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Abstract

This thesis explores the nature of Self-Directed Professional Development (SDPD) pursued by
university English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers in Saudi Arabia with a special
emphasis on investigating the impact of one model of SDPD ‘Virtual Community of Practice’

(VCoP) through WhatsApp on teaching practice.

Due to the exploratory nature of this study, an interpretive epistemological stance was adopted
informing two designs in two stages. In the first stage, a sequential mixed-methods design with
two phases was implemented, starting with a quantitative phase employing online
questionnaires, followed by a qualitative phase using semi-structured interviews to gain a
comprehensive understanding of the nature of SDPD at the macro-level of the EFL context in
public universities, in terms of its models, type of activities and reasons behind pursuing this
form, as well as the challenges that inhibit teachers form practising it. A total of 260
participants from 13 Saudi universities completed the questionnaire and 14 of them participated
in interviews. Quantitative data were analysed through SPSS to get descriptive data, and

qualitative data were analysed thematically.

In the second stage, a holistic case-study design was adopted to gain deep insights into the
micro-level of SDPD through investigating the nature and impact of one model of SDPD, ‘a
self-directed VCoP’, via WhatsApp on EFL university teachers’ teaching practice in one Saudi
university. Participant online observation was carried out for six months followed by semi-
structured interviews with nine participants. Qualitative data from both methods were analysed

thematically.
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The findings of the mixed-methods stage revealed that although EFL university teachers
employed both individual and collaborative SDPD, they tended to favour individual rather than
collaborative activities. The findings also showed that SDPD enhances teachers’ autonomy,
self-empowerment, motivation, confidence and professional identity. Moreover, key reasons
(e.g. personal, academic, administrative) for pursuing SDPD were identified, as well as the
challenges and limitations of both types of offline and online SDPD. The findings of the case
study showed that self-directed VCoP via WhatsApp positively impacted on teachers’ practice,
themselves and their students. Most importantly, using an informal medium of communication
e.g. the first language of teachers, ‘Arabic’, demonstrated a significant impact on EFL teachers’

learning and communication.

Revealing the effectiveness of SDPD as an alternative approach to teacher’s PD, the thesis
concludes by indicating a need to devote equal attention to SDPD (as both a term and a concept)
as an aspect of the formally acknowledged form of in-service PD. It also makes a number of
significant recommendations, and highlights implications, to improve the policy and practice

of SDPD for policymakers, teachers and researchers.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

“We are not school teachers to join training courses to improve our teaching, being seen in

such courses and workshops shakes our reputation as faculty members.”

I clearly remember the first lesson I taught as a newly qualified EFL university teacher.
I felt somewhat lost, due to the limited guidance and support I had received from the
coordinator of the English Department. In fact, all I had been provided with was a
teaching schedule with the titles of the required textbooks for each course. When I
requested further information, she advised me to ask other teachers teaching those
courses. From that moment, I realised that every teacher in this context is expected to be
fully prepared and needs to work independently. This drew my attention to the autonomy
of teachers even within a centralised education system. Since no one provided me with
the specifications and guidelines about what I should do as a novice teacher, and I was
given no in-service training, I began to establish relationships with senior teachers in
order to learn more about policies and regulations, as well as the teaching and evaluation

criteria. However, I found that knowledge tended to be limited to their own experiences.

It is worth noting that, due to the top-down system, no clear regulations and detailed
guidelines were set out, particularly regarding teachers’ professional development (TPD)
and performance. This resulted in the required professional standards being vague and
even, to some extent, absent, as in the case of TPD. This helped me to understand why
each teacher formulates and follows her own philosophy of teaching. Consequently, I
started to develop my own style by consulting online recourses for supplementary
materials, either from the official accounts of some lecturers on the university website or

other sources, including EFL educational websites, teachers’ forums, YouTube, blogs,
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etc. Reflecting on my teaching practice, I found myself teaching the way I was taught,
applying some modifications as a result of my ongoing self-directed learning. It is likely
that this pattern of traditional teaching is retained when teachers lack institutional support

regarding their professional development (PD).

