skills in writing mathematically, and in differentiating daily lessons to 
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meet all students’ needs, Teacher B now feels much more competent in all these professional learning 

areas of focus. Of note, her practice appears to align to her beliefs.  

 

4.4 Consultant’s Professional Knowledge Landscape 

 

4.4.1 Consultant’s Reflective Journal Data. 

 

Having analysed the data sources in terms of my own and others’ perspectives of the teachers, 

Principal’s, and schools’ professional knowledge landscapes, it is important to also examine my 

journal data on another level, in terms of my own professional knowledge and understandings. Several 

themes emerge when analysing the data in this framework. Firstly, the development of teacher, and my 

own, knowledge was evident from the data. Secondly, the building of relationships is evident and 

forms the basis for examining teachers’ practice more deeply. Thirdly, a shift in power and control of 

professional learning emerges from the data. 

 

Initially, I did not consciously realise that the professional learning design and the evolution of 

the consultancy enabled teachers’ self-efficacy and their willingness to now self-disclose some of their 

secret stories. The following excerpt shows how I was mystified that teachers would still continue to 

question differentiation in the classroom.  

An ongoing concern for this group of teachers is continually making sense of the essence of the 

classroom difference - difference of ability, background, and interest. No wonder the 

differentiation industry is booming! It is not easy catering for a set curriculum and well as a 

range of students’ differences. Shows the ongoing need to establish an open professional 

learning community where open discussion is key. (RJ, Day 6, Lines 15-17, p. 11) 

Thinking we had discussed this and covered the subject material, shows I was not attuned to the notion 

of practice before beliefs and the ongoing, continuous spiraling need to make sense of theory in the 

light of their pedagogical practice. The need for teachers to continue to understand a concept in relation 

to their “personal, practical knowledge” (Connelly et al., 1997, p. 665) had escaped me among the 

competing demands of the consultancy, including the systemic mandates and the context-specific 

considerations informed by the school’s assessment data. 
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The data recorded in the reflective journal also offer some insight for me into the development 

of my relationships with teachers and the Principal. 

Maybe because there has been such a highlighted focus on establishing a climate of no 

repercussions at this school that teachers feel they can now be more honest in their 

communications within the consultancy. This has been a particular focus of this consultancy - 

building a relationship with each teacher, one where they are free to agree/disagree 

professionally with the aim of building a learning community. My passion has been to focus on 

listening to their ideas, taking the teachers “from where they are at” professionally, building 

trust within the relationships and using positive interpersonal skills to do this. This cycle has 

particularly seen a development in how honest and open the teachers are being - very honest and 

open and reflective in their comments about whether they are doing regular writing in 

mathematics, how they feel about Exemplars problem solving with their students. (RJ, Day 3, 

Lines 19-25, p. 6) 

I note the honesty and self-disclosure evident in the interactions during this professional learning cycle. 

Such openness had a catalytic effect in being able to delve more deeply into the teachers’ own 

professional knowledge landscapes. This required my adoption of a facilitator role in the professional 

learning. 

To enable this discussion, I needed to use a lot of re-clarification questioning, reflective 

listening, seeking others’ ideas, asking teachers what they each thought, valuing opinions. These 

are essential interpersonal strategies employed by a consultant in building confidence and the 

valuing of all ideas. (RJ, Day 6, Lines 5-7, p. 10) 

 

Another emerging theme within the meta-cognition of the journal is the issue of a shift in 

power and control with my driving of the professional learning agenda. On further analysis, many 

entries in the reflective journal illustrate my control of the development, implementation, and 

facilitation of the design. 

 

Today I worked to compile… (RJ, Day 5, Line 24, p. 9) 

I introduced the new consultancy schedule with the Johari window (RJ, Day 1, Line 2, p. 1) 

The professional learning I facilitated this week (RJ, Day 5, Line 13, p. 9). 
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There was still a dissonance with the fact that I was the one organising and facilitating the 

framework of the professional learning design even though I was intending for it to be controlled by 

the teachers themselves. I had to overcome my need to be in control, to be the organiser and the 

facilitator even though that was the expectation of the Principal and teachers and my previous 

consultancy role of expert. The reframed professional learning design was a beginning attempt at 

freeing up the controls with the teachers to transfer accountability and responsibility, building teacher 

leadership. Beginning with teachers having the choice and ownership of the content and the processes, 

the professional learning design required me to work even more as a facilitator and critical friend. This 

is evident when the teachers were discussing the students’ negative attitudes to the rich problem-

solving tasks and the discussion turned to the amount of time being spent on Mathematics daily. The 

teachers admitted to spending only 45 minutes a day as opposed to the 75 minutes recommended by 

the board.  

When asked what they could do about this, the teachers seemed unsure what to say and there 

was a lengthy silence. It appeared they were not used to thinking in the mode of solving issues 

because of the imposed demands of the curriculum. (RJ, Day 2, Lines 25-27, p. 4) 

 

Rather than taking the lead and making decisions regarding their “problematising of their 

practice” (Schön, 1983, p. 45), the teachers appeared stunned that they were responsible to solve such 

problems. By their non-verbal behaviour at this point, their viewpoint placed me still in the role of 

“technical expert” (Tajik, 2008). Of note for me however was my attempt to work as a facilitator and 

critical colleague to put the ownership back to the teachers to solve a concern they had with competing 

demands and time. 

 

This analysis shows it was still my development, organisation, and my facilitation even though 

it had fostered teachers’ voices to be heard in terms of the content and structures of the professional 

learning.  

 

4.5 Dominant Themes 

 

The dominant themes that emerged from the multiple sources of data are detailed in Table 23. This 

matrix details the dominant themes and the particular data source from which they emerged. These are: 
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 the development of the consultancy over time; 

 stage of teacher development linked to appropriate professional learning strategy; 

 importance of teacher choice in professional development; 

 building of trust in relationships; 

 the non-negotiable of everyone being a learner; 

 transferability to classroom practice and professional development in other curriculum areas; 

 importance of organisational structures that support professional learning; 

 the development of teachers’ knowledge over time; and 

 the broadened role of consultancy to whole-school improvement focus incorporating mathematics 

consultancy as one element.
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Table 23 

Common Dominant Themes Emerging from All Data Sources 

Timeline of 

implementation 

Data sources 

within timeline 

Dominant themes throughout all data sources 

  The development 

and evolution of 

the consultancy 

over time 

Stage of teacher 

development 

linked to 

appropriate 

professional 

learning strategy 

Importance of 

teacher choice in 

professional 

development 

Building of trust 

in relationships 

The non-

negotiable: 

everyone is a 

learner 

Transferability 

to classroom, to 

other curriculum 

areas 

Importance of 

organisational 

structures that 

support 

professional 

learning 

The 

development of 

teachers’/ 

consultants’ 

knowledge over 

time 

Broadened role 

of consultancy to 

whole school 

improvement 

focus 

incorporating 

math 

consultancy as 

one element 

BEFORE the 

implementation 

of the 

Differentiated 

Professional 

Development 

Model 

Initial Teachers’ 

Interviews 
 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 Principal’s 

Interview 
 

* 

  

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

DURING the 

implementation 

of the 

Differentiated 

Professional 

Development 

Model 

Reflective Journal  

* 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 Focus Group 

Interview 

Substantive 

Conversation with 

Critical Friend 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

* 

 

AFTER the 

implementation 

of the 

Differentiated 

Professional 

Development 

Model 

Reflective Journal 

of Classroom Visits 
 

* 

   

* 

  

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 Post Cycle 

Teachers’ Interview 
 

* 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

* 

  

* 
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Table 23 illustrates that the data gleaned from the initial interviews detailed a key non-

negotiable factor regarding professional learning in the school, that is, everyone was expected to be 

involved in the professional learning journey. In reviewing the external consultancy over the previous 

5 years, it became apparent that the stage of teacher development was perceived as being linked to the 

appropriate professional learning strategy as well as the teachers’ openness to discuss their key 

learnings from the consultancy over this time. These interviews also revealed the importance of the 

building of trust within the consultant/teacher relationships in further developing teacher confidence. 

The importance of choice was elaborated further by all teachers in describing this newly reframed 

professional development design as well as its links to motivation and accountability. 

 

The Principal’s interview disclosed similar perspectives to the teachers’ initial interview, 

including the importance of choice within the professional learning design to best meet the diverse 

range of teacher needs at this time of the consultancy. These data also disclosed the importance of the 

use of the laboratory site strategy for teachers both in the beginning of the consultancy and in the 

beginning of the teachers’ professional journey. Linking teachers’ stages of concern to the appropriate 

professional learning strategy was also discussed. The Principal detailed the development of the 

consultancy over the last 5 years including the extensive growth in teachers’ pedagogical and content 

knowledge as a result of the transference of the learning to the classroom. Reflecting on this success, 

the Principal added that she was now also transferring the professional development strategies 

introduced within the math consultancy to other content areas. She went further to comment that 

having certain organisational structures was pivotal to an effective consultancy. Similarly to the 

teachers, the Principal detailed the need for ensuring the building of a trusting and respectful 

relationship with the consultant so as to build knowledge of the consultant’s expertise, as well as 

ensuring they were a collaborative team in the planning, implementation, and reflection on the 

professional development. The broadened role of this consultancy to one incorporating whole-school 

improvement and teacher leadership was also highlighted in the interview. 

 

Reflecting similar themes to the initial interview and the Principal’s interview, the reflective 

journal also details the development and evolution of the consultancy over the last 5 years to the 6th 

year focused on introducing the newly reframed differentiated professional development design based 

on teacher choice. The positive reaction of the teachers exhibited through their motivation, confidence 
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to self-disclose, and pursue a self-selected interest, and their openness to challenge and support, forms 

the basis of this journal. Other key learnings detailed include the notion of using reflection to keep 

refining professional development so as to best meet teachers’ growing diverse needs, acknowledging 

that appropriate professional learning designs need to align to teachers’ needs and stages of concern, 

the building of trust in the consultant/teacher relationship, the knowledge that everyone in the school is 

on a professional learning journey, the application of professional learning and new knowledge to daily 

classroom practice, as well as the extension of the consultancy to include a whole-school improvement 

focus incorporating teacher leadership. 

 

The analysis of the reflective journal also reveals data focused on my reflections on my own 

role as a consultant during this time. Firstly, the development of the teachers’ and my own knowledge 

was evident from the data. Secondly, the building of trusting relationships is also detailed and forms 

the basis of more rigorously examining teachers’ practice. Thirdly, a shift in power and control of the 

professional learning emerges from the data with the evolution of shared leadership. 

 

Similar themes emerged from the focus group interview mid-way through the study as well as 

the post-study interview with the teachers. The focus group interview transcripts document critical 

professional incidents that have informed the teachers’ mathematics pedagogy. Teachers detailed the 

development of their pedagogical and content knowledge in the effective teaching of mathematics over 

the time of the consultancy. Deepening of content knowledge during this cycle of professional learning 

was also discussed. Teachers all agreed that confidence and motivation came with the notion of being 

able to follow their own choice in their professional learning journey, with one teacher adding the 

element of accountability that accompanies choice and ownership.  

 

The post-study interviews mirror similar trends. Specifically, themes emerging from the 

interview data include the development of the consultancy over time, the importance of teacher choice 

in professional learning designs, and the building of trust in relationships. The notion of the 

transferability of the learning to the classroom as well as the development of the teachers’ knowledge 

over time is also apparent from many of the final interview transcripts. 
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4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has detailed two data analyses. Firstly, the analysis of all data sources revealed the 

dominant themes arising in relation to the teachers’ professional knowledge and responses to the 

differentiated professional learning design. Secondly, it has also discussed the critical areas surfacing 

from my own reflective analysis of the data sources specifically in relation to my role as a consultant. 

 

The data presented in this chapter are discussed in Chapter 5 in the framework of the key 

research question and sub-questions. This is discussed in two specific areas, including firstly the 

teachers’ professional knowledge landscape and secondly, concerning the consultant’s landscape of 

professional knowledge. Next, a theoretical model of consultancy is proposed. Lastly, 

recommendations for further research and concluding remarks are discussed. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Findings, Data Analysis, Interpretation, and Conclusion 

 

5.0 Introduction 

 

The final chapter firstly presents a summary of the study including an overview of the problem, the 

purpose statement and research questions, review of the methodology, and a summary of the major 

findings. Within the theoretical framework of the teachers’ and the consultant’s professional 

knowledge landscapes this chapter next discusses the data presented in Chapter 4 in terms of the key 

research question and the two sub-questions. The findings related to the theoretical framework will be 

explored in answering each of the sub-questions, the first focused on the teachers’ responses and the 

second focused on my own role as a consultant. Both sub-questions inform the over-arching key 

question of how my work, as an external math consultant in introducing a reframed, differentiated 

professional learning model, impacted on teachers’ practice. 

 

The four parts of the theoretical framework form the lens through which this discussion will 

occur, including professional knowledge landscapes, social and situated learning, and reflective 

practice. Next, a theoretical proposition is made in relation to the role of the external consultancy. 

Following this discussion, recommendations for further research will be made before offering final 

conclusions from the study. 

 

5.1 Summary of the Study 

 

5.1.1 Overview of the Problem. 

 

With the increased understanding that improving quality teacher practice is highly linked to improved 

student achievement, school systems, districts, and schools are working to ascertain the most effective 

professional learning for teachers that reaches to the heart of the classroom. The current “plot-line” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1996, p. 140) of such professional learning common in the United States is 

often built around an external expert who comes to train teachers in content and pedagogical 
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knowledge. This may occur in either workshops or more importantly in classroom-embedded and data-

driven practices but the ownership does not rest with the teachers in terms of the processes or the 

content of the professional learning. This study seeks to examine my changing role as an external 

consultant in reframing the professional learning to account for teachers’ professional knowledge 

landscapes based on an adapted Johari window model focused on including teacher choice and 

ownership. The theoretical framework of this study is based on the interrelated components of 

professional knowledge landscapes, reflective practice (Schön, 1983), social learning theory (Bandura, 

1977; Vygotsky, 1978), and situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1990), and has been used to 

frame the discussion of the findings. 

 

5.1.2 Purpose Statement and Research Questions. 

 

The purpose of the self-study is to examine further the role of an external consultant in one school site 

with four teachers, in the reframing and implementation of a professional learning design focused on 

teacher choice and ownership. 

 

The key question of this self-study is, “How has my work, as an external math consultant in 

introducing a new differentiated professional learning model, impacted on teachers’ practice?” Sub-

questions include, 

1. How did the participants respond to the changed professional learning design and why? 

2. How has the implementation of the differentiated professional learning design influenced me in my 

growth as a consultant and why? 

 

5.1.3 Review of Methodology. 

 

5.1.3 (i) Type of research. 

The study draws on “a subjectivist epistemology and a naturalistic set of methodological procedures” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 35). The natural setting (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003) of the “inside-

classroom landscape” as well as the “outside professional learning landscape” provide the basis for the 

methodological procedures. This narrative inquiry focuses on the teachers’, the Principal’s, and my 

own thinking, actions, and decisions, while seeking to capture the complexities of  my role as an 
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external consultant in facilitating professional learning that was focused on teachers’ choice. A self-

study focused over a period of 12 weeks was considered the most appropriate way to examine my 

experience as an external consultant. This focus involved the experiences of four teachers during and 

after the implementation of the differentiated professional learning design. 

 

5.1.3 (ii) Data collection procedures. 

Conscious of ensuring that multiple voices were heard from a range of professional knowledge 

landscapes, data were collected from a number of sources across the 12 weeks. This included initial 

and post-study individual interviews with the four teachers, a focus group interview with the teachers 

by a critical friend mid-way through the study, and an initial interview with the Principal. As well, I 

kept a reflective journal through the 12 weeks, initially during the professional learning cycle for the 

first 6 weeks, then each week during and after the visits to classrooms. All data sources were 

considered and chosen to reflect the times before, during, and after the implementation of the 

differentiated professional learning design. 

