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ABSTRACT

This Action Research study explores the implementation of self-regulated professional
learning in an online Community of Practice with teachers with a view to empower the
self and others. The objective of the study was the co-construction of a Self-regulated
Professional Learning Plan in the Educator Community of Practice, with the researcher

facilitating the process.

Action Research was used as methodological approach. In the online Community of
Practice, five teachers and the researcher as the facilitator together progressed
through an adapted 3P self-regulated learning model of planning, processing and
producing the product. During the four Community of Practice sessions, qualitative
data was collected by semi-structured informal interview discussions, feedback
questionnaires, observations of own practice, the keeping of a reflective journal and
collective visual evidence. The data was collected over a period of four weeks and |
innovated my practice while observing data sources. Our semi-structured informal
interview discussions focused on the Miro app, which is an online interactive
whiteboard that allowed participants and the facilitator to interact with one another.
The data pertaining to my practice as a Community of Practice facilitator was collected
before, during and after the online sessions.

The outcome of my study was the co-construction of a Self-Regulated Professional
Learning Plan and the meaning constructed during the implementation of Action
Research in my practice. In general, professional development plans for educators

can be enriched by using a socio-constructivist approach.

Keywords: Self-requlated professionalism, professional learning, Professional

Learning Plan, Community of Practice, socio-constructivism
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Smullin (2009) underlines the value of lifelong learning, which Huber and O'Meara
(2019) define as learning that is both diverse and continues for the duration of one’s
life. | agree with Goh (2019) that professional lifelong learning is imperative due to
globalisation and the need for innovation within the workplace. According to the
National Education Policy, Act 27 of 1996, the South African Department of Education
should provide opportunities for professional development to teachers and encourage
lifelong learning (Department of Basic Education, 1996a). The notion of continuous
professional learning in the field of education is supported by the essential twenty-first-
century attributes which, Du Toit (2017), emphasise the notion of the ‘self'. Bissonnette

and Caprino (2014) agree that educators should constantly be learning professionally.

According to Huber and O'Meara (2019), lifelong learning focuses the learning process
on four components, namely learning to be (focuses on learning about oneself),
learning to do (focuses on what one need to do in their teaching practice), learning to
know (focuses on learning to understand content in depth) and lastly learning to live
together (focuses on an social understanding to live interdependently). In essence
professional learning is therefore an ongoing endeavour (Loveland, 2012; Smullin,
2009) to identify areas for improvement (Janssen, Kreijns, Bastiaens, Stijnen &
Vermeulen, 2013) or innovation in practice (Smit & Du Toit, 2021). The educators who
participated in my study explored their professionalism and professional learning. |
agree that in the twenty-first century educators are required to develop the skills
needed to equip learners for the authentic workplace environment. According to
Loveland (2012), professional learning in the education sector creates an ultimate

desire for continuous development.

Burgess and Sievertsen (2020) refer to how educators had to adapt during the COVID-
19 pandemic, when they were required to facilitate learning in an online environment.
In my view, the need to adapt required educators to reconsider and take responsibility

for their own professional development. | agree with Webster-Wright (2009) that



educators need to adopt an action-oriented approach and should identify their
professional learning needs by observing, reflecting and evaluating their practice.
According to Beausaert, Segers, Fouarge and Gijselaers (2013), Professional
Development Plans are well known in various health professions and also in the field

of education.

Beausaert et al. (2013:146) define a Professional Development Plan as ‘an
assessment tool for companies or organisations embedded in the larger assessment
cycle of development and performance interviews’. Personally, | regard a Professional
Development Plan not merely as an assessment tool, but as a way to place the ‘self
at the centre of the educator’s professional development. A Professional Development
Plan typically has a fixed template form prescribed by the Education Labour Relations
Council (ELRC), which is used to gather and document information about the
competencies and performance standards an employee is working on and is planning
to develop further in the next five years (Council, 2012). A Professional Development
Plan is also referred to as a Professional Learning Plan (Janssen et al., 2013) or a
Personal Education Plan (Evans, Ali, Singleton, Nolan & Bahrami, 2002) that is used
to plan an educator’s professional development process. |, however, find the rationales
for implementing a Professional Development Plan conflicting. Beausaert et al. (2013)
indicate that Professional Development Plans focus mainly on the needs of
organisations, in other words, the standards set by the establishment. The self as a
professional, with specific reference to personal professional development, is

therefore not central.