1.1 The Problem and Rationale for the Study

The impetus to conduct the current study on teachers’ Self-Directed Professional Development
(SDPD) emanated from my own experience as an EFL teacher in higher education. As a new
teacher in a public university, I struggled with teaching English because I had majored in
translation and had no educational background when it came to Teaching English to Speakers
of Other Languages (TESOL). The fact that I graduated with an honours degree was
insufficient to prepare me to teach the English language to a professional standard. Moreover,
most of the challenges I initially encountered were due to a lack of firstly, professional support
(Musalam, 2003; Smith, 2017) and secondly, a clear educational policy concerning the role of
EFL teachers in this institution (Barnawi & Hawsawi, 2017). As indicated above, these appear

to be the main triggers for my ongoing Self-Directed Learning (SDL).

Recalling my first struggles with teaching and relating them to my PhD thesis allowed me to
gain additional insights into TPD. When I started to read the literature focussing on teacher
development, I came across various approaches, forms and models of teacher PD (Bailey,
Curtis & Nunan, 2001; Craft 2000; Cranton, 1994; Hondzel, 2013; Johnson: 2009; Joyce &
Calhoun, 2010; Kennedy, 2005; Lee, 2015; Richards and Farrell 2005). Among these was the
self-directed approach, i.e. the one I had employed for my own professional learning while
being unaware of its potentiality and effectiveness. Prior to this extensive reading, I was

unaware of the term ‘SDPD’. This stimulated me to explore the ways other teachers pursue
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their SDL, in terms of their perception and practice of SDPD and its relationship to their

teaching practice.

A Deanship of Quality and Professional Development was established in my university in
Saudi Arabia in 2010, which began to offer faculty members various workshops, primarily
dedicated to the acquisition of generic technological skills. I was frustrated at the lack of a
single workshop designed for EFL teachers. This recognition that the needs of EFL teachers
tend to be ignored has compelled me to continue my efforts in SDL, in order to sustain my

professional growth and become a more effective teacher.

Another factor in this SDL was meeting societal and academic expectations as a university
faculty member. Therefore, I consider this thesis as an important work not only for meeting the
requirements of a doctoral degree, but also to reveal a shift in my own thinking towards the

critical role of EFL university teachers in their own PD.

Interestingly, the lack of formal professional support in my department has led to the
emergence of an informal Virtual Community of Practice (VCoP). The coordinator of
the English section (a colleague who has been given coordination as an additional
administrative role) has established an informal WhatsApp group for all EFL teachers in
the department as a new means of corresponding, i.e. to pass on important information.
As a member of that group, I realised just how important it was as a platform enabling
teachers to discuss their educational concerns. I also found it more accessible than any
other means for ongoing discussions and I preferred it to corresponding through emails.
Eventually, teachers started to discuss various topics, including their teaching problems
and practices. They asked questions, posed problems and sought solutions, sometimes
through discussing others’ perspectives. In addition, I found it very interesting due to the

lack of any restriction on the type of topic, the style of language and the method of
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negotiating, as well as the timing of the discussions. There was neither a sense of power
nor hierarchy in this WhatsApp group. As I mentioned earlier, thinking about SDPD, and
how I overcame the difficulties I faced at the beginning of my career, led me to think
about this group and the ways it has influenced my practice. It was my experience in this
group that led me to explore the literature of PD. This was when I discovered that this
WhatsApp group is considered to be a VCoP (Dubé, Bourhis and Koohang, 2006), which
could have a positive impact over our PD. Thus, my reading of the literature and
experience as a teacher in SDL have led to a number of questions regarding the nature of
SDPD undertaken by other EFL university teachers in my context, including identifying
the facilitators and inhibitors, and the contribution of this WhatsApp group to overall PD

and teaching practices.

The ongoing informal discussions with colleagues regarding the role of teachers in SDPD,
revealed similar views regarding the facilitators and inhibitors of the PD within this context.
The professional reputation of each faculty member appears to be a significant factor
preventing teachers from pursuing formal PD. In fact, my daily discussions with colleagues
often revolved around the quotation at the start of this chapter: “we are not school teachers to
join training courses to improve our teaching, being seen in such courses and workshops

shakes our reputation as faculty members.”