 

5.1.3 (iii) Data analysis techniques. 

Data were interpretively (Mason, 2005) read, coded, analysed, and classified using coding techniques. 

For each data source, themes were identified and labeled. These themes were compared: interpretive 

and reflexive categories were merged and classified into dominant groups comparing each of the data 

sources. Commonalities in these groups were found across all data sources to form the key dominant 

themes. 

 

5.1.4 Dominant Themes. 

 

Table 24 details the dominant themes that emerged from the data which have been categorised 

according to the theoretical framework to assist in answering the key question of the self-study: how 

my work, as an external math consultant introducing a reframed professional learning model, impacted 

on teachers’ practice. I discuss the findings of the study within both these questions and the theoretical 

framework of professional knowledge landscapes, situated learning, social learning, and reflective 

practice. Each of the dominant themes summarised in Table 24 are incorporated within the response to 

each of the sub-questions. 
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5.2 Findings for Research Sub-Question 1: How Did the Participants Respond to the Changed 

Professional Learning Model and Why?  

 

The findings related to this question are discussed within the interrelated components of the theoretical 

framework outlined in Chapter 1: professional knowledge landscapes, reflective practice, social 

learning and situated learning. The first question’s findings specifically address the teachers’ 

professional knowledge landscape while the second question responds to my own landscape of 

knowledge as an external consultant.  

 

5.2.1 Teachers’ Professional Knowledge Landscapes. 

 

5.2.1 (i) The building of a “knowledge community”. 

Given the history of situated and social learning at this school site, when giving the teachers a choice—

a voice in the determination of the professional learning content based on their own professional 

knowledge landscapes—many outcomes were evident. Firstly, when introducing the adaptation of the 

Johari window there was an immediate resonance and acknowledgement that their own perceived 

professional needs as related to their daily classroom practice were being acknowledged as an 

important component of their learning. The first two quadrants of the window, the public area and the 

façade, were greeted with many positive non-verbals, murmurs of approval, and recognition. 
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Table 24 

Dominant Themes Classified According to Theoretical Framework 

 

Theoretical 

framework 

of study 

Dominant themes throughout all data sources 

 

 The 

development 

and evolution of 

the consultancy 

over time 

Stage of teacher 

concerns linked 

to appropriate 

professional 

learning 

strategy 

Importance of 

teacher choice 

in professional 

learning 

Building of 

trust in 

relationships 

The non-

negotiable: 

everyone is a 

learner 

Transferability 

to classroom, to 

other 

curriculum 

areas 

Importance of 

organisational 

structures that 

support 

professional 

learning 

The 

development of 

teachers’ 

knowledge over 

time: key 

learnings of 

teachers 

matched to 

personal 

professional 

goals 

Broadened role 

of consultancy 

to whole-school 

improvement 

focus 

incorporating 

math 

consultancy as 

one element 

Teachers’ 

professional 

knowledge 

landscape 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

Consultant’s 

professional 

knowledge 

landscape 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

* 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

Reflective 

practice 
 

* 

  

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Social learning 

theory 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Situated 

learning theory 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* 

 

 

* 
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There were also many nods and smiles when we discussed teacher’s blind spots, those areas 

that they are unaware of that may be observed by others. The very fact that their own professional 

knowledge landscapes were recognised as being a vital component of the school’s story of professional 

learning resulted in the teachers’ motivation and engagement, possibly through their feelings that the 

professional learning story of the school now belonged to them and they had a voice in determining 

this “plot-line” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996, p. 140). This, in turn, may have precipitated the self-

disclosures that followed. When a person feels in control of and owns their learning, it increases 

confidence and they are driven to face their own issues and needs more honestly and more rigorously 

(Luft & Ingram, in Boshear & Albrecht, 1978). 

 

This correlates to the findings of Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) that many teachers in the 

United States believe they have little influence on school policies relating to their own professional 

learning. As well, they see there is a lack of involvement of teachers in “collective decision-making 

and problem-solving” (p. 27) with regards to their own learning needs. The reframing of the 

professional learning design saw an increased emphasis on teacher ownership, consistent with the 

teachers’ and my own beliefs to ensure the consultancy met the heart of teachers’ needs, continuing to 

be based on classroom issues and practices. The difference was the introduction of choices, of teachers 

having an authentic voice in the content and the processes of what was to be learned. 

 

Acknowledging the role of social and situated learning theories in each teacher’s development 

of this landscape, the reframed professional learning design focused on collaborative professional 

inquiry, facilitated by the consultant. It was situated more deeply in the context of the teachers’ needs, 

lives, and personal experiences—the inside-classroom landscape—than in previous years. In 

understanding my role in this reframing, this self-study has “sought to understand the multiple roles, 

contexts and relationships that comprised [teachers’] practices, and how the many facets of our 

professional work relate to one another” (Cole & Knowles, 1995, p. 130). Within these relationships, it 

was evident that there had been a real inter-weaving of what Clandinin and Connelly (1995) refer to as 

the “professional knowledge landscape of the classroom, the out-of-classroom professional knowledge 

landscape and the personal knowledge landscape” (p. 33). If teacher knowledge is embedded in stories 

and impacted by teachers’ personal experiences and learning, it was important to ensure that there was 

an emphasis on the process of sharing stories of their choice, reflecting their needs (Hamilton, 2004). 

The four teachers had not previously shared the personal insights and concerns that they discussed 
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during this professional learning cycle. Obviously, previous to this, they had felt the pressure of 

systemic directives from the city’s education authorities in terms of what was expected with the 

teaching of mathematics and delivered by the Principal and consultant. Through their choosing and 

their resulting ownership, they changed the professional learning experience. It became one of a 

“knowledge community,” a safe place to share their practice (Craig, 1995, p. 137). This reflects the 

notion that the more professional learning gets to the core of teaching or the “real” classroom practice, 

the more meaningful for the teacher. This community of practice became focused on and in their 

practice (Schön, 1983), a process of analysing their pedagogy, beliefs, and concerns together to 

negotiate meaning for themselves through discussion. Craig (1995) suggests such communities, 

are places where educators are vibrantly present, where their voices are unconditionally heard, 

where their relationships are authentic and secure…Knowledge communities recognize and 

value teachers’ personal, practical knowledge and connect individuals to the communal ways of 

knowing. (p. 140-141) 

 

This is further evidence of Schön’s (1987) suggestion that opportunities for learning occur 

primarily in systems themselves as opposed to a top-down approach. Such communities are important 

during times of bridging individuals’ “personal, practical knowledge” in schools and bridging theory 

and practice. They emphasise teachers coming together to share their own professional knowledge 

landscapes, their competing cover and secret stories, and connecting these to a communal way of 

knowing. Teacher D summarised this change in the final interview when she stated, 

So for our own staff development when we met this cycle it really felt as if we were coming 

together and just chatting as professionals. It just seemed so natural. It was a natural 

progression of things, very in the moment, very hands-on and very much related to what we 

needed because we had the choice. The differentiation of the professional development didn’t 

feel like you came in with a checklist like ok first we’re going to do this then we’re going to do 

that – it was focused on “ok where are you right now? What are your needs? How can we best 

meet those needs?” When you came in to observe it wasn’t stressful. I didn’t feel like I had to get 

my show on like for other staff developers. It was just “oh, ok Liz is here to work with me on 

another lesson.” (I 3, Teacher D, Lines 90-98, p. 32) 

 

Cole and Knowles (1995) discuss the importance of examining and considering the teachers’ 

professional landscapes of knowledge in any professional learning design, something realised in this 

consultancy. They state, 
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First we believe that becoming a teacher or teacher educator is a lifelong process of continued 

growth rooted in the personal. Who we are and come to be as teachers and teacher educators is a 

reflection of a complex, ongoing process of interaction and interpretation of factors, conditions, 

opportunities, relationships and event that take place throughout our lives in all realms of 

existence - intellectual, physical, psychological, spiritual, political and social. Making sense of 

prior and current life experiences in the context of the personal as it influences the professional 

is, in our view, the essence of facilitating professional development. (p. 130) 

In ensuring a focus on teachers’ own professional knowledge landscapes, the Johari window model 

gave me, as a consultant, further access to these landscapes as a starting point. 

 

5.2.1 (ii) Evolution of 6-year consultancy: Restorying the plot outline. 

The story of professional learning in this school site with the external consultancy has definitely been 

an evolving one. One aspect of the impact of my consultancy can be witnessed in terms of what 

Clandinin and Connelly (1995) term “restorying the plot outline” (p. 93). This is similar to Schön’s 

(1987) reflection-in-action, finding a new way or frame to view a problem or situation, which in turn 

suggests a new course of action. The “restorying” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 93) that occurred 

during the study is best summarised in Figure 3. The agenda of teacher choice led to increased 

professional learning through secret stories and attitudes being shared by the teachers. These stories 

were previously hidden away in the bustle of an initial behaviourist (Spillane, 2002) professional 

development agenda as opposed to a professional learning focus (Roberts & Pruitt, 2003). 

 

                 Previous 5 Years of Consultancy              Differentiated PD Design 

 
Figure 3. “Restorying” the professional learning story. 
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Previously for the last 5 years, we had worked through a professional development story of 

many sacred stories, important pieces of knowledge e for teachers in the teaching of mathematics. Such 

stories were determined and sent down the conduit to teachers by the consultant, the Principal, outside 

expertise sources, and the education system. This professional development did have merit in that it 

was classroom-based, focused on building reflective practitioners, informed by data, based on social 

and situated learning theory, and was the basis for building strong supportive relationships between the 

consultant and the teachers. However there was a non-negotiable that lab sites and content-focused 

coaching were the dominant professional learning strategies and these had been decided by both the 

Principal and the consultant, with no discussion with the teachers. 

 

I am convinced that during the previous 5 years of professional development many cover 

stories were told by teachers as a way of “managing their dilemmas”: “Teachers live and tell cover 

stories in the out-of-classroom professional knowledge landscape stories in which they portray 

themselves as characters who are certain, expert people” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 15). Such 

cover stories could abound even when the professional development followed a lab site cycle, 

embedding the professional development inside the classroom. There was nothing to prevent teachers 

attempting to put on an expert show of teaching for the once a week session that we worked during the 

lab site. This could, in part, account for Teacher B’s feelings of insecurity with the lab site structure as 

a professional development strategy. 

 

Surprising for me, this professional learning design released teachers to be freer to share their 

own secret stories of practice. During this professional learning cycle, cover stories were not a focus; 

rather, many secret stories were exposed. Experiencing a professional learning design that was based 

on teacher choice, teachers were unafraid to expose what mattered most to them; their personal, 

practical, classroom-based issues and concerns were laid out for all to see. They were not concerned 

that the consultant or the Principal may well see and hear any areas teachers felt they needed to address 

further. In fact, quite the opposite happened. For her choice option, Teacher A chose not to work with 

her colleagues on writing in mathematics. Instead, given the extreme needs of her class that year, she 

chose to work with the consultant examining not just areas of differentiating daily mathematics 

lessons: her concern was to focus on the processes of doing this in the broader picture of behaviour 

management and co-operative learning ideas. 
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Besides helping me with my math instruction you really helped me with helping them visualise 

and establish class rules with the photo rubrics, really learning new strategies for managing 

them. And the thing about this cycle of PD was that I …was able to because I chose to just work 

with you on the issues in my classroom. (I 3, Teacher A, Lines 75-79, pp. 31-32) 

 

Teacher A summarises her empowerment through the differentiated professional learning 

design because of the focus on teacher choice. Following her own investigation of problems of practice 

(Schön, 1983), Teacher A felt in control of her own professional pedagogical learning and satisfaction, 

motivation and engagement being the resulting feelings from her involvement in the changed design. 

The following excerpt from Teacher C also summarises the response of the teachers to the reframed 

professional learning design, focused on beginning with teachers’ practical knowledge. 

I think that the whole process was at least a gradual one for us - going into other classrooms to 

see what other teachers do, and breaking it apart to what I specifically needed. This time I really 

enjoyed looking at what I specifically needed to work on and then trying it out in my classroom. 

(I 3, Teacher C, Lines 99-102, p. 32) 

Getting to the heart of the teachers’ personal, practical knowledge was achieved with the related 

quadrants of the professional learning design’s windows and impacted strongly on their examination of 

their own issues of teaching and learning. The teachers all voiced their beliefs that it was most 

meaningful for them to explore the issues at the heart of their practice and expressed their own 

confidence in doing this. It is important to address further the ongoing development of the teachers’ 

self-efficacy which appears to be connected to both their particular stage of concern as well as the 

facilitation of a choice-based professional learning design. 

 

5.2.1 (iii) Stages of teachers’ concerns: The restorying of professional learning practice.  

Each of the teachers had moved in their stages of concern throughout the consultancy. Teacher D 

shared her own movement from an initial management phase focused on self to one of consequence, 

focused on students and their needs. She summarises this best when she states, 

Yeah the co-teaching helped because that was one of the first strategies and um it really helped 

to fill in the gaps or to, you know, at that point I was so stuck on getting through the lesson that I 

really wasn’t listening to the things that the children were saying. And the co-teaching really 

helped to fill in the gaps and relieve some of the pressure off of me so that I could see things in 

different ways… (the consultancy over the years) changed my focus. Cause at that point, I was 

focused more on the lesson than I was on the students. I had to get through that lesson as 

opposed to I had to listen to where the students were. (I 1, Teacher D, Lines 41-48, p. 16) 
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In moving from a fixed focus on the scripted lessons of the program to a stage of considering her 

students and their needs, Teacher D had moved to a stage of consequence (Hall & Hord, 1987). Was 

the alignment of this newly framed professional learning at the “just-right” stage of their learning, 

aligned to the last three stages of concern (Hall & Hord, 1987)? From the data gathered, it is apparent 

that this design occurred at a very appropriate time in the overall timeline of the consultancy. 

Relationships had been built and content-focused coaching had occurred with regards building 

teachers’ pedagogical and content knowledge. Coincidentally, the focus of the consultancy was able to 

move to incorporate more deeply and rigorously the knowledge landscape of the teachers as well as to 

facilitate a change in the power base involving teachers choosing their own professional learning focus. 

Teacher D’s comments on the reflective practices in which she has engaged within the reframed 

professional learning design have directly correlated to her needs and concerns (see Section 4.2.2 (ii)). 

Teacher B also illustrates a movement in her concerns focused on teaching the scripted lessons to 

being able to adjust and change the lessons according to her own content knowledge and prioritising 

the needs of her students when she states: 

So I would love to continue now to sit down with my colleagues and with Liz and go through a 

few more of those lessons and really think about how we would really redesign certain lessons to 

meet the needs of our current class. (FG 1, Teacher B, Lines 183-185, p. 29) 

 

Of interest and aligned to this study, Sweeney (2003) proposes a view of the stages of concern 

and their correlation to professional learning. He suggests the first three stages occur at the initial 

training section side of a metaphorical bridge. He further proposes that any skill development related to 

the management stage of concerns is also best handled with the training side of the bridge. This 

includes demonstrations, modeling, pre- and post-conferencing, and participant practice during the 

training. He adds that coaching is pivotal at a particular point in relation to these stages, stating, 

the participants in their own setting, trying to… implement their training and build their mastery 

to a routine level of task management (Stage of Concern), that is when the power of coaching 

and mentoring is critical to progress and growth. (Sweeney, 2003, p. 2) 

 

My goal was to try to ensure with this reframing of the professional learning that teachers could 

set the direction of their learning based on their existing professional knowledge. While we were 

making strides in our work to do this, I did not do it with an overt consciousness of each teacher’s 
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stage of concern (Hall & Hord, 1987), with a focus on working to align the most appropriate 

professional learning. However, there was an intuitive sense of their individual needs and concerns and 

I know I consciously worked to attend to these each cycle. However, by using the Johari window as a 

model to cater for all needs, the professional learning design allowed for access to teachers’ existing 

knowledge and thus the relevant stage of concern. Following this, by having teachers choose the focus 

and the strategy of learning, it also catered for meeting their various needs. Loucks-Horsley (1995) 

adds that, 

Professional developers who know and use the concerns model design experiences for educators 

that are sensitive to the questions they are asking when they are asking them. Learning 

experiences evolve over time, take place in different settings, rely on varying degrees of external 

expertise, and change with participant needs. Learning experiences for different role groups vary 

in who provides them, what information they share, and how they are asked to engage…The 

strength of the concerns model is in its reminder to pay attention to individuals and their various 

needs for information, assistance, and moral support. (p. 2) 

 

The differentiated professional learning design paid attention to the needs of the individual 

teachers, informed by their own professional knowledge landscape. It is little wonder then that the 

response of the teachers was overwhelmingly positive to the reframed professional learning as it 

reached to the heart of their needs and concerns as teachers of mathematics. 