Self-regulated learning creates opportunities for individuals to take responsibility for
their own learning. Self-regulated learning encourages individuals to plan, implement,
monitor and evaluate their own learning. Smit and Du Toit (2016) regard these
components of self-regulated learning as being in line with Action Research. In the
context of my Action Research, the teachers who participated in the Community of
Practice and | co-constructed a Self-Regulated Professional Learning Plan. |
empowered the self while | facilitated the Community of Practice and conducted Action
Research in my practice. Action research is comprised of several steps, which will be
discussed later in this chapter. One of the steps requires reflection (McNiff &
Whitehead, 2010). Reflection on practices forms an integral part of lifelong learning
(Goh, 2019). In the following section | will share the context and background of my

2



study as it influenced my ontological underpinning of what | did during the Action
Research study.

1.2 CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

| have been a Grade 6 primary school educator in South Africa for ten years. As
specified by the South African Schools Act of 1996 (Department of Basic Education,
1996b), primary schools in South Africa are responsible for educating learners from
Grade R (aged 5) to Grade 7 (aged 13). | specialise in working with learners from
Grade 4 to Grade 6. | am also a part-time tutor for the Distance Education Unit at the
University of Pretoria, where | work with honours students completing an Educator

Professional Development module.

In South Africa, educators accumulate Continuous Professional Teacher Development
(CPTD) points from the South African Council for Educators (SACE, 2013). SACE
safeguards the education profession in terms of professional and ethical behaviour in
what is referred to as The CPTD Management System (SACE, 2013). Teachers are
supposed to take responsibility for their professional development; however,
according to the South African National Department of Education, many teachers are
not involved in any professional development activities (Department of Basic
Education, 2011). The CPTD points system is structured to allow educators to
accumulate points over a three-year period in order to retain their SACE registration.
Although non-compliant educators can be penalised, details of the penalties have not
yet been finalized (SACE, 2013). For this study the teachers may manually record their
participation in the study for CPTD points.

During my time as an honours student, | planned my professionalism and strategised
my career for the next five years. As a part-time tutor in the honours programme, |
work with teachers from across South Africa and learnt about various demands in their
practice (Smit, 2020). | agree with Webster-Wright (2009) that professional learning
entails planning and structuring opportunities that will support the educator as a

lifelong learner.

The participants and | co-constructed a Self-Regulated Professional Learning Plan
and explored our living theories. McNiff and Whitehead (2010) explain that a living

3



theory changes as an individual grows and develops. In Action Research, the concept
of practice-based research is applied: the researcher is part of the research and a
collaborative approach is followed (McNiff & Whitehead, 2010). We developed a new

living theory for our professionalism.

1.3 RATIONALE

The epistemological and methodological rationale for my study is grounded in the
socio-constructivist theory. Socio-constructivism is the underpinning theoretical
framework for this study, which provides insight into how meaning was made during
our Community of Practice sessions. The participants and | constructed our own
meaning epistemologically as we explored our professionalism. The socio-
constructivist framework grounded my study since we collectively made meaning of

our professionalism in an innovative Community of Practice (Smit, 2020).

The Department of Basic Education implements the Integrated Quality Management
System (IQMS) and educators are expected to identify areas of professional need
according to set performance standards. Bolam (2000) indicates that budget
constraints in school districts and at schools influence educators' professional learning
opportunities. | agree that difficult economic circumstances limit quality professional
development opportunities in South Africa. Wittmann and Olivier (2020) also point out
that some courses are too expensive for teachers to afford. The epistemological
question | asked throughout was: ‘How can we empower the self and others while co-
constructing a self-regulated professional development plan?’ According to Bjork,
Dunlosky and Kornell (2013), the co-construction process challenges the ‘self’ to adapt
to the changing twenty-first-century education environment, and we opted to take

responsibility for our professionalism.

In the epicentre of the ontological stance, | acknowledge the self as scholar,
researcher, facilitator of professional learning and educator. | conducted Action
Research in my practice as the facilitator of the Community of Practice sessions with
the participants. | had to share my lived experiences (McNiff & Whitehead, 2010) and
eventually realised that | could benefit professionally from interacting with peers.



1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

My study was directed by the following main research question:

How can a Self-Regulated Professional Learning Plan be co-constructed using an

Action Research design?

My study focused on co-constructing a Professional Learning Plan together with other
educators in a Community of Practice. As an Action Researcher, | was a part of the
Community of Practice and the facilitator of the sessions as we explored our self-

regulated professionalism.
The following sub-questions refine the main research question:

1: How can | facilitate the process of co-constructing a Self-Regulated Professional
Learning Plan with educators?

2: How are the participants’ and my own self-regulated professionalism cultivated
in a Community of Practice?

3: What will a Self-Regulated Professional Learning Plan entail?