Practically speaking, as PD is an element of teacher’s lifelong learning, university teachers
should not feel professionally down when pursuing PD. However, this view might be due to
the nature of the society of Gulf countries in general, and Saudi Arabia in particular, which
places university faculty members in a very high social position, i.e. regarded as the most
knowledgeable experts in their fields. Moreover, while PD (e.g. programmes and workshops)

is common for EFL school teachers, it is not a common practice for university faculty members
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in the Saudi context. Therefore, the act of asking for any form of PD could be seen as
jeopardising their academic status (Althobaiti 2012; Khan, 2011). This could reveal the lack of
formal PD opportunities, unlike in mainstream schools, where teachers are able to continually
receive support and develop their pedagogical knowledge and skills. Personally speaking, this
was one of the main reasons leading me to pursue SDPD on an ongoing basis, in order to
develop and improve my teaching practice. Moreover, university faculty members tend to be
self-directed learners, who dislike revealing their weaknesses, particularly when it comes to
teaching, since they do not see themselves primarily as teachers but as highly educated experts
in their fields (Cranton, 1994). As mentioned above, this attitude may be culturally related, as
the culture of PD is not very widespread in the Saudi higher education context. Becoming a
faculty member has encouraged me to search independently for new information to expand my
teaching knowledge, which has had a positive impact on my teaching practice, performance

and confidence, i.e. content and pedagogical skills.

However, it should be noted that the Professional Development (PD) of EFL teachers in Saudi
Arabia remains under-researched. Although a number of studies have been conducted
regarding the PD of EFL teachers, these attempts have been deemed superficial and are still in
their early ages (Althobaiti 2012, Alharbi, 2011; Albahiri, 2010; Khan, 2011; Sywelem, 2013).
The majority of these studies have criticised the status of EFL teachers’ PD in Saudi Arabia in
general (Alharbi, 2011; Sywelem, 2013) and in higher education in particular (Alasmari, 2016;
Alshahrani, 2017; Assalahi, 2016; Althobaiti, 2012; Khan, 2011; Farooq, 2016). Some point to
the weakness of the educational policy in carrying out fundamental reforms (Alharbi, 2011;
Alshamrani, 2012), while others argue that the designing, planning and implementation of PD
programmes remains in its early ages and requires substantive and collaborative efforts

(Alshamrani, 2012; Alghamdi & Li Li, 2011).
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There is still considerable research to be undertaken into the area of SDPD. Mushayikwa
(2011) stated that the lack of research pertaining to SDPD infers a large number of gaps in the
understanding of this phenomenon. Moreover, Smith (2017) argued that the local context
determines “a need for research to rethink the role of teachers in their professional learning”
(p- 1). The current study therefore focuses on addressing this gap, through an exploration of,
and the provision of insights into, this PD approach in general and the EFL university context

in particular.

This thesis is based on the assumption that the centralised higher education system in Saudi
Arabia lacks sufficiently robust regulations to support EFL teachers’ PD, and that a teacher can
play a major role in his/her PD. This study therefore explores the nature of the SDPD of EFL
university teachers as an alternative approach for teachers to develop themselves in an

independent manner.

1.2 Purpose of this Study

This research was stimulated by a belief that, as adult learners, EFL university teachers are
capable of taking the initiative when it comes to their PD, irrespective of whether they have
received an adequate formal (pre or in-service) PD. This leads to a need to understand the
nature of SDPD, particularly within my own context. This research therefore focuses on the
nature of SDPD in the context of university EFL (including its types, models, characteristics
and PD context), as this is rooted in the application of adult learning theories promoting
teachers’ autonomy and efficacy, as well as the empowerment in their self-development.
Moreover, much previous research into SDL has decontextualised and depoliticalised this
phenomenon (Brookfield, 1993; Candy, 1991). In response, the current research considers the
influence of socio-political and socio-economic factors, including the ways these encourage

(or prevent) teachers from pursuing this form of learning. Most importantly, the study
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investigates the relationship between SDPD and teachers’ practice by investigating the impact

of one specific model of SDPD (i.e. self-directed VCoP via WhatsApp) on their practice.

It should be emphasised that the purpose of this research is not to undermine the role of
structured formal PD, which is capable of contributing to EFL teachers’ professional
development. Instead, it focuses on examining the potential of SDPD as an effective alternative
approach to teachers’ independent learning within the university EFL context. In addition, this
research seeks to raise teachers’ awareness of their critical role as ‘active learners’, including

the ways SDPD can enhance and sustain their professionality.