 

5.2.1 (iv) Importance of teacher choice in professional learning. 

While using the adaptation I had made of the Johari window as a basis for the newly framed 

professional learning model, I was so focused on giving teachers a choice in the content that I did not 

explicitly realise that this also happened in the professional learning strategies themselves, the “how” 

of the design.  

 

The teacher ownership that developed showed clearly not just what they wanted to study about 

their practice but it also detailed specifically how they wanted to do this. Reflecting upon the stories 

that were told, it is evident that the three teachers who chose the same content topic wanted to examine 

their practices collaboratively, through discussions and analysis, by predominantly looking at student 

work and collegially developing implications for their practice. In fact, Teacher B asked specifically if 

they had to do this in a lab site model of learning, with notions of content-focused coaching. In 

response, I assured them at the time that they could choose their own learning method that best suited 
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their needs. The non-negotiables included their expected involvement and the fact that I would still be 

there as a facilitator of the learning. They were happy and motivated each week to share their own 

secret stories of practice in the form of an action research cycle, in trying out the ideas with students 

and offering one another suggestions for further work. Teacher A chose a content topic on her own, a 

rigorous examination of her own practices in behaviour management, small group work, and 

intervention practices in her classroom. She chose to have some one-on-one time with the consultant to 

reflect on her own actions, both reflection-in-action in her classroom as well as reflection-on-action 

each week. This entailed her specific involvement in a reflection/action cycle in analysing her daily 

pedagogy, trying out new ideas, and reflecting again on their implementation. 

 

Often in content-focused coaching, coaches ascertain the teachers’ concerns in relation to 

specific mathematics lessons and work within the pre- and post-conferencing model to reflect and 

analyse these needs and develop a lesson that will address both the students’ and teacher’s needs. The 

option of how teachers want to learn about this is already a given: the content-focused coaching within 

the lesson together with the pre- and post-conferencing are the strategies used. Using the Johari 

window as a model for the professional learning design allowed me to consider, reflect, and act on the 

notion of listening to teachers’ choices of what and how they wanted to learn new knowledge within 

their existing landscapes, as well as addressing the blind spots of knowledge not apparent to them, only 

to outside others. Of note, the choice of both components captured teacher ownership, motivation, and 

commitment. This is important for me to consider when faced with the design of meaningful 

professional learning experiences in specific school sites. 

 

5.2.2 Reflective Practice. 

 

5.2.2 (i) Evolution of 6 years of consultancy through reflective practice. 

Throughout my work as an external consultant, I was constantly rethinking and redesigning, and so the 

teachers were exposed to an environment of openness, change, and innovation—one in which I as a 

consultant modeled being an ongoing reflective practitioner in my quest to better meet their needs. The 

teachers identified this in their comments about my work. Teacher C commented, 

I guess the biggest impact that I had was just realizing that you have to adapt your teaching, just 

like Liz had to adapt her professional development based on the our needs…so I think just 
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understanding that everyone is different and you can’t just have like a cookie cutter lesson for 

her and from myself. (FG I, Teacher C, Lines 10-15, p. 25) 

 

In this way, teachers were also guided to reflect continually on their practice within a supportive 

environment and climate of no repercussions, with the self-disclosure of their needs. The 

acknowledgement from this teacher that I had collaboratively worked to view the problem of 

differentiating professional learning in a new way, one which involved their thoughts, concerns, and 

pressing needs, was an example of the specific reframing and double-loop learning that occurred. 

Redefining the previous notions of how professional learning had been organised to a new 

differentiated approach that would allow for stronger teacher ownership and account for teachers’ 

individual needs was based on this specialised reflective process. Teacher A best summarised the use 

of the processes of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action to grow professionally when she was 

asked how she determined her own professional practice needs in mathematics. She stated, 

through self reflection. Well I figure it out basically by determining what’s irritating me the 

most. Because sometimes I will either take stock, I’ll reflect on my teaching and think, Oh I 

haven’t done this in a while maybe because I can’t keep up, I’m not making time for it or 

something will happen and it hits the fan and I think alright I haven’t done this or those things I 

neglected to do I either don’t value it or I don’t have the confidence to do it and that’s usually 

how I figure out what I need professionally. What it was this year was the conference notes and 

so I had to really figure out to make a point to write it down. (I 3, Teacher D, Lines 165-171, p. 

34) 

This excerpt indicates the use of her reflections on her personal, practical knowledge in determining 

her professional needs. It also tells the story of her willingness to share the processes she uses at the 

heart of her reflection-on-action. The confidence Teacher D feels in sharing these processes illustrates 

a movement from using cover stories to sharing the secret stories of her practice. Facilitation of 

collaborative and supportive reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action has enabled this disclosure.  

 

5.2.2 (ii) The non-negotiable linked to confidence and self-efficacy. 

My study comes from an educational climate in which researchers (Fennema & Franke, 1992; Ramsay, 

2000; Schoenfeld, 2000; Wood, Cobb, Yackel, & Dillon, 1993) have documented that teachers’ 

mathematical content knowledge affects the quality of teaching and learning experiences provided. The 

four teachers had had between 4 and 6 years of working with me as the consultant, building their 

content knowledge. Their responses during the initial interviews indicated that, at that point, they felt 
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much more confident in content knowledge. They acknowledged the notion that at their school the 

expectation was that everyone was involved in the learning journey.  

 

Evidence of an important aspect connected to content knowledge emerged from my study of 

the new professional learning design. With an increased content knowledge which had evolved over 

the life of the consultancy, the teachers expressed confidence to differentiate according to students’ 

needs, to take the content of the lesson and adapt it according to their students’ conceptual 

understandings. Such confidence can be seen to correlate directly to the quality teaching characteristic 

of self-efficacy. Developing teachers’ self-confidence underpins the growth of teachers’ self-efficacy, 

their beliefs about their own capabilities (Gibbs, 2002, September; Onafowara, 2005). Gibbs defines 

self-efficacy as “the belief that one is capable of exercising personal control over one’s behaviour, 

thinking, and emotions” (p. 1). Akbari and Allvar (2010) add that reflective practice in professional 

learning builds such self-efficacy. They state that: 

by engaging in reflection, teachers become better observers of classroom behavior, which 

stimulates an awareness of their teaching decisions and the reasons behind those decisions. As 

they begin to understand the motivation for their more intuitive decisions, their practice becomes 

increasingly explicit and self-efficacy develops. In turn, this understanding informs teachers’ 

classroom approach and reduces their cognitive dissonance, making them less inclined to rely on 

traditional practices if those practices do not produce the desired educational results. (p. 1) 

 

While reflection was an ongoing element facilitated in this consultancy, the professional 

learning design implemented during this cycle gave emphasis to reflective practice—not just content. 

Two types of practitioner reflection were utilised, including Schön’s (1983) reflecting-in-action, during 

their teaching and reflecting-on-action, reflecting after the teaching. This was particularly effective 

because, importantly, the teachers were driven by their own self-chosen areas of concern. They 

commented specifically on their developing self-efficacy in the teaching of mathematics and this was 

particularly evident in their capabilities in differentiating for their children. Akbari and Allvar (2010) 

comment, “this is aligned to efficacious teachers who are more likely to implement instructional 

strategies to enhance student learning, rather than just covering the curriculum. They also take more 

risks and have confidence in overcoming classroom challenges” (p. 1). While the conditions for this 

self-efficacy were developing through the prior professional learning structures of the consultancy, the 

introduction of the differentiated professional learning design was critical to teachers’ realising their 
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self-efficacy, through enabling them to direct their own reflective inquiry into their practice. Gibbs 

(2002, September) summarises the development of teachers’ self-efficacy and reflection on their 

behaviour, actions, and processes by arguing that this stems back to the belief of beginning 

professional learning with some accounting for the teachers’ professional knowledge landscape: “[The 

task] is to recognize the importance of teachers self-reflecting and self-regulating, and to harness self-

efficacy so that they develop competence in exercising control of their thinking, behavior and 

emotions” (p. 1). Teacher B’s comments epitomise the development of such confidence. 

I think it’s made me much more confident. I feel like when I first started, third grade in 

particular…I was nervous about the math getting harder in a way, and so I’ve become a lot more 

confident in sharing my knowledge with the children and just trying out different ways, and just 

differentiating too cause I remember looking at lessons and thinking “okay how can I take this 

one lesson and make it meet the needs of three different groups of children?” So I think it’s 

become more natural to me, to look at a lesson and say “okay, group A’s going to do this, group 

B’s doing this, and group C’ll do this.” And hope that they get the same thing out of that lesson, 

but in a different way. (I 1, Teacher B, Lines 80-87, p. 8) 

I felt that I had come to a point where I understood the structure of a lesson, I understood how to 

turn that into a workshop format and so I felt that when you offered the choice to us, I felt much 

better knowing that, you know, it would be something that I would be interested in, and it would 

be something that would help me professionally. (I 1, Teacher B, Lines 98-101, p. 8) 

In the final interview Teacher B commented on her growing confidence with differentiation as well as 

her conviction about the importance of having choice with her own professional learning: 

Also just the differentiation has become more natural - knowing when something needs to be 

scaffolded for different students and knowing it is ok to do that (I 3, Teacher B, Lines 34-35, p. 

29)… we chose that group - it was what we wanted to work on and what we felt for this 

particular year was what we needed. I liked having the choice because next year I might be faced 

with different challenges in my class and I would love to have that choice again so I can say this 

is what my class is struggling with so this is what I want to learn about. As a teacher, I felt more 

motivated having the choice because it’s one thing to generalise and make a whole grade level 

work on one concept, but it’s not “one size fits all” so I liked having the choice and I felt like it 

was serving the purpose of my class and my needs. (I 3, Teacher B, Lines 81-84, p. 32) 

The extract clearly demonstrates Teacher B’s developing self-efficacy in knowing that she needs to 

have professional learning clearly aligned to her existing professional knowledge landscape as well as 

consideration of the practical, pressing needs of her classroom and students. Her reflective statement 

indicates the importance of teacher choice in the professional learning design. Lowery (2003) argues 

that such reflection leads to “increases in confidence, autonomy, and self-efficacy for teachers” (p. 1). 
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Self-efficacy also has a direct relationship with goal setting, commitment, and professional 

development. Goal setting is said to increase effectiveness of practice as well as intrinsic motivation. 

Having the teachers choose and complete their own goals for their professional learning journey 

involved their own analysis of their strengths and needs. As well, it acted as a mediating influence with 

regards to their beliefs of self-efficacy and their daily practices. Research suggests that, “the stronger 

the self-efficacy individuals have, the higher the goals they set and the firmer their commitment to 

them…Challenging goals raise the level of motivation and performance successes” (Gibbs, 2002, 

September, p. 1). This is where my role changed as I became a guide for the teachers’ regular 

reflection-on-practice of their goal achievements. The building of self-efficacy and agency was realised 

with the differentiated professional learning design mostly because it was steeped in the notion of 

choice and shared leadership. 

 

5.2.3 Social Learning. 

 

5.2.3 (i) Building of trust in relationships: Teachers and consultant. 

One indicator of our success as a professional learning community is the development of an open 

forum for sharing concerns, real classroom issues, and areas of knowledge in which teachers were 

seeking further expertise, an evolving “knowledge community” (Craig, 1995, p. 137). I recognise that 

the differentiated professional learning design was introduced at a specific time in the consultancy, 

which had been preceded by a 6-year history of developing and nurturing strong, supportive 

relationships and the ongoing facilitation of authentic conversations and stories. Such a strong 

interpersonal foundation was achieved by working diligently and steadfastly on developing individual 

teacher/consultant relationships, often based on each person’s story-telling of their own personal, 

practical knowledge. Clandinin and Connelly (1995) suggest that “the evidence is that teachers must, 

of necessity tell stories” (p. 154) to make sense of their developing knowledge and practice. This 

implies the notion of social interaction as a basis for professional learning and this collaboration was 

certainly a key aspect of one period of the professional learning design (Bandura, 1977; Vygotsky, 

1978). This is evident in many of the stories told during the teacher interviews.  

 

By creating the opportunity for teachers to drive the professional learning sessions with their 

own needs and agendas, a shift was also created in the social dynamics between the external consultant 

and teachers, aligned to Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of the control of the learner in the learning process. 
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Up until this time, although the building of trust had been a focus, there had also still been a formality 

of roles, namely the “outside expert” (the consultant) and the “teachers”, evident within weekly 

interactions. Within the notion of social learning, there was a definite change of roles with the 

implementation of the differentiated professional learning design. Teachers gradually felt more in 

control of their own learning. They began to suggest and discuss the issues they were concerned about, 

the practical day to day issues of the classroom, initially focused on gaining information about the 

Mathematics program and the management issues of implementation. Their stages of concern (Hall 

and Hord, 1987) evolved over time, moving to a period focused on consequence of implementation to 

their students. Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) conclude that “teachers’ lack of influence over school 

decisions means teachers are less likely to be engaged in collaborative problem-solving around school 

specific issues” (p. 6). This may have been the case in the initial stages of the consultancy but changed 

over time to one of increased self-efficacy and control over their own learning pathway. 

 

I acknowledge that I have only realised the shift in my own roles as well as those of the 

teachers through reflecting on the action, discourse, and processes that occurred during the 

implementation of the differentiated design. Such change did not occur abruptly and overtly but rather 

became apparent as a natural development to the evolution of the consultancy. Fullan (1990) portrays 

such change in curriculum practice as gradual, interactive, and multidimensional. Of significance also 

is the fact that within a framework of supportive and trusting relationships, the teachers knew that the 

development of their professional knowledge would occur collaboratively within social interactions 

with colleagues, the Principal, and the consultant (Bandura, 1977; Vygotsky, 1978). 

 

5.2.3 (ii) Building of trust in relationships: Principal and consultant. 

From the first introduction of the newly designed structure in an attempt to better cater to teachers’ 

practical classroom pedagogical needs, the Principal was an enthusiastic collaborator and supporter. 

Her enthusiasm is framed in terms of already knowing the consultant’s work and expertise and being 

assured that the structures, the preparations, and the continual striving for teachers to facilitate their 

own learning would be woven into the fabric of the professional learning offerings. Would she have 

been as enthusiastic in the first year of the consultancy? I am sure she would not have been as willing 

to embark on the differentiated professional learning journey in the beginning of the consultancy, while 

relationships and her trust and confidence in my work as an external consultant were still being 

developed. 
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The success of the consultancy rested to a large degree on the Principal and I sharing common 

understandings and similar goals, focused on teacher-owned and teacher-led professional learning. 

These were discussed in terms of the sacred story of professional learning in the school. Significantly, 

the Principal’s support of time, human and financial resources, and organisational structures ensured a 

priority was placed on professional learning. This relates to Loucks and Pratt’s (1979) proposal of the 

principal’s crucial support in helping teachers move from management and personal concerns to those 

of consequence (Hall & Hord, 1987). As well, her belief that everyone in the school was on a learning 

journey provided a structural backdrop to the school’s story of professional learning. This included her 

own willingness to be a participant and learner in the school’s professional learning story which played 

a significant part in welcoming teachers to tell their own secret stories, without fear of relating 

competing stories against the “sacred theory-practice” versions from outside the classroom (Clandinin 

& Connelly, 1995, p. 29). 