1.5 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In my research study, | used constructivism as my theoretical framework. According
to Hershberg (2014:2) ‘constructivism is been defined as a theory of learning, as a
theory of knowing and, more recently, as a paradigm guiding contemporary social
science research.” Even though Hershberg (2014) refers primarily to learning, his
definition is also applicable to professional learning, with which my study is concerned.
| agree with Bruner (1987) that constructivism is congruent in professional learning
(Bruner, 1987; Piaget, Gruber & Voneche, 1982). The constructivist theory
encourages reflective practices that allow for the innovation of teaching practices (De
Boer, du Toit & Bothma, 2015). Wolvaardt and Du Toit (2012) noted the connection
between the constructivist framework and the innovation of practices. In essence the
socio-constructivist theory aims to empower the self as people interact and learn from
one another (Sicilia (2010).



Biggs (1996:348) agrees that learning is a meaning-making process and that meaning
is arrived at ‘by actively selecting and cumulatively constructing our knowledge,
through both individual and social activity’. Thus, the individual who is learning actively
participates in the learning process (Bada & Olusegun, 2015). Therefore, as Biggs
(1996) advises, we need to reflect on our assumptions, motives, intentions and
previous knowledge. Clark (2018) views constructivist thought in terms of making
meaning from past experiences, attitudes and beliefs. The Cultural-historical Activity
Theory aligns with the socio-constructivist approach in my study and similarly surmises
that individuals construct their knowledge based on their culture and historical facets.
Sannino and Engestrom (2018) state that according to this theory, people’s meaning-
making is influenced by their cultural components. Thus, according to Foot (2014),
different individuals in a community will perceive an activity differently due to their
perception of the activity, which is based on their cultural and historical influences. In
the context of our Community of Practice, the socio-constructivist meaning-making
process is rooted in the individuals who form part of the group and their unique cultural
and historical experiences or viewpoints influence the self and others. Furthermore,
the Cultural-historical Activity Theory epistemologically endorses the Action Research

design | used, as will be discussed further in Chapter 2.

Goh (2019) observed a shift in focus from individualised professional learning to a
more shared approach in education literature. A socio-constructivist notion suggests
that educators reflect on their practice in groups as individuals learn from one another
(Goh, 2019). Clark (2018) explains that socio-constructivism is learner centred. The

construct that frames the study will be explained in the next section.

1.6 CONSTRUCT FRAMEWORK

As a constructivist researcher and practitioner, | chose to refer to a construct
framework (Smit & Du Toit, 2021), rather than to a theoretical or conceptual
framework, which is commonly used in research studies. In Figure 1.1 the different

constructs explored by our Community of Practice are illustrated. The construct



framework captures the notion of educator professionalism. | will discuss the construct

framework in more detail in Chapter 2.

'—\\ A
Professional South African
Learning Context
- 4
S —T 77
Professmnal
Psrfal::s{selgol::gltli?n EDUCATOR Development
PRO FESS[ONALISM Plans
\
s \ / 3
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affecting .
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education
\ 4 4

Figure 1.1: My construct framework

As shown in Figure 1.1, | view these constructs as affecting professional learning since
in my study the participants also constructed their own meaning. | will discuss each of
these constructs in detail in Chapter 2. The arrows in Figure 1.1 link the constructs in
a reciprocal manner, illustrating how they affect educator professionalism and vice
versa. Action Research was at the epicentre of the research process. A brief

discussion of each of the constructs is included in the following sections.

1.6.1 Educator Self-Regulated Professionalism

According to the Personnel Administrative Measures (PAM), a Post Level 1 educator
is expected to teach (Department of Basic Education, 1999:5) between 85% and 92%
of the school day, as is the case in primary schools, and between 85% and 90% of the
school day in secondary schools. The participants and | are all Post Level 1 teachers.
The duties of a Post Level 1 educator include ‘scheduled teaching time, relief teaching,

extra and co-curricular activities, pastoral duties, administration, supervisory duties,

7



professional duties and planning, preparation and evaluation’ (Department of Basic
Education, 1999:6). Cole (2004:3) describes professional learning as ‘the systematic
and formal attempts to advance teachers' knowledge, skills and understanding in ways
that lead to changes in their thinking and classroom behaviour’. | am not convinced
that professional learning is always a formal, structured attempt, but agree with Van
der Klink, Kools, Avissar, White and Sakata (2017), and Loveland (2012) that it is a
never-ending process of empowerment and learning. In this study, the participants
who are all currently employed as educators reflected on their professionalism by
identifying what they envision for their professionalism and formulating personal
professional visions for their careers. De Clercq (2013) outlines how professionalism
speaks to educators’ values and practices in their teaching. | regard professional
educators as educators who have a broad knowledge base that enables them to make
decisions on the school-related matters for which they are accountable (Creasy,
2015). | agree with Bjork et al. (2013) that educators need tools that will enable them
to adapt to changes in educational, for example during the COVID-19 pandemic. | also
agree with Bjork et al. (2013) that the focus should be on learning about one’s own
professionalism and developing from this point, indicating that self-regulation is a
survival tool in the current educational context. Evans et al. (2002) further note that
the identification of the individual's personal needs is essential for active professional
learning to take place. Wolvaardt and Du Toit (2012) provide the link and explain that
self-regulated professional learning is fostered in Action Research.