As noted above, this study is underpinned by interpretive philosophical assumptions and
therefore does not seek to problematise the current situation, but rather to emphasise
participants’ different experiences. It also considers the implications of the findings vis-a-vis
the context of EFL teachers in Saudi higher education institutions, along with teachers’ abilities
and needs. The aim of this study is to provide recommendations on how the implications can
inform the wider educational discussion of EFL teacher PD in higher education, both

practically and theoretically.

1.3 Research Questions

The research questions are as follows:

1. What is the nature of the SDPD initiatives pursued by EFL university teachers in a
Saudi university context?

2. What are the factors that contribute to the SDPD of EFL teachers in Saudi universities?

3. What are the underlying factors potentially hindering EFL teachers in Saudi universities

from pursuing SDPD?
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4. How does participating in a Virtual Community of Practice (VCoP) through a
‘WhatsApp group’, as a form of SDPD, relate to EFL university teachers’ teaching

practice?

1.4 Potential Significance of the Study and Contribution to Knowledge

I have established that little (if any) research has empirically examined the nature of SDPD
pursued by EFL university teachers (including its impact on their practice), particularly in
relation to the influence of socio-political and socio-economic factors in the Saudi context.
Thus, the significance of the current study lies in the originality of its contribution to several

areas of knowledge.

This study explores the nature of teachers’ SDPD in light of current theories of adult learning
(i.e. self-directed learning) deemed an appropriate subject of debate in relation to teacher
development. Kennedy (2014) argued that PD literature is “fragmented and under-theorised”
(p- 689) and called for holistic collaborative endeavours to enhance the understanding of
teachers’ professional learning, as well as creating an evidence based-platform capable of
informing policy and practice. This study will therefore contribute to the theorisation of an
otherwise unrecognised form of PD. Mushayikwa (2011) highlighted that the majority of
research into PD limits itself to the investigation and evaluation of formal, structured and other-
directed methods, rather than informal, self-directed and non or less-structured interventions.
Mushayikwa (ibid) also confirmed that an improved understanding of SDPD as a form of
informal PD can be gained through studying how it can take place. In response to
Mushayikwa’s critique, the mixed-methods stage of the current research would give insight
into teachers’ experiences of SDPD, including how they are influenced by the surrounding
context. In response to my observation that research into SDL tends to decontextualise and

depoliticalise this phenomenon (Brookfield, 1993; Candy, 1991), this study will identify the
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contextual factors both encouraging and preventing teachers from pursuing SDPD, particularly
in the absence of sufficient institutional support for teachers’ PD within the Saudi university
EFL context. It is thus hoped that this study will illuminate a comprehensive understanding of
SDPD in this context. In addition, it is anticipated that the discussion of the facilitators and
inhibitors of SDPD will inform policy and practice, as well as raising awareness of the

underlying factors potentially contributing to the effectiveness of teachers” SDPD.

Although language teachers require a very special form of professional learning, much
previous research into SDPD has been conducted within contexts other than EFL (Djatmiko,
2011; Govender, 2015; Lopes & Cunha, 2017; Mushayikwa, 2011; Porter, 2014; Weir, 2017).
In addition, little research has dealt with the other-directed formal PD of EFL teachers working
in Saudi higher education (Alasmari, 2016; Alshahrani, 2017; Assalahi, 2016; Farooq, 2016),
while little (if any) has been undertaken within the context of the SDPD of EFL university
teachers. This study will therefore enrich the knowledge base concerning SDPD in the EFL
context, particularly in relation to Saudi higher education. Moreover, the implications of the
above mentioned studies appear to be limited to policymakers, educators, and administrators
of the Ministry of Education, rather than being applicable to teachers themselves (Alghamdi
2015; Alshahrani, 2017; Althobaiti, 2012; Khan, 2011; Alharbi, 2011; Albahiri, 2011).
Therefore, the findings of the current study will also make a significant contribution to the
knowledge base of teachers, as well as those engaged in teacher development. This will thus

support the role of the EFL teacher within the university context.