 

5.2.3 (iii) New discourse patterns and changing roles. 

In implementing the reframed professional learning design, I had not accounted for the fact that within 

these social interactions new discourse patterns for engaging in the solving of pedagogical problems 

would be required. Changing the landscape involved restorying the roles of the teachers and the 

consultant. These patterns demanded changing the view that the outside expert does not have to be all 

knowing, but rather the role was developing into one of “the guide on the side,” a facilitator of problem 

solving. This role is very similar to that of a teacher in a constructivist classroom, working with 

students to facilitate their meaning making and exploration of concepts and processes. Teacher choice 

equates to teacher ownership, in collaboratively solving the pedagogical issues faced. 

 

The critical incident regarding the implementation of the rich problem-solving tasks, 

Exemplars, with the teachers’ open discussion about the students and their own dislike of these rich 

tasks, showed me that there were still subtle elements of the previous years’ consultancy, with the 

consultant leading the discussion forum. This “sacred theory-practice story” was still expected by the 

teachers as a framework, even in the face of understanding and making their choices. These 

expectations were indicative of a type of professional development model proposed by Cole (2004) 

where professional development is seen as being “done” to teachers, as opposed to any involvement or 

ownership on their part. The previous 6 years had, on the one hand, been focused on evolving more 

and more teacher ownership in negotiating and responding to the teachers’ areas of need. It was 
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intentionally data driven and classroom based, with a focus on teachers learning about mathematics 

pedagogy collaboratively as a professional learning community. It had deliberately embedded a 

gradual release of responsibility within the coaching model utilised. The tension created was that, in 

contradictory terms, it still had some underlying elements of a behaviourist, sacred theory-practice 

approach tied to teachers’ expectations. It was still seen by some teachers as being delivered by an 

outside expert and sometimes, as Cole (2004) suggests, “a disruption to their teaching” (p. 6). It could 

be argued that with this viewpoint, professional development was received with some degree of 

passivity. 

 

The beginning of the change from having the professional development done to them was 

witnessed when teachers expressed their concerns openly, and appeared to wait for the consultant to 

solve the “bad attitude” situation, initially divorcing themselves from any possible teacher-owned 

solutions. I am sure they would have been happy if at that point I had stated we would eliminate these 

problem-solving tasks from our curriculum. Instead, by having the teachers reflect on what they were 

going to do about this, by giving teachers the responsibility, the ownership, and the challenge to seek a 

solution with some probing reflective questioning, enabled the beginning of a movement to 

interdependence, a new way of collaboratively looking at problems of practice. This is not to say that 

this strategy had not previously been used with teachers throughout the consultancy; indeed it was an 

important strategy used by the consultant often to have teachers reflect on their work and their issues. 

However the changed design indicated the beginning of a journey for teachers to fully lead the 

professional learning experiences and in this teacher leadership mode created the need for true 

ownership of their own professional learning as well. 

 

Their humorous dress-up experiments were an attempt to make sense of and play with my 

challenge to re-examine their own negative attitudes to the tasks when working with children. Of 

surprise to them, this had striking after-effects for students and for themselves. The common ground of 

exploring this issue within their shared professional learning community gave the teachers unspoken 

permission to think and reflect about the challenges of adopting a new teaching strategy without 

believing in its value themselves. While their Halloween dress-up was funny for all participants, the 

effect for students was magnified, and personified what can happen when teachers have positive 

attitudes to a subject. Students’ attention, engagement, and enthusiasm were immediately captured on 

seeing their teachers having fun with a math problem. Much discussion ensued as to which problem-
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solving task their teacher had represented and whether they had even attempted this task yet. Students’ 

enthusiasm was sparked by being immersed in this humour. It was, however, the ensuing reflection by 

the teachers on the students’ reactions that was the culminating point in the action/reflection cycle. 

Through my own facilitation of guiding the reflective practice collaboratively, teachers engaged in 

willing suspension of disbelief while contemplating their problem of practice. 

 

Acting on teachers’ suggestions, the close consideration of the nature of the teachers’ 

professional knowledge landscape at the school spurred me to reframe the professional learning 

experiences so that teacher choice and ownership were pivotal to the design. Moving from a notion of 

professional development with an expert other to a consideration of the teachers’ existing professional 

knowledge landscape represented an even tighter relationship between the personal in-classroom 

landscape and the out-of-classroom places of professional learning. While this had been a focus 

previously, it did not involve teachers making choices based on meeting the needs they held close in 

their own secret stories of practice. Importantly, the shift in the teachers’ and consultant’s positions 

held in the storied landscape of professional learning had changed along with the change in the 

professional learning design. Moving from a novice/expert stance to that of “critical colleagueship” 

(Wolpin, 2006, p. 217) was a marked shift in roles and positions. 

 

5.2.4 Situated Learning. 

 

5.2.4 (i) Importance of organisational structures that support professional learning: 

Schedules and resources. 

The teachers’ response to the differentiated professional learning design was positive. They felt their 

voice and their needs, as well as their students’ needs, were accommodated within the design. Pivotal 

to the implementation were the organisational structures within the school. It should be clarified that 

without the Principal’s prioritisation and weekly scheduling of in-school time for professional learning, 

as well as the human and financial support such as the organisation and payment of substitute teachers, 

the implementation of such a design would have been much more difficult. The culture of the school 

recognises and prizes the professional learning of all participants, the students, the teachers, the 

parents, the Principal, and the consultant. Being situated in such an environment as a professional 

meant being immersed in the norms and practices of a knowledge community (Lave, 1988; Lave & 

Wenger, 1990). This increases the likelihood of having a wider range of opportunities for learning 
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about knowledge that is situated in that community of practice as well as having the opportunity to 

begin the learning through one’s own professional knowledge landscape. 

 

5.2.4 (ii) Importance of organisational structures that support professional learning: Time.  

Critically, strong relationships of trust had been built by the 6th year of this consultancy and cannot be 

under-estimated in terms of acting as a springboard for the restorying of this professional learning plot-

line. Nias, Southworth, and Yeomans (1989) propose that strong collaborative relationships both 

respect and support the inter-relationships between the teachers’ secret and cover stories of practice. 

Hargeaves (2000) adds that “in collaborative cultures, teachers reveal much of their private 

selves…and if bad days or personal problems are encountered, teachers make allowances and offer 

practical help to their troubled colleagues” (p. 150). To be able to confess to the secret stories of 

practice, not just with each other as colleagues but also with the consultant and the Principal, indicates 

the level of trust built. At the 6th year of the consultancy, teachers were not worried about confessing 

what could have been interpreted as signs of incompetence in their practice. They were not worried 

about airing doubts about the use of the problem-solving tasks for problem solving. They did not 

exhibit what Hargreaves (2000) terms “fundamental competence anxiety” (p. 150), often arising for 

teachers because of the “singular rather than multiple models of competence” (Hargreaves, 2000, p. 

150). Such anxiety is often caused when the teachers’ cover stories, stories constructed to “maintain a 

persona of perfectionism” (Hargreaves, 2000, p. 150), are in opposition to their own secret stories. At 

this point in the consultancy, it is rewarding to note that the secret and cover stories had indeed been 

restoried. 

 

One of the key reasons for the restorying of practice is the length of time of this consultancy. 

The 6 years of the external consultancy in the school is somewhat unusual, given changing budgetary 

conditions and whole-school priorities, and is indicative of the Principal’s beliefs about the pivotal 

importance of teachers’ professional learning. In itself, the time allowance for promoting professional 

learning constitutes an area of consideration for schools planning to work with external consultants so 

as to ensure both consistency and the building of such trusting and supportive collaborative 

partnerships. Such time frames provide a strong basis for the development of each teacher’s 

professional knowledge within a collaborative culture focused on continuous improvement. This 

emphasis is reinforced by researchers (Clarke, 1994; Heid et al., 2006; Millett, Brown, & Askew, 

2004) who propose that time for teachers to discuss, collaborate, and reflect together is a key condition 
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related to change in teacher practice. The continuous, spiraling evolution of stories of both the 

consultancy and professional learning of the teachers occurred over a number of years. 

 

My own learning about the teachers’ stories of practice has come as, over time, they have self-

disclosed more and more of their own professional knowledge landscape. During the previous 5 years, 

the teachers have also learned about me, my own paradigm of operating as a consultant, and what is 

important to me in working with them collaboratively and collegially. This reciprocal gaining of 

understanding of each others’ professional knowledge landscape has been foundational to building 

trust and a climate of no repercussions. It becomes safe then to feel you can craft your teaching under 

such conditions—for all of us, including myself. This understanding is pivotal to Wolpin’s (2006) 

notion of reciprocal coaching in mathematics. 

 

5.2.4 (iii) Transferability to classroom/other curriculum areas. 

The teachers’ own cover and secret stories described evidence of the transferability of the skills and 

knowledge gained during the professional learning to the teachers’ classroom practices over time. They 

relayed their confidence with the implementation of differentiated instruction. This was again 

confirmed during the visits to the classroom after the professional learning schedule. 

 

The transferability of the professional learning design to other curriculum areas was, for me, a 

surprise. The Principal was so impressed with the impact of the design in terms of teachers’ ownership 

and learning that she had decided to ask another external consultant in a different content area to also 

implement similar structures with their professional learning design. Interestingly, the teachers 

expected and hoped for this as well, given their taste of being self-directed learners. 

 

5.3 Findings for Research Sub-Question 2: How has the Implementation of the Differentiated 

Professional Learning Design Influenced Me in My Growth as a Consultant and Why?  

 

5.3.1 Consultant’s Professional Knowledge Landscape. 

 

Similarly to Seaton (2006), I can now see that the process of the external consultancy is one of 

“continual construction and re-construction as one reflects on and reframes experiences, based on 

interactions with teachers, colleagues and the professional literature” (p. x). Within this reflective 
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framework, the implementation of the differentiated professional learning design has influenced my 

own growth and knowledge as a consultant. 

 

5.3.1 (i) The restorying of my position as an external consultant: A paradigm shift. 

In answering the second question of the study, how the implementation of the differentiated 

professional learning design influenced me in my growth as a consultant, it is important to think about 

my own position on this school’s landscape. In a form of double-loop learning, what did I learn about 

myself with this reframing? Did my role change as a result of the implementation of this professional 

learning design? If so, why did this happen? 

 

The idea of what constitutes effective mathematics teaching came to teachers via the conduit 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 4) of the stories told by the consultant and Principal, revealing the 

system story of using the workshop model structure, seen as a balanced approach to mathematics 

pedagogy. The Johari window quadrants were initially adapted as an underlying model to explain to 

teachers the newly differentiated professional learning design. However I soon found that it also 

helped me personally to reflect on my own professional knowledge as a consultant. I reflected on my 

own quadrants of knowledge, those I knew about myself in the consultancy role and those I was blind 

to yet were evident to the teachers and the Principal. 

 

I had known the theory of change in practice as espoused by Fullan (2001) and its implications 

for the professional learning of teachers. He suggests three important aspects of change in practice 

including firstly, the use of new or revised materials, secondly, the possible use of new teaching 

approaches, and thirdly, the possible alteration of beliefs. Fullan clearly states that all three aspects of 

change in practice are important. The question lies in whether it is actually the teacher who owns and 

initiates these changes in practice; it is not clearly determined who should develop the materials, define 

the teaching approach, and decide on the beliefs (Fullan, 2001). It may in fact be the staff developer or 

principal who makes those decisions. Through this study I have realised that even though my passion 

and beliefs lie in teacher leadership, I had, for 5 years, taken a fidelity (Fullan, 2001), behaviourist 

(Spillane, 2002) approach to change,  

based on the assumption that an already developed innovation exists and the task is to get 

individuals or groups of individuals to implement it faithfully in practice, that is, to use it as it is 

supposed to be used, as intended by the developer. (Fullan, 2001, p. 25) 
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In effect I was working from Argyris and Schön’s (1978) Model 1 approach with a focus on 

single-loop learning, a type of error and correction process, “when the error detected and corrected 

permits the organization to carry on its present policies or achieve its present objectives” (pp. 2-3). I 

was the one attempting to make the professional learning techniques more effective. I was the one 

acting as the conduit of the systemic requirements of mathematics teaching, coaching teachers in the 

use of new mathematics materials, programs, plans, and structures.  

 

Reflecting on this frame, I realised that I moved from a paradigm of training, a traditional form 

of cognitive apprenticeship within a “technical expert” (Tajik, 2008, p. 258) role, to recognise with the 

reframing, the importance of the teachers’ “professional knowledge landscapes” and the “authority of 

experience” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 15). This realisation led me to position myself differently 

on the school’s professional knowledge landscape, adopting a reconfigured and reframed role as a 

consultant to one that included being a “facilitator, assessor, resource broker, mediator of learning, 

designer and coach in addition to being a trainer when appropriate” (Loucks-Horsley, 1995, p. 2). In 

effect I had moved to what Tajik (2008) terms a “facilitator” and “critical friend” (p. 258). This 

involved progressing beyond the demonstration of lessons and sharing of content knowledge. Up until 

this point, I was in a similar position to Wolpin (2006) when she states, “the opportunities were limited 

for me to provide critical feedback or have in-depth discussions in support of an individual teacher’s 

examination of his or her own teaching” (p. 169). The transition occurred gradually during my 

consultancy role, adopting more of a situated facilitator status (Spillane, 2002; Tajik, 2008) through the 

2nd to 5th year. The changed differentiated professional learning design provided a very real 

opportunity for my role to be reframed as well, to a critical friend status, although this was still 

interwoven with that of being a facilitator (Tajik, 2008). Because teachers had a choice in the 

professional learning, together with the mutual trust in the consultant/teacher relationship, they were 

more receptive to the role of critical friend (Tajik, 2008), someone who could facilitate and challenge 

critical discussions of their content and pedagogical knowledge and beliefs. This reframing also 

enabled a movement to Argyris and Schön’s (1978) Model 2 orientation and practice, a deliberate 

fostering of double-loop learning. 

 

With the consultancy role shift that evolved over time, I consider two other related points. 

Firstly, the continuing role of being flexible and adaptable to listening to, and ascertaining, teachers’ 

needs cannot be overestimated when working as an external consultant. These interpersonal skills 
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focused on building relational trust are pivotal to the growth of my own consultancy. Ascertaining 

teachers’ professional knowledge landscapes and sensing when to challenge and support critical 

reflection-on-practice and in-practice (Schön, 1983, p. 59) are crucial skills I needed to build on and 

continue to develop. 

 

Secondly, in reflecting on what I learned from this reframing experience, I need to reconsider 

how I began the consultancy. While it was definitely begun with the assumption of the “technical 

expert” (Tajik, 2008, p. 258) who was coming into the school within a “fidelity approach to change” 

(Fullan, 2001), I do not believe I was overtly cognisant of this underlying frame of reference and it was 

definitely my own blind spot. If informed of this at that time I am sure I would have protested at such 

feedback, given my passionate beliefs in teachers’ existing professional knowledge and in teacher 

leadership. Of note also is the fact that 6 years ago, I was in my first year of my consultancy work in 

the United States. As a novice consultant in a new country, unsure of the wider country and state 

pressures and priorities, I began my work with a cognitive apprenticeship coaching model, meeting the 

systemic and school-based expectations of what constituted effective consultancy. Although I espoused 

theories of teacher ownership and teacher leadership, I believe that the variables of the sacred stories of 

systemic and school-based expectations imposed restrictions on the role I was to adopt initially within 

the consultancy. I was employed as the outside expert, the “technical expert” (Tajik, 2008, p. 258), 

even though I knew that researchers such as Schön (1987) criticise such a role in building reflective 

practitioners. I had felt that I was expected to be the all-knowing professional development provider 

who would utilise a transmissionist, blank slate model to have teachers take on the changes of a new 

Mathematics program, even though this was done within a lab site, classroom-based design. The 

Principal reiterated these expectations: 

the most important thing that we were considering was the expertise that was not in our building. 