Professional learning can take place in various ways, for example through peer
coaching (Karnes & Shaunessy, 2004; Stein, 1997), mentoring (Nyanjom, 2020;
Schunk & Mullen, 2013), workshops in the post-school education training field (Moon,
Potdar & Martin, 2014) or in Communities of Practice (Buysse, Sparkman & Wesley,
2003). Professional learning can also occur in the form of webinars and free online
courses (Karnes & Shaunessy, 2004), Coursera (Ng & Koller, 2020) or other formal
courses. As an educator, | acknowledge that it is not always easy to address my
professionalism. Van der Klink et al. (2017:167) mention some of factors that limit the
value of professional learning as being ‘lack of time, a considerable workload, lack of
resources, absence of managerial attention for and reinforcement of professional
development, or an unproductive working climate’. | therefore decided to use a self-

regulated learning approach to professionalism.



The concept self-regulated professional learning links metaphorically (Hugo, Slabbert,
Louw, Marcus, Bac, Du Toit & Sandars, 2012:130) to a ‘voyage of discovery'— a
meta-learning process during which one’s own and others’ professional learning is
empowered. Figure 1.2 shows my adaptation of Biggs (1996) 3P self-regulated
learning model, which illustrates the voyage of discovery that the participants and |
undertook together during our Community of Practice sessions. | elaborate in detail on
the development of ‘My Self-regulated Process for Professional learning in a
Community of Practice’. We journeyed through a discussion of our current
professionalism and discussed the professional learning that had taken place in our
teaching practice. This was followed by a discussion of self-regulated professionalim
and how we can journey towards self-regulated professional learning. We learnt from

one another’s experiences and made meaning of out own professionalism.

Figure 1.2: My Self-regulated Process for Professional Learning in a Community of
Practice (Adapted from Biggs (2001); (Smit & Du Toit, 2021)).

As shown in Figure 1.2, the participants and | progressed as a collective and learned

professionally in a self-regulated manner. The self-regulated process consisted of



three phases: Preparation, Process and Product. The Preparation phase was the first
Community of Practice session during which we discussed our current knowledge,
experiences and role in professional learning with the focus on the ‘self in our
professionalism. The Process phase consisted of two Community of Practice sessions
and we discussed our self-regulated professional learning and the co-construction of
the Self-Regulated Professional Learning Plan that would encourage self-regulated
learning to take place. During the final Product stage, we had our last Community of
Practice session, during which we explored the notion of taking responsibility for our
professionalism and finalised the Self-Regulated Professional Learning Plan. During
each of the phases, | was the Action Researcher and the facilitator of the Community
of Practice. The three-stage Self-regulated Professional Learning model will be

discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.

1.6.2. Communities of Practice

Bissonnette and Caprino (2014) highlight the importance of being part of a learning
community, a network, or a professional group. According to Hajisoteriou, Karousiou
and Angelides (2018), a Community of Practice can include a group of people who
have a similar passion. | fully agree thata Community of Practice is just where people
meet to discuss their experiences and tensions (Luguetti, Aranda, Nuiez Enriquez &
Oliver, 2019). More specifically, in relation to my context, in the education sector |
acknowledge Wenger (2011) reference to a Community of Practice as a group of
teachers who meet regularly to improve their teaching practice and professionalism.
Collective learning is regarded by Bissonnette and Caprino (2014) as more meaningful
than individual learning. A Community of Practice can be an informal gathering during
which educators discuss their teaching practices or functions with a specific purpose
in mind (Hajisoteriou et al., 2018). Educators who become part of such communities
connect with other educators in a meaningful way, which impacts their practices
(Bissonnette & Caprino, 2014). We opted to envision and work towards the co-
construction of the Self-Regulated Professional Learning Plan in a Community of
Practice while empowering the self.
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1.6.3. The Self-Regulated Professional Learning Plan

As stated earlier, | deem professional learning to be self-directed (Gibbs, 2000), which
implies that educators go through a process of identifying what they envision for the
self and how they intend to get there (Gibbs, 2000; Janssen et al., 2013; Karnes &
Shaunessy, 2004). Biggs (2001) discusses Prospective Quality Assurance as a
method that questions whether an institution is achieving its goals and considering
ways in which it can improve in order to achieve those goals | acknowledge that the
individual in the organisation is at the centre of this process, as Biggs, Kember and
Leung (2001) point out that the educator is at the heart of all teaching and learning. |
disagree with Bissonnette and Caprino (2014:13) statement that professional learning
is a ‘one size fits all’ approach, but agree with Cook, Jones-Bromenshenkel, Huisinga
and Mullins (2017), and Karnes and Shaunessy (2004) that professional learning

should be individualised.