The term ‘SDPD’ is relatively new and has not yet been widely employed in the literature.
Mushayikwa (2011) and Lopes and Cunha (2017) argued that little research has yet been made
into SDPD as an approach enhancing the practice of teachers. In response to these calls, I have

adopted a qualitative case study as the second stage of this research, in order to investigate the
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impact of a specific model of SDPD on EFL teacher practice. The current case study focuses
on establishing a deep insight into the nature of a self-directed VCoP via WhatsApp, as a model
of SDPD, in terms of its potential, limitations and (most importantly) the impact of EFL
teachers” VCoP on their teaching practice. Although a number of existing studies have
examined the use of WhatsApp as a learning tool, both within the Saudi context (Alenazi, 2017,
Alsolamy, 2017) and internationally (Cansoy, 2017; Hayward and Ward, 2018), none have
made an in-depth examination of the impact of WhatsApp as a self-directed VCoP on teaching
practice. Instead, they have focused on the effectiveness of WhatsApp as an online context for
teachers’ learning, including the type of knowledge produced and its potential and limitations
as an other-directed, rather than a self-directed, VCoP. These empirical studies have tended to
approach this aspect through content analysis (Alenazi, 2017; Cansoy, 2017). Therefore, this
case study will contribute to the body of literature into self-directed VCoP in the context of
EFL, as well as informing practice through offering significant implications and

recommendations.

Moreover, the significance of this study lies in raising awareness of the self-directed approach
in relation to teachers’ own learning, with the aim of promoting their autonomy, efficacy and
self-empowerment (Candy, 1991; Merriam, 2001; Mushayikwa & Lubben, 2009).
Accordingly, this will enable teachers to satisfy their professional needs and increase their

understanding of their abilities and roles when it comes to their own professional growth.
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1.5 Thesis Organization

This thesis is composed of nine chapters, as set out below:

Chapter One is an introductory chapter, outlining the problem and rationale of the study. In
addition, it highlights the study’s significance and defines the research aims, questions and

approach.

Chapter Two contextualises the study, through the introduction of background information
regarding the key aspects of the context of the research. Firstly, it gives an overview of Saudi
education system, including both general and higher education. Secondly, it provides an
overview of the status of English language teaching in universities in Saudi Arabia, including
a profile of EFL teachers. It concludes by describing PD for teachers in higher education with

a special emphasis on the PD of EFL teachers.

Chapter Three presents the stance of the current research, which informs the theoretical
framework of the study. This includes a critical discussion of the relevant literature focussing
on teachers’ SDPD in terms of conceptualisation, features and models. It also highlights the

importance of this approach vis-a-vis teacher professional learning.

Chapter Four outlines the theoretical and conceptual frameworks underpinning virtual
communities of practice (including WhatsApp as a medium of VCoP), along with a discussion

of the relevant literature.

Chapter Five discusses the paradigmatic stance underpinning the current study, including
justifying the choice of research methods. It also provides a detailed account of the participants,
alongside the research methodology, design and methods of data collection and analysis. In

addition, it discusses the ethical considerations adhered to throughout the research.
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Chapter Six presents and interprets the findings of the mixed-methods stage, focussing on the

data gathered by online questionnaires and semi-structured interviews.

Chapter Seven presents and interprets the findings of the case study, as derived from the data

gathered from online participant observation and semi-structured interviews.

Chapter Eight presents an in-depth discussion of the findings reported in chapters six and
seven, in light of the current literature, as well as the research questions and the context of the

current study.

Chapter Nine discusses the research contribution and its implications, as well as offering
recommendations for effective SDPD for EFL teachers, both in the international context and
that of Saudi Arabian universities. The chapter concludes by highlighting areas of further

research and presents a personal reflection upon my research journey.

1.6 Summary of the Chapter

This introductory chapter presented an overview of the subject of this research. It highlighted
the lack of PD required by EFL teachers working in Saudi universities. The chapter focussed
on the need to conduct the current study, in order to explore the nature of SDPD initiatives
undertaken by Saudi EFL university teachers. It further outlined the research problem and the
rationale for the current study, along with the purpose and the research methods, followed by
the significance of the research and its contribution to knowledge. Finally, it concluded by

providing a brief overview of the nine chapters that make up this thesis.
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Chapter 2: Context of the Study

2.1 Introduction

This chapter provides a detailed account of the context in which this study took place. At the
outset, in order to highlight the uniqueness of the higher education system in Saudi Arabia, an
overview is required for the reader who knows little about the Saudi education system (general
education and higher education). This is followed by a brief description of public and private
higher education institutions. Subsequently, the place of English Language Teaching (ELT) in
Saudi Arabia is discussed, with a particular focus on teaching English within higher education.
Special attention is also paid to the profiles of EFL teachers in higher education. This chapter
concludes by giving an overview of PD for teachers in Saudi Arabia in general, with an

emphasis on PD for EFL teachers in higher education, highlighting current limitations.
2.2 Background to the General Education System in Saudi Arabia