And when we were looking at outside agencies to help us with our math at that point in time, we 

were looking at a pedagogy that needed a lot of professional development, we felt that the 

children were ready to move, and we started looking into consultancies for math because we felt 

that we needed to have experts in the field, we felt that we needed to have focused professional 

development, and we knew that this would be one of the ways in which we would be able to 

really work on our math planning. (Initial Interview, Principal, Lines 1-7, p. 19) 

 

For the first year of the consultancy I know that I did live out this story. Implementing this 

initial model still recognised and meshed many aspects of effective professional learning, including 
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job-embedded, data-driven learning, content-focused coaching focused on the classroom, the building 

of trusting relationships, the development of content and pedagogical knowledge (Shulman, 1986, 

1987), acknowledging theories of adult learning, and collaborative, collegial inquiry focus. But there 

was a clear tension and dissonance between the system’s stories with a Model 1 approach (Argyris and 

Schön, 1978) and my own beliefs in teacher ownership, critically reflective practice, and collaborative 

professional learning. 

 

While the professional learning was always ultimately focused on improving student 

achievement in mathematics, I realise that, initially, as the outside consultant, I was the one in control, 

deciding the purpose and the direction of the professional development. This is again evidence of 

Argyris and Schön’s (1978) Model 1 approach, with values such as “achieving the purpose as the actor 

defines it and controlling the environment and task” (Argyris et al., 1985, p. 89). Elmore (2002) 

concurs when he states that while there is generally a broad view from organisations such as the 

National Staff Development Council (2004) that professional development should be consensual, “in 

reality, deciding on who sets the purpose and focus of professional development is often conflict-

ridden” (p. 9). Teacher identification of what they needed to learn (Fullan, 2005) did not occur initially 

because I was restricted within the brief of the system and the school priorities. These external 

mandates imposed from the system create the conflict and tensions for many teachers who work to 

juggle this new knowledge with what they already know on their own landscape of learning. In 

hindsight, I recognise my struggles with this mandate and my own beliefs about teacher leadership 

when I think back to my attempts to implement teacher audits at the end of each year to ascertain their 

professional learning needs and to inform my work the following year. While I did attempt to weave in 

these requests, as well as being cognisant of the differing stages of concern of each teacher, the 

systemic and school’s sacred stories remained paramount. I was still setting the purpose and driving 

the final agenda in my role as the expert. My reflective diary entry concerning my questioning of the 

stages of this consultancy (see section 4.2.1 (i)) gives some insight into the shifts in my position on this 

landscape regarding my own role. Figure 4 is a diagrammatic representation of both my analysis and 

comments regarding the development of my consultancy. 
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teacher learning: situated 

paradigm 

 

Role: Technical Expert & 

Facilitator 
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Consultancy 
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Figure 4. Reflections on the building of shared leadership and teacher agency. 
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When I step back and reflect on the whole picture of what has happened at the school site I 

realise some key underlying factors have precipitated the teachers asking for the development and 

implementation of a differentiated professional learning design. The professional development at this 

school site merged into a professional learning framework (Roberts & Pruitt, 2003) from Stage 1 to 

Stage 3 (Figure 4). When reflecting on why this happened I am confronted with two important ideas: 

firstly, a major paradigm shift in the underlying theories of teacher learning, and consequently the 

consultancy roles, over the time of the consultancy; and secondly, the development of shared 

leadership. This shift is illustrated within Figure 4 and it is to the first of these ideas I now turn. 

 

Within Stage 1 of the consultancy (refer Figure 4), my previous background and work as an 

administrator, education officer, and external consultant was steeped in the notions of teacher 

ownership, and for this reason there was some tension between my beliefs and my role as an external 

expert consultant when I began the particular consultancy 6 years ago. The sacred stories of the system 

and the school’s expectations were grounded in a “behaviourist” (Spillane, 2002, p. 387) view of 

teacher learning, a Model 1 type of theory in-use (Argyris & Schön, 1978). There was a new 

Mathematics curriculum to implement, a top-down initiative driven by the city’s board of education. I 

was employed as an external expert who would facilitate the transmission of the knowledge for 

instructional change. While the expectation was that teachers would be scaffolded to build the new 

knowledge and receive this information so as to change their practice accordingly, my own leadership 

background influenced the methods I employed. Similar to Schön (1987), I knew that one-off 

workshops would not suffice, nor would simply demonstrating lessons guarantee any teacher 

ownership or engagement in the change. 

 

Reflecting with an “insider’s perspective” (Korthagen & Lunenberg, 2004, p. 226), I realise I 

unwittingly tried to implement a combination of both behaviourist and situated paradigms (Spillane, 

2002) within my work (see Figure 4). The behaviourist view predominated in that there was still the 

ongoing element of my role as the expert with all the knowledge and all the answers, deciding and 

guiding the content and the pedagogy of the professional development opportunities for teachers. 

There was also still the ongoing pressure to transmit to teachers certain knowledge of the new 

Mathematics program so that they would ultimately implement this in their classroom. As a result, I 

demonstrated many lessons and these were used as a basis for reflecting on practice. I was the one 

choosing the fine balance of the content of the professional development, certainly in consideration of 
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the state and school priorities and through analysing the assessment data. I know at the time I tried to 

give consideration to teachers’ individual needs and worked with some teachers informally to address 

these, but overall I found this difficult given the competing demands of the city’s and school’s pressing 

priorities. On the other hand I worked diligently to build strong relationships of trust, even given the 

dilemma facing the expert-colleague dissonance. Using my interpersonal skills of listening to others, 

giving practical support, and building relationships, I strove to build a community of practice among 

the teachers through personal, meaningful, and empathetic interactions. Table 1 (in Prelude) indicates 

the underlying paradigms of teachers’ learning over the first 2 years. In contrast to the behaviourist 

viewpoint, my own beliefs guided me to implement the gradual release of responsibility model so that I 

was not the one continually doing the demonstrations. I began to weave the notion of a community of 

practice with the implementation of coaching teachers and co-teaching with teachers on various lessons 

in the classroom. Feedback from their colleagues during this time followed certain protocols 

(McDonald, Mohr, Dichter, & McDonald, 2003) so that professionalism and integrity were maintained, 

all pivotal to building strong relationships of trust, as well as leading in Stage 3 (Figure 4) to the 

ultimate sharing of the teachers’ secret stories. 

 

I believe this continued over the next 3 years but with the initial “behaviourist” (Spillane, 2002, 

p. 392) training completed, I am now aware there were signs that such a paradigm diminished and a 

“situated” (p. 392) perspective began to emerge. This is evident in Stage 2 of Figure 4. As a result my 

consultancy role changed from a technical expert to that of a facilitator (Spillane, 2002). While I know 

I had always prioritised teachers’ existing knowledge landscapes as important, I do not think this was 

actually recognised in the initial lab sites during the consultancy. Tajik (2008) argues that “the success 

of any model depends on the motivations and capacities of the key agents who play a leading role in 

implementing school change” (p. 253). For the next 3 years my focus was on a combination of the 

teachers’ daily classroom practice, the reform proposals, the state and national standards, and building 

teachers’ content and pedagogical knowledge. I am now aware that this ongoing evolution must be 

attributed, in part, to my own experiences and beliefs in teacher leadership and “critical colleagueship” 

(Wolpin, 2006, p. 217). Spillane (2002) quotes a district leader implementing a situated perspective to 

teacher learning that resonates with this period of the consultancy:  

A teacher leader recounted an experience with a mentor remarking ‘He was always focusing on 

the kids…What do you think went well today? Who do you think was insightful and what is your 

evidence? And who do you think is struggling and what is your evidence?’ The mentor’s role 
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was not simply to tell or show the teacher what to do but to ask questions that pressed the teacher 

to reflect on and rethink mathematics instruction. The teacher-leader noted how this experience 

helped her to see aspects of instruction not previously noticed and to listen to students’ ideas. (p. 

392) 

A similar paradigm is revealed in this study’s data when Teacher D states, 

The differentiation of the PD didn’t feel like you came in with a checklist like ok first we’re going 

to do this then we’re going to do that – it was focused on “ok where are you right now? What 

are your needs? How can we best meet those needs?” When you came in to observe it wasn’t 

stressful. I didn’t feel like I had to get my show on like for other staff developers. It was just “oh, 

ok Liz is here to work with me on another lesson.” (I 3, Teacher D, Lines 94-98, p. 32) 

 

With the implementation of the differentiated professional learning design in the 6th year of the 

consultancy, it is clear to me now that I again adopted a different consultancy role, a combination of 

both critical colleague and facilitator. This is evident within Stage 3 in Figure 4. Thus through “sharing 

the control and participation in the design and implementation of the action” (Anderson, 1997, p. 42), 

Model 2 theory-in-use (Argyris & Schön, 1978), focused on promoting double-loop learning for all 

participants, had been adopted. 

 

5.3.1 (ii) Broader role of consultancy to whole-school improvement. 

The second consideration for me with the recognised shift in my consultancy position is that of the 

development of shared leadership. I am curious to reflect on the parallel work I was doing alongside 

the math consultancy in a leadership consultancy capacity. During the last two to three years, I had 

worked collaboratively with the Principal to implement a set of processes for whole-school 

improvement strategic planning based on shared leadership decision-making processes. These 

processes involved empowering the teachers in the literacy and math committees (including all the 

teachers in the study) to analyse whole-school data and scaffold other teachers in the data analysis and 

the brainstorming of implications for practice for the following year’s strategic plan. We used a 

planning template I had designed based on the Breakthrough framework’s (Fullan et al., 2006) six 

whole-school change components of assessment literacy; professional learning; classroom teaching; 

intervention and assistance; home, school, and community partnerships; and school and classroom 

organisation. Over the period of 3 years, the devolution of control was structured each year more and 

more to focus on teacher-led decision-making in terms of the strategic action plan for the school, 
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moving towards a Model 2 theory-in-use (Argyris et al., 1985). The following excerpt refers to the 

deliberate facilitation of teacher leadership that was scaffolded by the leadership consultancy. 

It seems logical that my involvement as a consultant in whole-school planning provides a deeper 

and wider focus of understanding of whole-school priorities which can then be translated with 

the subject-specific consultancy. This has meant the content and strategies of the consultancy are 

an inherent inner circle of the wider goals and priorities of the school - an integral part of the 

bigger picture, and helps teachers engage in PD that is contextually relevant to their school’s 

needs, concerns, priorities - thus ensuring the PD directly targets the needs of those students and 

teachers. While this consultancy started as an isolated content-specific consultancy, it focused on 

math pedagogy and content knowledge. It has now grown and developed into one with much 

wider whole-school considerations and focus that positions the math consultancy within this 

framework rather than an isolated extra. This has only been able to happen through: 

 beginning small - focusing on the assessment literacy, classroom teaching and 

professional development aspects of the Breakthrough framework model in the content focused 

consultancy in the beginning  

 each year, re-defining priorities with the Principal through regular reflection and review, 

analysis of school data, re-framing priorities according to perception data as well (teachers, 

students, Principal) 

 developing key relationships with all stakeholders - teachers, ancillary staff, students, 

Principal 

 sharing of key leadership priorities and models with Principal (through discussion, a 

range of books and theories have been shared - Fullan’s, Hargreaves’, Elmore’s work, teacher 

leadership and ownership theories in this year’s professional learning structure) 

 working as a strong team with Principal to collaboratively strategise for the 

implementation of teacher-led whole-school processes and planning as well as priorities for 

consultancy informed by data 

 having a key understanding of both curriculum knowledge and strategic whole-school 

planning processes that align data to instruction, myself as a consultant. (RJ, Day 5, Lines 32-

50, p. 10) 

 

Reflecting on my parallel consultancy has led me to consider the relationship between the 

development of shared leadership within the whole-school decision-making framework and the 

increase of teacher agency. The increased confidence and belief in their own abilities to contribute to 

whole-school decision-making could well have been the underlying change factor caused by shifts in 

power. Thus Figure 3 depicts the increase of teacher agency and self-efficacy in Stage 2 and 3 

(previously discussed in this chapter) as precipitating the teachers’ request for a more differentiated 

professional learning design that was driven predominantly by teachers’ personal, practical knowledge. 

Hierdsfield, Lamb, and Spry (2008) agree that for teachers developing a sense of agency, “shared 

leadership must be possible and this is best reflected within a professional learning community where 
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teachers have the capacity to influence outcomes” (p. 3). Because teachers had had a significant 

opportunity to influence outcomes with the whole-school strategic planning, it is natural to connect this 

agency with a similar belief in their capabilities to influence the outcomes of the content and the type 

of professional learning they felt they needed. While this was a parallel development for the school site 

and the leadership and mathematics consultancy, I believe the crucial catalyst is not necessarily the 

strategic planning or having a whole-school improvement focus, but rather the notion of focusing on 

and developing shared leadership itself. Teacher leadership, empowerment, and voice can be facilitated 

in many forms and opportunities. The evidence here was that it was consciously facilitated with whole-

school planning but my belief is that it can be facilitated with any and all aspects of school 

improvement including curriculum, classroom teaching, intervention, home partnerships, assessment 

literacy, and school organisation. 

 

5.3.1 (iii) Teacher choice and ownership/consultant choice and ownership. 

The differentiated professional learning design was able to build teacher ownership through teachers’ 

choice and the Johari window framework, as it recognised many quadrants of a teachers’ professional 

knowledge landscape. Changing the professional learning design was synonymous with teacher 

agency. So too was the added role of consultant as critical colleague. Teachers now had a view of 

themselves as being in charge of their own learning and based their instructional decisions on both 

theoretical and practical foundations. They felt empowered to voice their opinion and knew it would be 

respected, discussed, and utilised to inform changes to professional learning. They could share their 

ideas with the consultant and with others and they saw themselves as professionals who were capable 

in making informed choices about their needs, their professional growth, and their pedagogical 

decisions. They also saw themselves as capable of being professionally critical and self-reflective of 

their own and each others’ work, being willing to accept the legitimacy of others’ differing views. 

 

It is interesting to note that at this stage, the teachers were still quite happy for me to organise 

the structures of the professional learning, as long as it incorporated differentiation according to their 

individual and specific inside-classroom needs. Just as we began the consultancy 6 years ago with 

modeling and immersion in effective mathematics teaching and learning, moving to a gradual release 

of responsibility (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983), so too the movement towards teachers organising this 

themselves may occur in the next phase. However, this includes the continued use of the consultancy 

in the roles of facilitator and critical colleague. The use of outside consultants and the scaffolding of 
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expertise within the school between teachers are well recognised by researchers (Joyce & Showers, 

1988; Owen, 1990; Showers, Joyce, & Bennett, 1987). Expertise supports teachers to share and reflect 

on mixing the epistemological differences of in-classroom and out-of-classroom theory and practice. 