The Integrated Quality Management System (IQMS) was used in South Africa schools
until the end of 2021 to identify areas of need in an educator’s teaching practice. This
system uses a Professional Development Portfolio to identify areas of need and also
shows what professional development has taken place during the assessment period
as proof of Professional Development (Council, 2012). A revised Quality Management
System (QMS) was implemented in schools in 2022. The first part of the Professional
Development Portfolio focuses on process goals, in other words, didactic skills such
as instructional and assessment strategies, work ethic and communication skills, or
managing the classroom atmosphere. The focus in the second part is on content
goals, i.e. the content of the subject (Loveland, 2012). | agree with Janssen et al.
(2013) that the Professional Development portfolio adds to educators' administration
workload (Janssen et al., 2013). The focus of the Integrated Quality Management
System is on the organisation—the school where the educator is employed—but |
agree with Bissonnette and Caprino (2014) that educators should not be passive, but
should be active participants in and contributors to their own professionalism
(Bissonnette & Caprino, 2014). Therefore, the notion of co-constructing a Professional
Learning Plan in which teachers are not just participants but are part of its

development.
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1.7 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

1.7.1 Action Research design

The term Action Research was coined by John Dewey (1933) to describe a research
design for solving problems in education studies (Tomal, 2003). | opted to innovate
my practice as a facilitator in a Community of Practice (Du Toit, 2012; McNiff &
Whitehead, 2010). As suggested by McNiff and Whitehead (2010), the participants
and | explored our living theories regarding our education practices as we made
meaning of our professionalism. De Boer, Du Toit, Scheepers and Bothma (2013)
encourage reflection on the self's authentic situations, thus creating and altering a

living theory.

Action Research is a process of ‘iterative cycles of planning, acting, observing, and
reflecting’ (West, 2011:1). McNiff and Whitehead (2010:5) define the Action Research
process as ‘what you do and how you learn about and explain what you do’. The Action
Research design might focus on an identified problem or innovative practice
(Bissonnette & Caprino, 2014; De Boer et al., 2015; Tomal, 2003). | chose to use an
‘asset-based approach’ to Action Research, which Du Toit (2012:1222) explains as
‘planning for innovation’ or ‘planning for transformation.” The asset-based approach
allowed me to look at the self as the starting point for the study, not only at a specific
problem that needed to be solved. In our Community of Practice each participant
contributed according to their specific experiences and knowledge as we had opted to

learn from and with others to innovate the construction of a professional learning plan.

1.7.2 My Action Research process

As suggested by Du Toit (2012), Action Research can be visually illustrated in the form
of a spiral. My Action Research spiral (Figure 1.3) illustrates our progression through
four cycles labelled A, B, C and D. To innovate practice, | progressed through the
following steps in each cycle: plan, act, observe, reflect and evaluate (McNiff &
Whitehead, 2010). The Action Research process took place in the Community of
Practice with the participating educators. During the Community of Practice sessions,

| acted as the Action Researcher and facilitator. Each Action Research cycle
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represents one of our self-regulated professional learning sessions, the process. The

four cycles, A, B, C and D, are illustrated in Figure 1.3.

Cycle D

Cycle C

Cycle A

Figure 1.3: My Action Research spiral

In each cycle (A-D), as seen in Figure 1.3, | progressed through five Action Research
steps. | planned each session, acted by leading the session, then observed the
session by watching the video recording | had made and reflected on it. Lastly, |
evaluated my practice before progressing to the next cycle. | acknowledge that Action
Research is a never-ending process (McNiff & Whitehead, 2010). In Cycle A my vision
was to prepare the Community of Practice and to cultivate a trusting relationship
between the members. In Cycles B and C, my vision for the session was to go through
the process of discussing past experiences of professional learning, what professional
learning involves and the value of professional learning in our teaching practice. Cycle

D, which was the final cycle, was to create the product, which was the Self-Regulated
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Professional Learning Plan. During our sessions we focused on becoming self-

regulated learning professionals.