 

5.3.2 Reflective Practice for Consultants. 

 

My study has reinforced the importance of consultants reflecting on their own practice as a form of 

professional self-development in examining the many professional knowledge landscapes in which 

they work. I align myself to Sampson (as cited in Russell & Korthagen, 1995), who argues that as 

people,  

we are fundamentally and irretrievably dialogic, conversational creatures, whose lives are 

created…and sustained or transformed through conversation…( and) how we think, how we 

reason, how we know, how we solve problems and so forth - are best grasped by examining the 

conversations in the social worlds in which we inhabit. (p. 72) 

 

Given our need as educators to make meaning through our conversations, for me it is important 

to remember that outside consultants need to operate in two areas simultaneously. Firstly, the focus 

needs to be on ascertaining and reflecting on the professional knowledge stories of the staff and the 

school site itself. Secondly, engaging in reflective practices to continually self-assess my interactions, 

relationships, conversations, and plans is pivotal to my own growth as an educator as well as the 

growth of the people with whom I work. In short, my own professional knowledge landscape should be 

examined and explored, questioned and challenged in a critical self-reflection on a regular basis so as 

to engage ultimately in an ongoing cycle of improvement and refinement of practice. Hence the 

importance of my thesis in supporting such reflection, which also extends the boundaries of my 

thinking about the external consultancy practice. It facilitates a growing awareness and examination of 

each decision made as a consultant, many of them intuitive and guided by prior knowledge and 

experiences evident within my own landscape of knowledge. An interesting congruency can be noted 

here with my emphasis on the teachers needing to reflect on their practice in their learning journey and 

my own reflection on my knowledge landscape to ascertain how it informs the roles I adopt, the 

actions I take, my interactions, and my decisions as an external consultant.  
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The notion of “learning by doing” (Russell, 1997, p. 100) relates strongly to the use of personal 

experience as an authoritative part of a consultant’s own learning. While I have always had a strong 

sense of self as a continuous learner (Wilcox, Watson, & Paterson, 2004), this would also involve 

gaining ongoing feedback from the teachers and principals with whom I work, in a continual process of 

the action/reflection cycle. In cultivating a stance for teachers that focuses on inquiry into their 

practice, it is important for me also to have similarly developed skills of facilitating such reflection and 

inquiry as an external consultant. Researchers (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Even, 1999) suggest that 

consultants and change agents need many contextual experiences to develop skills of facilitating 

inquiry and critical thinking through collaborative work and reflection. Munby and Russell (1992) 

agree with Schön (1983) and argue that reflecting on situated experience underpins the development of 

professional knowledge. The reflective practice in which I have been involved in this self-study has 

enabled me to further develop my own personal, practical knowledge which has a “specific and 

practical meaning” (Korthagen & Lunenberg, 2004, p. 421) for me as a consultant. This practice has 

formed part of my own professional learning as a consultant. 

 

5.3.3 Social Learning. 

 

5.3.3 (i) Building relationships of trust: Shifting the power and control. 

Becoming an effective consultant has involved developing a deeper understanding that coaching and 

consultancy are relational endeavours. The role of the consultant shifts from believing and knowing 

that “theory that is externally produced is privileged over theory grounded in personal experience” 

(Beattie, 2000, p. 3). Enabling teachers to be involved in their own active engagement and meaning 

making with their learning, shifts the role of the consultant from the “technical expert” (Tajik, 2008, p. 

258) to the facilitator or the guide and co-learner. Although Beattie (2000) discusses this in terms of 

the teacher/student relationship, it is also directly applicable to the consultant/teacher relationship. 

Learning about teachers’ professional knowledge within the landscape of the particular school context 

involves “learning about [teachers’] interests, values, concerns, purposes, learning to collaborate with 

them to realize mutually established agendas and learning to share power, authority and decision-

making as much as possible” (Beattie, 2000, p. 10).  

 

As well, this shift in relational power involves building teachers’ knowledge of their own 

authority of experience. This epistemological notion of teachers’ lived classroom experiences accounts 
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for the interplay between theory and action within a teacher’s practice. The paradigm of the external 

consultancy traditionally draws on the beliefs of the “authority of position and the authority of reason” 

(Munby & Russell, 1995, p. 175), two forms of authority witnessed by most teachers with a systems-

driven, sacred story version of professional development. Once a consultant moves from being a 

teacher practitioner to the world of consultancy, their own “knowledge in action” (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 1995, p. 188) from their professional knowledge landscape gives them authority of 

experience. However, when working as an expert other in the consultancy role, this authority of 

experience is often transferred to an “authority of position” (Munby & Rusell, 1995, p. 174). Such a 

role assumes a stance of the all-knowing, delivering the sacred stories of the system and the school. 

Toll (2004) argues that knowledge is not, in fact, the essential component for change. The important 

message for consultants is that the authority of their own experiences does not simply transfer to 

teachers, “because it resides in the experience…experience cannot be taught, it must be had” (Munby 

& Russell, 1995, p. 175). 

 

Recognising the three types of authority in this way, helps me as an external consultant realise 

the importance of structuring professional learning designs steeped in classroom experiences. This type 

of design acknowledges teachers’ existing “knowledge in action” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1995, p. 

188) and their particular stages of concern (Hall, 1974; Hall & Hord, 1987, 2001) as a foundation for 

their professional learning. It also cautions consultants from mistakenly attempting to use their 

authority of experience with their position as an external professional development provider. Just 

assuming the stance of “I know because I have been there and so you should listen” (Munby & 

Russell, 1995, p. 175) belies the notion that the authority of experience does not transfer. It must in fact 

be experienced by the learners. This resonates with the theory of constructivism, of learning through 

reflecting on the meaning and sense-making of lived experiences in the classroom. 

 

The importance of listening to the teachers and to myself as a consultant (Munby & Russell, 

1995) provides the basis of relationship building for our collaborative work together. Implementing the 

differentiated professional learning design was my attempt at engaging the teachers implicitly in 

reflecting on their own authority of experience and recognising Schön’s “reflection-in-action” (1983, 

p. 49). This involved them drawing on their own personal experiences to inform their needs with the 

teaching of mathematics. Similarly to Munby and Russell’s exploration of the authority of personal 

experience, the following excerpts indicate the teachers’ experiences in teaching mathematics are being 
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recalled with a sense of authority. Munby and Russell propose two roles of the authority of classroom 

experience. The first is based on the notion of “backtalk” (Schön, 1983) when listening to our 

reflection on the consequences of our actions. This is evident when the teachers were reflecting on how 

the consultancy had influenced their teaching of mathematics to this point. 

When I first started teaching math here and was confronted with the Math program I was really 

overwhelmed I could barely read the book because there was so much in it I didn’t know what to 

focus on first and I thought I had to do all the components of every lesson and I wasn’t sure how 

it all fit together. Why some of the lessons seemed to jump around and why some of the units 

were organised the way they were. And over the years I’ve learned how the program works and 

how I can take the fundamentals of what that lesson is supposed to be and I can choose and 

break up different parts of the lesson into the Workshop Model structure, and I can even do 

different parts of the lesson for differentiation or I can decide you know what this is what the 

lesson’s about and I’m going to do it in my own way completely. And that’s been a big help to 

me. (I 3, Teacher A, Lines 106-115, pp. 32-33) 

I’ve gotten much better at thinking outside the box and not having to go by the program verbatim 

but being confident enough to look at a lesson and say well this will work to achieve the goal and 

this might not to benefit my students. And I feel like I’ve gotten more comfortable doing that and 

it comes more naturally now because I can see how I can pull off those lessons and make them 

work for my students. And I …just thinking outside the box, bringing in other elements if I need 

to. To adapt a lesson, especially for those who are struggling. To be confident enough to say this 

is the standard and the goal and what learning experiences will best help my students achieve 

this and not use the program as a crutch as much. (I 3, Teacher B, Lines 116-124, p. 33) 

My biggest thing is that I understand now that kids cannot be taught one single method of doing 

anything - that they are all different and they think differently too and that has to be honored and 

encouraged in creating diverse mathematical thinkers. There’s no one way for kids to learn any 

topic, no right way and I think it’s important with differentiation and I didn’t realise how 

important it was till the last couple of years because some of my kids have been extremely needy 

so not only do you have to reach the kids who are really struggling but also those kids who need 

challenging. (I 3, Teacher C, Lines 125-131, p. 33) 

Well you’ve been with us for 6 years and this is my 8th year so the first 2 years I was just in 

survival, trying to get through the curriculum, just trying to figure out how to be a teacher. So 

when I was doing that all I could call upon was my own education when I was in school. It was 

nothing like what we are doing now. It was just like: This is how you do it and there was no 

thinking of difference so this consultancy has been eye-opening for me and has completely 

changed the way I teach Mathematics. I was never taught process or thinking. I was very good at 

memorising and memorising routines and that’s what math was for me so it not only gave me 

tools to better teach but gave me tools to reflect and understand how people think about math 

and what works across the world, not just in this classroom, this school or this city. (I 3, Teacher 

D, Lines 132-140, p. 33) 
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I agree with Fenstermacher (1994) that there is some fragility in inferring that the teachers had 

solely learned about their teaching as a result of their reflection on their actions (p. 49). Aligned to 

Munby and Russell’s (1995) work in justifying their stance on teacher knowledge, I argue that this is 

done with “functional validity” (p. 173) in “inspecting the theatre of practice and seeing if the 

constructs have taken the practitioner where he or she wished to go” (p. 173). In reflecting on their 

own theatre of practice, both Teacher A and Teacher D acknowledge their beginning stages of concern 

in “surviving” their first years of teaching. Teacher D also highlights her own “authority of 

experience” (Munby & Russell, 1995, p. 174) retrieved from her own school days of learning 

mathematics to help her survive this period. Each teacher draws on her personal experiences in such 

“backtalk” and “reflection-on-action” (Schön, 1983, p. 49). This reflection on, and discussion about, 

their past classroom experiences of teaching mathematics helps facilitate their “reframing” in 

accommodating their new knowledge, as a result of classroom and lesson experiences with the 

professional learning cycles. They concur that the professional learning with the consultant had had an 

effect, not only on their content and pedagogical knowledge but also on their critical thinking and 

ability to reflect on their needs and their experiences. 

 

Munby and Russell (1995) propose that the second role of the authority of experience in 

professional learning is that it gives everyone an opportunity to learn. While learning for teachers may 

occur from listening to colleagues’ stories, it is learning from their position of authority. Munby and 

Russell further suggest that “our learning is qualitatively different from the learning of the authors of 

these accounts; the authority for their learning was the authority of the experience itself” (p. 182). The 

teachers’ accounts in this study regarding the issue of the implementation of the rich problem-solving 

tasks indicate their reframing when responding to the “puzzles or surprises” (Schön as cited in Munby 

& Russell, 1995, p. 182) of children’s negative attitudes. My response to facilitating the problematising 

of this practice, guiding teachers to recognise that this was an experience from which to learn, is useful 

for me to remember in future situations of professional learning. My role became one of critical 

colleague, challenging teachers to work and learn collectively from their own and others’ stories of 

practice to solve this issue (Elmore, 2001). 
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5.3.4 Situated Learning. 

 

5.3.4 (i) Organisational structures within school context. 

Working in the role of facilitator, there is a need to “enter the world of teachers mindful of the 

conditions, cultures and circumstances prevalent in the schools” (Tajik, 2008, p. 257). The professional 

learning culture in this school site 6 years ago had teachers only just beginning the journey of collegial 

and collaborative learning. My initial brief was to begin to develop a professional learning community 

where shared dialogue and interactions became the norm. The school culture was part of the broader 

system mandate of the implementation of the new Mathematics program. The lack of voluntary 

commitment to professional learning and therefore the possibility of resistance or scepticism on the 

part of teachers to learning about something in which they had little ownership framed a particular 

situation or context for learning. This was combined with the assumed and defined role of the 

consultant as a technical expert who would swoop in to transmit the knowledge, incongruously mixed 

with the notion of job-embedded lab sites and classroom-based professional learning principles 

approved by national professional development bodies. As well, teachers had various levels of stages 

of concern and content and pedagogical knowledge. All of these variables were situation specific in the 

school, adding to the variables of the students’ mathematics needs, attitudes, and knowledge. What 

remains important is the organisational structures established within the school that framed the journey 

of professional learning over time. 

 

5.3.4 (ii) Focusing on student work. 

Focusing on student work is an important opening to the secret stories of practice without being 

threatening to teachers. By looking at and analysing student work collaboratively, teachers are able to 

examine next steps for students that are directly aligned to pedagogical practices. It seems to take away 

any defensiveness on a teacher’s part because the focus is on the child and their needs. This, too, is 

situation specific in the school, based on individual students’ needs, strengths, and areas of concern. As 

a coaching strategy, it has remained a key focus of the consultancy and has precipitated many 

initiatives through the collaborative studying of next steps and implications for teaching. Another 

important aspect of my consultancy has been to develop consistency of teacher judgements through the 

examination of students’ assessment pieces, such as the problem-solving tasks, Exemplars. 
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5.3.5 My Own World View: My Consultancy Story. 

 

What of my view of myself as a consultant? With this professional learning design has come a 

dawning realisation that there have been major shifts in my role in the consultancy over time. There 

has in fact been the development of my own agency and self-efficacy as a consultant, the confirming of 

my beliefs in my consultancy role and abilities to change and grow to meet the changing needs of 

teachers and the students, through taking a reflective stance. What did I do that led to this increase in 

teacher agency? Several elements were crucial, all of which have been discussed previously and are 

summarised as follows: 

 collaboration and discussion as tools of learning; 

 the empowerment of teachers in decision-making; 

 a focus on student work and assessment; 

 facilitating “Problems of Practice” (Schön, 1983) inquiry; 

 encouraging the challenging of the status quo; 

 utilisation of the time factor; 

 providing a clear model of adult learning that framed the professional learning experiences; 

 using a model of an adapted Johari window to ensure a range of teacher owned and led “personal, 

practical knowledge” issues as well as systemic and whole-school priorities, often a blind spot for 

teachers; 

 consideration of the specific context; and 

 building of teacher agency and self-efficacy through trusting relationships. 

 

Similarly to Whitehead (1995), I started this study researching my own consultancy practice in 

helping teachers develop in their professional learning journey, only to find that the self-study truly 

helped me improve the quality of my own learning. Working initially in a predominantly training 

mind-frame, a fidelity approach (Fullan, 2001, p. 25), and evolving to the implementation of a 

differentiated professional learning cycle cognisant of teachers’ existing professional knowledge and 

needs, should surely comfort me as to my awareness of my own growth and progress as a consultant. 

Instead I am filled with further questions and reflections of the consultancy role. Where to from here? 

How would I model this as a proposition for other consultants in similar landscapes? What would I be 

telling other consultants that I found about the consultancy role, even accounting for the differences in 
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contexts? How could I have moved to differentiated professional learning sooner than I did? To 

address these questions I turn to examining the next steps in my reframed consultancy role. 

 

5.3.5 (i) Where To now? A combination of approaches steeped in reflective inquiry. 

Next year, one of my assignments as an external consultant is in a new school. The reflection inherent 

in this self-study has helped me to reconsider my own role in the facilitation of teachers’ professional 

learning. How would I begin as a consultant in the light of what I have learned from this experience? 

Knowing what I now know, should I begin with this differentiated professional learning design? 

Would I continue to start my consultancy work with content-focused coaching, prioritising the building 

of teachers’ pedagogical and content knowledge? My knowledge from reflection during this study has 

confirmed for me that it is not as simple as just being an outside consultant who is involved in 

coaching or training. If I was to write the “how-to” manual of effective external consultancy regarding 

the professional learning of teachers, it would need to account for the multi-faceted and multi-layering 

of considerations which in themselves are context specific, steeped in social learning and reflective 

practice, and focused on the professional knowledge landscapes of all participants, including the 

school. 

 

The question of whether to begin with either a training/coaching model or a model focused on 

the professional knowledge landscape of teachers is also not clear-cut. Rather, I think it is a dualism 

involving awareness firstly of teachers’ stages of concern as well as their particular contexts, nestled 

within their particular professional knowledge landscape. It becomes one of mutually establishing the 

agenda and sharing the “power, authority and decision-making as much as possible” (Beattie, 2000, p. 

10). Such shared power is revealed in the many facets of the adapted Johari window model, including 

the notion of content-focused coaching (West & Staub, 2003) informed by teachers’ needs within their 

personal, practical knowledge. As well, this aligns equally to the building of credibility within the 

technical expert role while establishing trust within professional collegial relationships. Given the 

importance of the interrelatedness of factors and conditions of the school context as well as the forging 

of supportive, trusting relationships, it would also be important to start to differentiate according to 

teachers’ needs, their choices, and their particular stages of concern. In reflecting on their needs in 

future professional learning, all of the teachers reiterated their belief in the combination of approaches. 
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I think again it would kind of be the same cycle that we went through, I would have to watch 

people who were proficient in whatever the change might be first, then try it out for myself and 

get positive feedback and then when I feel more comfortable I could go ahead and differentiate it 

or tier it according to kids’ needs. And then go above and beyond the curriculum that was there. 

(I 3, Teacher C, Lines 156-160, p. 34) 

For me, I find that choice is very important at my stage in my career - 8 years now so being able 

to choose, what I still need to work on. However when I was a newer teacher, the lab sites were 

more beneficial, how to teach a lesson, how to take a lesson and put it in the workshop model. So 

I think, I guess if I were a principal I would want to find a way to meet every teacher’s needs 

based on their experience and maybe put the newer teachers in a lab site together and maybe 

give the more seasoned teachers a choice, if that was possible I know that would be a scheduling 

nightmare but it would be something I would think would kind of suit everyone. (I 3, Teacher B, 

Lines 229-236, p. 36) 

That would definitely…if people could choose what they wanted to do because the lab site was 

sometimes a lot. I remember sitting in lab sites and thinking it was great to see my colleagues do 

a lesson and I would get ideas from it but I also thought we could be doing other things where 

we could meet a greater amount of teachers’ needs. (I 3, Teacher A, Lines 238-241, p. 36) 

I need to see it done first, and team teaching helped a lot. I know we did that a lot in the 

beginning after the modelling. Where we would do the lesson together and you would just jump 

in and that helps a lot. But I’m also the type who needs a lot of talk around that – talking things 

out, agreeing, disagreeing and discussing options and implications for students. (I 3, Teacher D, 

Lines 161-164, p. 34) 

 

Teacher D’s comments are reminiscent of Lave and Wenger’s (1990) notion of the importance 

of discourse as a key to professional learning within a particular context or situation. Responding to 

teachers’ shifts in stages of concern and development as teachers involves taking a flexible view of the 

dynamic and changing specific school landscape as well as the teachers’ existing professional 

knowledge. As well, the process needs to involve a critical reflection and examination of the existing 

professional knowledge, skills, and attitudes of the consultant and how this knowledge needs to be 

adapted and transformed to best relate to and meet the needs of the existing “knowledge community” 

(Craig, 1995, p. 137) within the particular school context (Lave & Wenger, 1990). An important 

beginning for my work as a consultant is to know that “for each individual, what has to be learned is 

intimately connected to what is already known” (Beattie, 2000, p. 19). Again, at the very heart of this 

examination of self is reflective practice. Loughran (as cited in Loughran & Russell, 1997) adds, 

teaching about teaching needs to occur in a context in which these shifts (in concerns) are 

constantly being recognized and responded to by the teachers of teachers so that learning about 
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teaching is a dynamic, challenging and interactive process which encourages individuals to 

reflect on their experiences and to pursue their pedagogical development in ways that are 

thoughtful and meaningful. (p. 68) 

 

The evolution of this consultancy to the differentiated professional learning model was my 

intuitive response in recognising the shifts of concerns happening with the teachers. My role became 

one of facilitating the creation of a new script, a new storyline of professional learning in the school. It 

developed to one of acting as both facilitator and critical friend in the sharing and reflective inquiry 

into problems of practice in the areas of school priorities as well as those chosen by the teachers. 

Weinstock (in Beattie, 2000) views this as involving a type of artistry, “weaving disparate elements 

together, finding common ground with others and creating shared understandings, values and 

meaning” (p. 15). The re-writing of the professional learning script developed from being engaged in 

reflection-on-action, a practice that informed the meaning making I was engaged in about the reality of 

my own consultancy role. 

 

My role continues next year in reflecting on how, in the future, there can be a mutually 

established reframing of this professional learning design between the teachers, the Principal, and the 

consultant so that all participants share the power and thus, the agency. 

 

5.4 Theoretical Proposition from this Study and Proposed Consultancy Model 

 

Through the analysis of this study’s data and the resulting interpretation and discussion, I summarise a 

theoretical abstraction about the paradigm of consultancy. I have been informed by the reflection on 

both my own and the teachers’ professional knowledge landscapes. The shifts made in my paradigm of 

coaching by being initially the external expert consultant and moving to the development of a 

collaborative teacher-owned and differentiated professional learning design, has provided me with 

much valued reflection on the restorying of professional learning at the school site. 

 

The evident proposition for me from my study is that it is impossible to be an effective 

consultant without a real concern and emphasis on reflective practice in action and on action (Schön, 

1983), both as a consultant and for the teachers and Principal at the school site. The consultancy story 

contributes to the landscape of my own professional knowledge by suggesting that there is firstly no 
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one single way to be an effective external consultant. Similar to teaching, I am faced with the notion of 

no “certain technical knowledge base” (Hargreaves, 2000, p. 150) for the consultancy. It is indeed 

quite the opposite. Multiple models of competency abound about the external professional learning 

expert, and the consultancy is in fact multi-dimensional. While it is situation- and context-specific, it is 

also bound by the building of strong interpersonal relationships and the ascertaining of the school and 

its personnel’s existing professional knowledge landscapes and developmental stages of concern. 

 

Incorporating the key elements of the consultancy upon which I reflected earlier, Figure 5 

details a propositional consultancy model of the complex factors involved with my role as an external 

consultant, emerging from the study.  



Reframing Educational Consultancy: A Self Study 

 

195 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Propositional model of factors involved with external consultancy role. 
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It is this model that I will now use in my new work this year, cognisant of the many factors that shape 

and mould my work in beginning the journey of exploring the professional knowledge landscapes at 

the new school.  

 

At the core of the proposed consultancy model (Figure 5) is the notion of Schön’s (1983) 

reflective practice, embedding the ongoing cycle of action and reflection, where the practitioner acts, 

reflects on the action, and plans new action. Such a cycle of action and reflection builds double-loop 

learning, knowledge-in-action, and the authority of experience which is a pivotal part of each 

practitioner’s professional knowledge landscape. Acknowledging and utilising all existing professional 

knowledge landscapes of the teachers, the Principal, and the consultant as a foundation of professional 

learning provides a starting point for the design of any professional learning in a school. They are 

joined together in their concerns about professional practice by reflection, reflecting on their current 

professional knowledge, their current pedagogical practices, their students’ data, and their current 

needs and concerns as drivers for further learning. The existing knowledge landscape of each 

participant is represented by the three intersecting circles surrounding reflective practice, showing the 

interrelatedness of all relationships and existing knowledge of all participants, working as a 

collaborative team in developing a meaningful professional learning model specific to each school’s 

context. This collectively involves places on the school landscape, in the classroom and outside the 

classroom as well as including all three types of stories within: the sacred, the cover, and the secret 

stories of practice. The specific context of the school, its own professional knowledge landscape, is 

represented therefore by the next surrounding circle. By reflecting on the each of these landscapes, an 

examination and internal audit of the needs evident within both the existing theoretical knowledge and 

personal, practical knowledge’ should drive the most appropriate and collaborative design of 

professional learning best suited for all stakeholders. 

 

The next annulus represents the importance of shared leadership which, as discussed earlier in 

this chapter, leads to agency and self-efficacy. This leadership belief underpins meaningful 

professional learning, which is ultimately owned by teachers themselves. As a consultant, in working 

towards this goal, this paradigm needs to guide interactions, relationships, and decisions made with 

regards the strategic planning of vitally important processes that lead to the empowerment of teachers. 

It is recognised that such strategies cannot be implemented without the collaborative relationship with 

the principal and the development of common understandings within each person’s professional 
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knowledge landscape. The major players in the professional learning community need to firstly believe 

in the vision of distributive leadership and work actively to build the capacity of all participants to this 

end, because it produces human agency and individual self-efficacy is enhanced. When the voices of 

all participants are heard and collectively drive professional learning plans, the learning is integral to 

teachers’ needs, thus building deeper and personally meaningful professional knowledge. 

 

In the subsequent concentric circle are six key factors necessary for consideration by an 

external consultant in developing an effective professional learning model. These include the context-

specific needs of the school, the personnel and the system; the building of a knowledge community 

within trusting, supportive relationships; the use of organisational structures including time and format; 

the foundational use of an adapted Johari window as a model ensuring the professional learning 

incorporates a balance between system initiatives and teacher choice; and the acknowledgement and 

catering for teachers’ particular stages of concern. These elements align naturally to the key principles 

proposed by the National Staff Development Council (2001) which reflect a broad consensus of the 

literature focused on effective professional learning, including a strong focus on classroom-based 

professional learning and the use of group settings to promote professional discourse. The National 

Staff Development Council also suggests a heavy emphasis on building teachers’ content and 

pedagogical knowledge which is considered as an innate part of the building of a knowledge 

community factor. Finally, within this annulus, the sixth factor considered key to effective professional 

learning is the one suggested by the National Staff Development Council of a strong focus on system-

wide and school-wide performance goals. Having a wider view of the broad goals of the system and 

the school allows the external consultant to facilitate multiple levels of professional learning with 

consideration for all data. All of these factors play an integral role in the consultant working 

collaboratively with the school community to design the most effective and context-specific 

appropriate professional learning plan for educators.  

 

The final encompassing circle in the model describes the three possible roles (Tajik, 2008) the 

consultant may adopt in facilitating professional learning at the school. It is important to note that 

Schön’s (1983) work directly argues against the expert role when fostering that of the reflective 

practitioner and it seems at odds to include this in the model. However, practical realities acknowledge 

that external consultants are often cast initially in this role, often from systemic requirements and 

working within a Model 1 theory-in-use (Argyris & Schön, 1978). There is a heightened need for 
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consultants to be aware of such juxtaposition in being a technical expert and adopting a reflective 

practitioner stance with double-loop learning. For this reason, the model illustrates the inter-twining of 

the technical expert, facilitator, or critical friend roles (Tajik, 2008), with consideration of all the 

factors in the previous circle. Importantly to this model, there are no distinct lines between the three 

roles so as to indicate the likely possibility of their merging and reconstruction, dependent on other 

teacher- and school-specific factors. There is also no set beginning or initial consultancy role deemed 

necessary to adopt. However, of note from this study is the realisation that my initial role of technical 

expert did build credibility for, and valuing of, my consultancy work with both teachers and the 

Principal, directly leading to the development of trusting relationships. Conversely, it seems that if one 

does not have credibility as an external consultant, relational issues are not as quickly developed. The 

ultimate challenge for any external consultant is the weaving of the outside sacred stories of the system 

and school priorities with teachers’ choice and ownership informed by their own secret stories of 

practice. Just as Argyris et al. (1989) argue for the movement to a Model 2 theory-in-use approach to 

the school organisation so that double-loop learning may occur, so too does this model suggest the 

need to move to the role of facilitator and critical friend. For myself, developing over time to working 

in the merged roles of critical friend and facilitator provided a conduit for the meshing of the two 

sometimes opposing paradigms. It seems clear that each of the roles may be adopted separately or 

integratively, based on the needs of the school and the participants as well as the timing of the 

consultancy. 

 

This model of factors involved with the external consultancy role will be a useful guide for me 

in future work in facilitating professional learning at any school site, cognisant of the multiple and 

complex layers of considerations. 

 

5.5 Implications for External Consultancy 

 

My self-study has discussed outcomes from a period of consultancy with some longevity. Aspects for 

further research would include researching the application of the propositional consultancy model with 

external consultants in various years of their consultancy practice at differing school sites. Using 

aspects of the professional knowledge landscape it would also be useful to explore further the 

characteristics and experience of personnel who are best suited to the consultancy role. As well, it 

would be important to investigate further the notion of the nature of professional knowledge needed. Is 
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it just content-specific and pedagogical knowledge that is needed in a content-focused external 

consultancy, or is it also important to have knowledge and understanding of whole-school 

improvement and leadership? 

 

5.6 Conclusion 

 

In answering the overarching question of how my work as an external consultant in introducing a new 

differentiated professional learning model impacted on teachers’ practice, I addressed two sub-

questions: 

1. How did the participants respond to the changed professional learning design and why? 

2. How has the implementation of the differentiated professional development design influenced me 

in my growth as a consultant and why? 

 

Following the advice of Ainscow and Southworth (1996), I do not intend to conclude this study 

with a “series of recipe-like responses that will readily fit any context” (p. 247). My study began with a 

quest to examine and scrutinise more closely my own consultancy practice. The summary I now 

present represents the key learnings for me during this study. They will provide a framework for my 

own ongoing learning journey, particularly as I face work in both this and new schools this year. Other 

external consultants could possibly use them to reflect on and refine their own professional knowledge 

landscapes but only through their own authority of experience. In answering the study’s questions, I 

summarise the following key understandings: 

 the importance of reflective practice; 

 the need for balance in professional learning between teacher choice and systemic requirements; 

 alignment of professional learning to teachers’ stages of concern; 

 specific school contexts providing a frame for teachers’ social and situated learning; and 

 the changing role of the consultant from technical expert to facilitator, to critical friend. 

These understandings are now elaborated further. 

 

Firstly, the study has reinforced for me that reflective practice is the key to building shared 

understandings of teachers’, the Principal’s, and the consultant’s professional knowledge landscapes, 

as a starting point for mapping a professional learning journey. I know that the focus of the 
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consultancy needs to be on teachers as active agents in their own learning (Spillane, 2002) and on what 

it is “that teachers know and the knowledge environment in which they work” (Connelly, Clandinin, & 

He, 1997, p. 674). Given the point that most systemically driven mandates do not involve a voluntary 

notion of participation, the matter of teacher agency is pivotal to their own learning. Therefore choice, 

ownership, and the devolution of power play a crucial role in recognising these needs. Once the 

teachers fully share decision-making and engage in teacher leadership with the choices they make in 

their own learning journey, self-efficacy and agency evolve.  

 

Secondly, it is important to acknowledge the need for providing the balance, the “walking of 

the tightrope” between teachers’ choices in professional learning, systemic mandates, and a school’s 

data-driven priorities through ensuring a combinatorial approach to professional learning. This 

approach is cognisant of the Johari window quadrants of learning. Together with an increased 

emphasis on beginning with teachers’ personal, practical knowledge, lies another aspect of the 

consultancy, the blending of those areas unknown to the teachers but known to the consultant or 

administrators. This is often informed by formal and informal student and teacher data. The 

acknowledgement of the importance of both components of professional learning and the resultant 

weaving together of the inside-classroom and the outside-classroom knowledge creates a quilted 

patchwork landscape of professional learning opportunities designed to meet an individual teacher’s 

and collective group’s specific needs. However, the process is also mindful that the emphasis in 

professional learning is not just about mere collegiality but an unswerving focus on students’ and 

teachers’ learning (Du Four, Eaker, & Du Four, 2005). 

 

Thirdly, this careful reframing is also cognisant of the alignment of the professional learning 

design to the teachers’ particular stages of concern. Being immersed in a knowledge landscape of high 

expectations and the notion of quality practice, the teachers in this study were more readily able to take 

ownership of their own learning journey because the framed professional learning design aligned 

appropriately to their particular stage of concern. The process involves “an examination and 

transformation of existing knowledge and an adaptation of such knowledge, skills and attitudes to the 

professional situation at hand” (Beattie, 2000, p. 19). 