McAteer (2013) describes the data collection and analysis methods used in Action
Research as ongoing and happening simultaneously. | therefore did not wait until the
end of the data collection process to analyse the data, but started the analysis during
the observation and reflection steps. My findings are shared in Chapter 4. | used an
adapted 3P self-regulated learning model, which is discussed in Chapter 2, to inform
my practice in the Community of Practice. My focus within the Community of Practice
was to innovate my practice and to co-construct an innovative Self-Regulated
Professional Learning Plan. In the following section, | will elaborate on the data

collection methods and instruments | used.

1.7.3 Data collection

| used a qualitative data collection method as | made meaning since | interpretively
assumed that people’s actions have meaning (Willig, 2017). We collectively explored
our development from a socio-constructivist notion and | chose the data collection
methods and instruments with that in mind. Tomal (2003) explains that the researcher
takes a ‘naturalistic, emergent and case-oriented’ approach. In essence, | became part
of the process as | was part of, as well as the facilitator of the Community of Practice. |
used various data collection methods, such as the visual evidence from the Miro app,
where we worked together in a whiteboard online, video recordings of our sessions and
visual and photo evidence. | also used a qualitative feedback questionnaire used for
input by the participants after each session, my own observations, my self-reflection
journal and any contributions made by the participants to the Self-regulated Professional

Learning Plan. The data collection instruments are discussed in detail in Chapter 3.

| initially employed homogeneous sampling as educators with specific traits (Etikan,
Musa & Alkassim, 2016) were selected, explicitly looking for Post Level 1 educators in
in Gauteng. My sample included five participants from two different primary schools

who were selected by way of purposive sampling.

The Action Research process commenced and the first session was guided by the

adapted 3P self-regulated learning model, which will be discussed in Chapter 2. Due
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to the restrictions imposed during COVID-19 pandemic, the four Community of
Practice sessions were held using the online platform Microsoft Teams. The
Community of Practice included some pre-session activities during which the
participants processed and reflected on their own professionalism. The participants
were actively involved and afterwards again reflected on their professionalism as

linked to our session.

Personally, as the Action Researcher and facilitator of the Community of Practice
sessions, | also continuously reflected meta-reflectively in my self-reflective journal,
but also in relation to each Action Research cycle which, according to McAteer (2013),
is an integral part of the Action Research design. After each cycle, | used observation
sheets while watching the video recordings, reflected on what | had done and
evaluated what had happened in each session with a view to innovating in the
following cycle. The rationale behind the observations was to allow me to consider
what | had done in my facilitation practice and how | could innovate the next

Community of Practice session (McAteer, 2013).

Furthermore, during the sessions, | used semi-structured informal interview
discussions while we co-constructed a Self-Regulated Professional Learning Plan. |
took photo evidence and used visual evidence of the contributions in the Miro app. A
discussion of how | analysed the data follows below.

1.7.4. Data analysis

Alber (2010:148) defines data analysis as to ‘organise, sort, compare, contrast, and
categorise the data collected’. | employed thematic analysis to search for themes in
the qualitative data | collected during the Action Research process and classified the
data sets into themes (Reyna, 2019). According to Lapadat (2010), thematic analysis
seeks to find common traits or patterns in the data collected. Thematic analysis can
be completed manually or by using a computer program (Archer, Jansen Van Vuuren
& Van Der Walt, 2017), for example AtlasTi. | manually analysed the data | collected
as | divided the data into fragments and then created codes for the fragments. |
proceeded by reducing the codes, as Creswell (2014a) advises, and transferring it to

themes.
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During the Action Research process | continuously observed the facilitation of each
session using the video recordings. The other data included the interview transcripts,
my reflections and photo evidence. In more detail, during the coding process, as Gibbs
(2014) advises, | reviewed, sorted and sifted the data as | opted to identify the meaning
emerging from the collective contributions from the participants and myself. According
to Creswell (2014a:268), codes can take on various formats, for example, they can be
categorised in terms of ‘setting and context; perspectives held by the participants;
participants’ way of thinking about people and objects; processes; activities; strategies

and relationships and social structures’.

After interpreting the qualitative data, the themes emerged from the data. The themes
that were derived from the data included both what Creswell (2014a) refers to as
‘expected in the specific field of study’ and themes | did not expect to find. The findings

of the study are discussed in Chapter 4.

1.8 OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH PROJECT

In this chapter | provided a brief overview of the research | conducted, my rationale
and the unique methodological, conceptual and theoretical context of the study. | also
briefly discussed the epistemological and methodological aspects. Chapter 2 includes
a discussion of the literature that is relevant to my study and a review of the theoretical

and conceptual framework of the research.

In Chapter 3, | discuss the Action Research design, methods, instruments and data
analysis and in Chapter 4 | share the findings of my study. The research questions are
answered in Chapter 5 and in the final chapter, Chapter 6, | present my meta-reflection
on my Action Research study and my conclusions and make recommendations for

further related research.
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CHAPTER 2:

LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, | review relevant literature dealing with the constructs professional
learning, professional development, megatrends affecting education, Communities of
Practice, self-regulated professional learning and the Self-Regulated Professional
Learning Plan. In the following section, | discuss and outline the theoretical framework.
Socio-constructivism and the Cultural-historical Activity Theory are the theoretical
framework which underpins how meaning was made during our Community of Practice
sessions. A constructivist paradigm used as the theoretical framework provides
guidance in the different constructs discussed in the literature review in this Chapter.
| outline in my rationale in Chapter 1, the theoretical lens of the study, which | discuss
further in this Chapter.

2.2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

| start this section with a discussion of the constructivist theory, which underpins my
study, and in the following section | justify, in more detail, how the Vygotsky’s Socio-

constructivist and the Cultural-historical Activity Theory further frames my study.

2.2.1 Constructivism

Constructivism is grounded on the notion of constructing knowledge (Amineh & Asl,
2015; Hershberg, 2014; Onyesolu, Nwasor, Ositanwosu & Iwegbuna, 2013).
Constructivists argue that meaning is made based on experiences (Sarbah, 2020),
while Amineh and Asl (2015) state that individuals make meaning of new knowledge
in a constructivist manner. The origin of constructivism links to the work of Vygotsky
and Piaget. The latter worked in the 1920’s in relation to child development. Piaget’s
theory on the development of children was based on children understanding the world
as they make meaning and construct knowledge. Lev Vygotsky acknowledged the
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children make meaning from their social experiences and thus create their reality
(Hershberg, 2014).

The constructivist approach advocates learning as a social and active process and
this is why, in my study, the participants and | engaged professionally in a Community
of Practice. According to Hershberg (2014), individuals need to reflect through a
constructivist lens on what has been learnt. A Community of Practice is discussed later
in Chapter 2. Like Onyesolu et al. (2013), | essentially support the constructivist notion
that the individual is not a passive participant, but actively constructs knowledge.
According to Zehetmeier, Andreitz, Erlacher and Rauch (2015:163) ‘constructivism
focuses on communicative, socially determined constructions of truth’. Bada and
Olusegun (2015) state that people have an innate need to search for meaning. As the
participants and | progressed through our sessions in the Community of Practice, we
were able to communicate with one another and collaboratively make meaning of our

professionalism.

According to Sarbah (2020), two important terms in constructivism have to be
considered before delving into the different aspects of constructivism, namely
assimilation and accommodation. To assimilate means to integrate new experiences
into the old experiences, and accommodation refers to reframing the known world
(Amineh & Asl, 2015; Hershberg, 2014; Sarbah, 2020). Constructivism has been one
of the leading theories for educational practice for many decades (Onyesolu et al.,
2013; Schrader, 2015), and the perspectives, approaches and types of constructivism
are discussed by various scholars (Amineh & Asl, 2015; Onyesolu et al., 2013;
Schrader, 2015).

Before elaborating on how socio-constructivism framed my specific study, | briefly
discuss the three types of constructivism, namely cognitive, social and radical
constructivism (Amineh & Asl, 2015; Barak, 2017). Cognitive constructivism refers to
learning as an independent process that occurs while a person develops and learns
during certain life stages (Amineh & Asl, 2015). Social constructivism is a theory that
refers to where people learn in a social setting (Barak, 2017). According to Amineh
and Asl (2015), language is regarded as the primary form of constructing reality in
social constructivism. Since in my opinion constructing meaning in a social setting

encompasses more than language, | chose not to use social constructivism in this
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study. Although we were interacting, we were innovating our professionalism. Radical
constructivism refers to how an individual will function concerning their environment
and construct knowledge, modify and interpret the information that is their own of their
world (Sutinen, 2008).

Socio-constructivism is, according to Sicilia (2010), a theory that brings together
knowledge and learning as a theory, a notion of constructing meaning through our
experiences (Smit, 2020). Concepts such as a Community of Practice are part of the
socio-constructivism framework (Wenger, 2011). Viewed from a socio-constructivist
perspective, learning needs, strategies and resources are identified by the individual

(Olivier, 2020) as a self-regulated notion.