Fourthly, the social and situated aspects of teachers’ learning remain paramount to gaining a 

clearer view of the complexities of designing professional learning with teachers. Coming to know the 

specific situation and context of the teachers’ students, class, and school, the knowledge landscape of 
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the school is pivotal for me as an external consultant in negotiating, facilitating, supporting, and 

challenging the most appropriate model of professional learning. Situated specifics including 

appropriate amounts of time and organisational structures ensuring teacher release and maximising 

teacher involvement remain key to framing the teachers’ professional learning work. Within this 

consideration also lies the social learning of teachers, acknowledging the critical role that professional 

learning communities play in building teacher knowledge. The building of relationships and 

professional credibility based on mutual trust, respect, empathy, and personalisation is foundational to 

any participant’s learning, including my own as a consultant. This includes a vitally important 

relationship between myself as the consultant and the Principal, as well as with the teachers. 

Underpinning the context-specific needs of any professional learning design is the strength of the 

instructional leader, a principal with a shared and collaborative vision of building capacity through an 

unswerving focus on data-informed learning for all participants.  

 

In answering the second question of this self-reflective study, I have realised that my future 

work has been greatly influenced by my participation in this 6-year evolving consultancy at one school 

site. Policy and curriculum changes are often introduced and imposed on teachers through the conduit 

of the sacred theory-practice stories of people outside-the-classroom. Connelly and Clandinin (1988) 

suggest that when this happens, those at the top of the educational hierarchy “assume that the theories, 

philosophies and ideologies embodied in those policies and guidelines automatically translate into 

classroom teaching practices and thereby into student learning” (p. 674). With reflection-on-practice 

and reflection-in-practice, I have been able to witness my own evolution and paradigm shift as an 

external consultant, fulfilling various roles over the 6 years, ranging from technical expert to facilitator 

and critical colleague. The shift in the underlying theories of teacher learning has also been evident. 

This has involved the reconstruction of a systemically-driven behaviourist-dominated paradigm to a 

blend of situated and cognitive perspectives (Spillane, 2002). 

 

For myself, the self-study has given an invaluable opportunity to reflect, look back, and analyse 

my actions and my role in the consultancy. Reflective practice is key to any professional growth, 

whether it is for teachers, principals, or consultants, and it revealed for me my own previously implicit 

professional knowledge landscape. Rich (1980) suggests that it is the very act of reflection and inquiry 

that sheds new light on old narratives of practice. 
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Until we can understand the assumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know ourselves… 

Re-vision - the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new 

critical direction - is for women more than a chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival. 

(Rich, 1980, p. 35) 

Through such reflection I have gained new insights into my own professional identity as a 

consultant and how this research has helped me shape new knowledge and understandings. It has 

allowed me to gain a different, critical view of the threads in the teachers’, the Principal’s, and my own 

stories so as to better understand the importance of the “practical-theoretical context for understanding 

what it is that a teacher knows and does” (Connelly et al., 1997, p. 671). 

 

5.7 Postscript 

 

In a very narrow sense, state test results are often used to ascertain the effectiveness of teaching. In this 

study one of the reasons for my employment as an external consultant was that the students’ test results 

in Mathematics were of concern. Over the present 7 years of the consultancy with the ongoing focus 

not on test results but on the effective teaching and learning of mathematics, the following state test 

results were obtained. 

 

Table 25 

State Test Results of Students at this School Site 

Year Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 3 & 4 

2003 6.7 30.1 34.7 28.5 63.2 

2004 3.8 23.0 38.3 34.9 73.2 

2005 5.7 15.5 43.3 35.5 78.8 

2006 3.8 12.9 56.7 26.7 83.3 

2007 1.9 9.8 52.6 35.8 88.4 

2008 0.9 6.1 52.8 38.5 93.2 

2009 0.0 2.9 50.7 46.3 97.1 



Reframing Educational Consultancy: A Self Study 

 

203 

 

 

The highlighted year in Table 25 was the 6th year of the consultancy and the year that the 

differentiated professional learning design was first implemented. The differentiated professional 

learning design continued the following year with similar considerations. In the 7th year of the 

consultancy, teachers feel much more confident at choosing and determining their own learning path. 

After examining the school and systemic assessment data, the teachers chose and collaboratively 

agreed upon the focus for the first period of professional learning that was grade-level based, that of 

“Number Sense and Working Mathematically”. The second period remained solely their choice. A 

myriad of options were brainstormed based on their students’ needs and their classroom practice, their 

own personal practical knowledge informing their choices. They have no difficulties deciding what 

they want or need to examine further. They are the active agents of their own learning (Spillane, 2002). 

My role still merges as both facilitator and a critical friend, though the latter is strengthening each 

cycle. This devolution of power has been gradual and has evolved over time.  

 

The notion of choice, control, and ownership is a key part of this professional learning story, 

with the evolution and development of teachers’ self-efficacy at one school site. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Copy of Teachers’ Informed Consent Form 

 

Re: Letter of Informed Consent 

 
Dear______________________________ 

 

My name is Elizabeth Irwin and I work as a math consultant at several schools within and surrounding       

___.  Independent of my work,  I am currently a doctoral candidate at the School of Professional and 

Educational Studies, Griffith University, Brisbane, Queensland, Australia.  

 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this self-study is to examine further my own consultancy practices used with 

facilitating professional development with elementary school teachers, specifically to explore the newly 

designed implementation of differentiated professional learning. It is hoped to add to the growing pool 

of research on external consultancy, teachers’ professional development and the alignment of needs to 

practice. 

 

What are you being asked to do? 

I hope to conduct a twelve week study that involves working with a small group of teachers within a lab 

site and continue the coaching/ consultancy model used for the last four years. This participation would 

involve being interviewed on three occasions, before or after school. The interviews and pre and post 

conferences may be audio-taped and would be totally discarded after transcripts have been taken. All 

interview transcripts will be given to all participants to check the accuracy of translation. 

 

Are there any risks to me? 

No, there are no risks in participation in this study. The questions do not ask you to reveal personal 

information and are not likely to cause you embarrassment or distress. 

 

Confidentiality 

All information will remain anonymous and confidential, as pseudonyms will be used for all participants 

and school site. Participation is strictly voluntary and participants may withdraw at any time, with no 

consequences. No persons, other than the researchers will have access to the data. 

 

Voluntary Participation 

Your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. You may withdraw at any time without providing 

explanation. 

 

 Research Feedback 

A summary of the findings will be provided to the school and to all participants. 

 

 

 

Benefits 

There will be no direct benefits to you personally for participating in this study. However, all findings 

will be fed back to the school which may result in changes in professional development practice. The 
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findings will also add to the body of knowledge of professional development strategies that best support 

teachers’ development in effective math pedagogy. 

 

What if I have Questions or Complaints? 

If you have any questions or concerns you wish to clarify, you can contact me at  

 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 

Research involving Human. If you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this research project, 

you should contact the Griffith University Manager, Research Ethics on 07 3735 5585 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au). 

 

If you wish to participate in this study after reading this information sheet, it would be greatly 

appreciated if you could return the informed consent signature section at the bottom of this letter after 

checking the relevant section and signing the form.  

 

Please detach this information sheet and retain for your own information. 

 

Yours Sincerely 

Elizabeth Irwin 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Informed Consent  Signature Section: To return to researcher. 

Please check the appropriate statement below and sign the form. 

 
___   I agree to participate in the study examining the role of the external consultant in the sixth year of 

facilitating professional development at my school within the ethical guidelines described above. 

 

___ I do not agree to participate in the study examining the role of the external consultant in the sixth 

year of facilitating professional development at my school within the ethical guidelines described above. 

 

 

Signature_____________________________________   Date__________________ 
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Appendix B: Copy of Principal’s Informed Consent Form 

 

Re: Letter of Informed Consent 

 
Dear______________________________ 

 

My name is Elizabeth Irwin and I work as a math consultant at several schools within and surrounding 

the city. Independent of my work, I am currently a doctoral candidate at the School of Professional and 

Educational Studies, Griffith University, Brisbane, Queensland, Australia.  

 

What is the purpose of this study? 

The purpose of this self-study is to examine further my own consultancy practices used with 

facilitating professional development with elementary school teachers, specifically to explore the newly 

designed implementation of differentiated professional learning. It is hoped to add to the growing pool 

of research on external consultancy, teachers’ professional development and the alignment of needs to 

practice. 

 

What are you being asked to do? 

I hope to conduct a twelve week study that involves working with a small group of teachers within a lab 

site and continue the coaching/ consultancy model used for the last five years. This participation would 

involve being interviewed on three occasions, before or after school. The interviews and pre and post 

conferences may be audio-taped and would be totally discarded after transcripts have been taken. All 

interview transcripts will be given to all participants to check the accuracy of translation. 

 

Are there any risks to me? 

No, there are no risks in participation in this study. The questions do not ask you to reveal personal 

information and are not likely to cause you embarrassment or distress. 

 

Confidentiality 

All information will remain anonymous and confidential, as pseudonyms will be used for all participants 

and school site. Participation is strictly voluntary and participants may withdraw at any time, with no 

consequences. No persons, other than the researchers will have access to the data. 

 

Voluntary Participation 

Your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. You may withdraw at any time without providing 

explanation. 

 

 Research Feedback 

A summary of the findings will be provided to the school and to all participants. 

 

Benefits 

There will be no direct benefits to you personally for participating in this study. However, all findings 

will be fed back to the school which may result in changes in professional development practice. The 

findings will also add to the body of knowledge of external consultancy and professional development 

strategies that best support teachers’ development in effective pedagogy. 

 

What if I have Questions or Complaints? 
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If you have any questions or concerns you wish to clarify, you can contact me at  

 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 

Research involving Human. If you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this research project, 

you should contact the Griffith University Manager, Research Ethics on 07 3735 5585 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au). 

 

If you wish to participate in this study after reading this information sheet, it would be greatly 

appreciated if you could return the informed consent signature section at the bottom of this letter after 

checking the relevant section and signing the form.  

 

Please detach this information sheet and retain for your own information. 

 

Yours Sincerely 

Elizabeth Irwin 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Informed Consent  Signature Section: To return to researcher. 

Please check the appropriate statement below and sign the form. 

 
___   I agree to participate in the study examining the role of the external consultant in the sixth year of 

facilitating professional development at my school within the ethical guidelines described above. 

 

___ I do not agree to participate in the study examining the role of the external consultant in the sixth 

year of facilitating professional development at my school within the ethical guidelines described above. 

 

 

Signature_____________________________________   Date__________________ 
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Appendix C: Sample Transcript from Data Source: Initial Interview with Principal  

 

1. Why did you initially feel you needed an external change agent, a math consultant, to effect 

change in teacher pedagogy?  

Um the most important thing that we were considering was the expertise that was not in our  

building. And when we were looking at outside agencies to help us with our math at that point in time, 

we were looking at a pedagogy that needed a lot of professional development, we felt that  

the children were ready to move, and we started looking into consultancies for math because we  

felt that we needed to have experts in the field, we felt that we needed to have focused 

 professional development, and we knew that this would be one of the ways in which we would be able 

to really work on our math planning.  

2. What were your goals with the external consultancy? How were they developed? 

It’s amazing how the goals were developed  because what we started to do, we were looking into good 

practises for math instruction and we started by walking around the building and looking at what 

children were doing in mathematics – we were looking at the content of what was being taught, we were 

looking at the pedagogy the teachers had in that point in time, and then we started looking into 

developing a professional development plan for that one year and as we honed in on what skills and 

what strategies needed to be enhancing student learning, we were looking at the pedagogy that the 

pictures had, and the need that they have to deepen their knowledge in mathematical thinking, and we 

started strategies how to move forward with a professional development plan that would really challenge 

our teachers as mathematical thinkers and in that turn also be able to think about the practises with the 

children in a difference manner than we were used to – the pedagogy that we had in the building thus 

far.  

3. Has this met your expectations? Why/Why not? 

I think it has exceeded my expectations and the reason why is because our consultancy grew from the 

onset of five years ago. I think it was during that first year of consultancy when we did a survey of the 

teachers, we did a survey of the children, we started thinking about a three year plan for school-wide 

improvement in mathematical instruction. We started thinking in which ways we would be able to 

scaffold our professional development in order to little by little have more ownership of the teachers 

being the ones being coached into the professional development. We started thinking strategically how 

to infuse the mathematical thinking, mathematical problem solving for the children rather than the 

computation. That one year we finished working on looking into the math vision that we have for our 

students in the building. So from then on, every year we went back to visit our plan and to continue 

challenging both the practises in the classroom, the professional development that we were giving the 

teachers, and then the supports that were being given, that were needed in order for this good work to 

happen.  

4. Over the last five years, have you witnessed changes in teachers’ math pedagogy and 

knowledge? How do you know? Why do you think this has happened?  
Ay. So many stories to tell. In the five years that we have witnessed change to the teacher’s pedagogy, I 

could say case in point about almost each individual teacher in the building. We were used to giving the 

lessons whole class to all students, trying to differentiate but not really doing a good job of it, um how 

do I know that teachers have grown? Because now, I have teachers who are doing tiered lessons, 

teachers who are looking into the lessons and seeing how they need to be planned according to the 

different needs of the children, they are aware of the different needs of the children according to the 

math skills that they have in front of them, and they have really immersed themselves in the idea of 

doing small group instruction. We have teachers that were math phobics, and with that open statement, 

they came to Liz and said math has never been my forte, I have never felt comfortable with maths, we 
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have done a few study groups with teachers looking at professional development books in mathematics 

that were voluntary, and many of the teachers that were math phobics joined it, and at this point in time, 

I think they are some of the teachers that are really moving forward with the professional development 

that we have given them. I think that the biggest evidence of knowing that the teachers have changed in 

the pedagogies is by looking at the children – loving mathematics, working with manipulatives, 

explaining the answers mathematically, expressing different ways to arrive at an answer, feeling 

confident when they are working on problem solving. So these are some of the evidence that I see – not 

only from the teachers as they are avid learners and really confident and conscientious about 

differentiation in mathematics, but also from the children and the work they are doing currently.  

 Why do you think that has happened? 

I think the reason why it has happened, and it has to be said that it has already been a five year period, 

because I think at the very beginning when we started with this focused professional development plan, 

there was a lot of resistance five years ago. There were a lot of doors that had to be forcibly opened for 

us to be able to do the work. There were teachers who were resistant to the professional development we 

were providing, they felt criticised because now we were talking about their pedagogy, not only about 

their pedagogy, but their knowledge, and it’s tough to feel challenged in that way. And being able to 

think about times that regardless of how you felt personally, this was a non-negotiable in our school that 

we were all going to be learners,  that we were all going to continue challenging ourselves both learning 

about math content and questioning or challenging our pedagogy. So it has happened over time, and I 

think that one of the reasons we have been able to witness changes in the teachers is because we have 

been able to change and work professional development support as they have grown both in their 

content knowledge and in their pedagogical practices. Where we have teachers who are incredibly 

independent and feel very comfortable moving their agendas for math instructors to teachers that were 

totally resistant and want now to continue their mathematical growth because they have seen the benefit 

in the children that they have taught, but also the children that they have now in their classrooms are so 

mathematically ready that it’s impossible not to continue doing the good work that has happened in 

other grades. So we’ve challenged ourselves in that manner as well.  

5. Has your own knowledge and understandings of effective math pedagogy been affected? How 

and why did this happen?  

Um my understanding of math pedagogy has been affected, and I think that it has been affected at the 

same level that the teachers in our school have. Where I felt that we were not reaching every student 

because of second language learners, or children in resource room, or special needs, or children with 

disadvantage – that is a lot of the children in our building – were not comfortable with the math that they 

were learning, so we had a lot of children that were in remediation and we had a lot of children that were 

in a level two in mathematical performance on standardised testing. So when we started with the 

professional development in mathematics with this consultancy, I myself was also a learner alongside 

the classroom teachers, learning the new (Math Program), because I had not been exposed to that 

before, but also the good practices in teaching mathematics and the pedagogy that the teachers have, so I 

was a learner alongside the classroom teachers. And in that sense I have grown in knowledge, I have 

grown in ability to be able to um understand and see when teachers are really using tiered lessons, how 

the teachers are evaluating student’s progress and how the different components of the balance of math 

instruction are happening.  

 

 