2.2.1. Socio-constructivism in the context of educator professionalism

Socio-constructivism was developed after the second world war according to
Blankenship (2010) The theory originated from Piaget’s and Bruner’'s work and is
grounded on the notion of constructing meaning together (Smit, 2020), similar to what
the participants and | did in the Community of Practice. Socio-constructivism promotes
learning through the construction of problem-based activities involving interaction with
others (Onyesolu et al., 2013). In a group, one person may create an image, whereas
another may use sentences or auditory means to explain their solution, and everyone
is involved in the solution phase (Sicilia, 2010). As stated in Chapter 1, | used an asset-
based approach to socio-constructivism whereby the participants and | shared our
previous experiences and knowledge with one another in the Community of Practice
to innovate our self-regulated professionalism and a professional learning plan. | was
not only the Action Researcher, but also the facilitator and a member of the Community

of Practice.

As a construct, the Community of Practice was, according to Sicilia (2010), derived
from the socio-constructivist approach. Schrader (2015) explains that educators can
professionally develop as a collective referring to professionally developing in a group.
| explain the socio-constructivist framework in terms of the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD) (Schrader, 2015). The Zone of Proximal Development links

people's culture and their social nature for development (Edwards, 2007). Blankenship
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(2010) explains the Zone of Proximal Development by showing that one can
experience a place of cognitive conflict where the knowledge does not fit into one’s
current schema and one is therefore challenged to integrate that knowledge or
different cultural aspects into one’s own schema. Over time, and through discussion,
one can then develop a new schema into which the new knowledge has been
integrated. However, | opt to use the concept disequilibrium, which is aligned with the
Zone of Proximal development. In essence, as Smit (2020) points out, imbalances
occur between the known and the unknown in this setting. Thus new ideas challenge
the way we, as professionals in the Zone of Proximal Development think and a state
of disequilibrium is experienced, after which we try to restore our equilibrium by making
meaning (Amineh & Asl, 2015; Smit, 2020). Amineh and Asl (2015) and Shabani,
Khatib and Ebadi (2010) noted that the Zone of Proximal Development allows for a
person to progress in knowledge, which refers to the individual gaining more
knowledge and progressing to a higher level of intelligence. In our Community of
Practice, there was no ‘knower’, but we explored our professionalism while
constructing together as a collective. | regard the Zone of Proximal Development in
our context as the difference between what one can learn independently and what one
can learn in a group of peers (Smit, 2020). | opt to include the Zone of Proximal
development, in relation to how the participants and | collectively took responsibility
for our learning and during the Action Research cycles and our CoP sessions. We
reached occasions where we experienced disequilibrium as we came to the realisation
that we had to take responsibility for our professionalism and plan our professional
learning As Smit (2020) notes that during socio-constructivism, the self becomes
aware of what is known and unknown. Professionally the self progresses to be

accountable for own professional learning.

In the context of educator professional development, the participants and | had to take
into account our own backgrounds—our beliefs and values—and the backgrounds of
others, thus including their cultures. In the following section | discuss the Cultural-

historical Activity Theory, which also frames my study.
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2.2.2 The Cultural-historical Activity Theory

The Cultural-historical Activity Theory is based on how individuals ‘purposefully
transform natural and social reality, including themselves, as an ongoing culturally and
historically situated, materially and socially mediated process’ (Roth, Radford &
LaCroix, 2012:1). Cultural-historical Activity Theory is a practice-based approach that
analyses the individual's practices in social interactions (Foot, 2014). The Cultural-
historical Activity Theory was found by psychologist’s Lev Vygotsky, Alexander Luria
and Aleksei Leont’ev where they point out that we develop our mind sets from our

cultural and historical attributes (Sannino & Engestrom, 2018).

The Cultural-historical Activity Theory acknowledge that individuals have cultural
backgrounds that influence their understanding and are connected to their history
(Foot, 2014). Wolvaardt and Du Toit (2012) refer to the ‘emotive self, and | recognise
its impact on professional development. In India, the teaching practices and
professional learning of educators have been strongly influenced by family and friends,
personal experiences and mentoring relationships (Gupta, 2003; Sicilia, 2010).
Although Blankenship (2010) warns against educators including cultural ways of
thinking when teaching, he agrees that a level of culture does infiltrate the practice. |
thus acknowledge that the ‘self’ is central to the professional development process, a
teaching practice and a Community of Practice. | opted to use the Cultural-historical
Activity Theory—as explained by Sannino and Engestrom (2018)—as providing a lens
through which we reflect on how we interact and co-construct meaning with others.
McNicholl (2013) agrees as the concept of self as we cannot separate the mind, the
world and the context from one another as each part plays an integral role. According
to Khambari (2015:5), the Cultural-historical Activity Theory contributes to ‘the way
people see, feel, act, and think’. Therefore, in terms of the constructivist Cultural-
historical Activity Theory and in our culture of professional learning, peer interactions
allow for ref