The structure of the education system in Saudi Arabia is divided into: general education and
higher education. In Saudi Arabia, the Supreme Committee for Education, headed by the king
— the highest authority on the educational ladder — is in charge of passing legislation and
establishing broad guidelines for all types of education (Alshahrani, 2016). The Ministry of
Education (MoE) chiefly oversees both the general and higher education systems. General
education is funded by the government and is thus free for all students, including non-Saudis.
It comprises four levels of pre-university education: (1) pre-primary education, (2) primary
education, (3) intermediate education and (4) secondary education. It is noteworthy that pre-
primary education (kindergarten), offered to children aged three to five years, is optional. Thus,
children at the age of six can enrol in compulsory primary school without undertaking pre-

primary education (MoE, 2019).
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In 2010, a new project was launched by King Abdullah for General Education Development
(GED). Since then, a wide range of schools across the country have been chosen to implement
this project. Now, teachers have to have a satisfactory level of professionality to meet the
requirements of this project, which has led the MoE to establish a number of PD centres across
the country to develop teachers professionally, including EFL teachers. In spite of all these
notable attempts to improve the status of PD within Saudi general education, all these
initiatives are still considered to be in their early stages and thus require further efforts for

significant development (Mansour, Heba, Alshamrani, & Aldahmash, 2014).

2.3 Background to the Higher Education System in Saudi Arabia

In order to sustain creating a more professional and educated generation, the Saudi government
has made great efforts to set principles and guidelines for higher education. Indeed, being the
largest oil-rich country in the Middle East with an oil-dependent economy has led to the
domination of government-funded higher education institutions. This, in fact, reflects the
largest amount of public expenditure that has been allocated to these institutions (Barnawi &
Alhawsawi, 2017). Accordingly, many tertiary institutes and public universities were opened
across the country. In spite of the dominance of public higher-education institutions, private
institutions also exist. However, public universities and institutes outnumber private ones
(MoE, 2019). Yet, with the current rapid political and economic changes taking place in the
country since the coronation of King Salman bin Abdulaziz and the launch of the Saudi
National Transformation Programme (SNTP!) in 2016, the government is working on changing
the country from being economically oil-dependent to non-oil-dependent through diversifying

its economic resources. This has resulted in the government reducing the governmental

! SNTP is an economic plan set out by the government to achieve governmental operational excellence as part

of achieving the Saudi 2030 vision.
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expenditure on higher education and transform it to be self-funded (2030 vision, 2019). To
achieve this aim, plans have been developed to privatise Saudi public universities by changing
current bureaucratic systems to more autonomous ones. Although these plans are still in the
preparation phase, they will be implemented in the foreseeable future. Privatising and
autonomizing universities, according to Alkhraif (2018), would create a competitive
educational environment where each university seeks to (1) achieve international excellence;
(2) provide (unique/ advanced) high-quality programmes; (3) attract international students; (4)
attract international competencies (i.e. highly qualified members to work in the universities or
take part in their research projects); (5) form international partnerships; and (6) develop their
self-funded resources. By achieving these aims, it is hoped that the quality and output of public

higher education institutions will improve.

2.3.1 Process of Enrolling in Higher Education

The process of enrolling in higher education in Saudi Arabia is rigid and predetermined for all
students. After completing their secondary education, students are encouraged to attend
university (public or private). In either case, they can apply according to the level of their GPA,
SAAT and GAT results in secondary school and some placement tests, administered by the
university, for the speciality they want. Since the reform of the education system by King
Abdullah in 2010, all undergraduates have had to study and pass a foundation-year programme.
This programme was established to offer intensive English courses, focusing on teaching basic
English-language skills to all students, regardless of their major. Given this situation, all
undergraduates must study English and make sufficient progress during their first year of the
university to get accepted for the major they chose. This requires providing ELT of high
quality. The MoE does therefore pay particular attention to improving the quality of higher

education by developing new polices to satisfy the requirements of the workforce and keep up
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with the world’s leading higher-education institutions. (Barnawi & Alhawsawi, 2017) (this will

be discussed further in section 2.4).

It is acknowledged that the higher-education sector has recently witnessed unprecedented
educational reforms, resulting in an unparalleled expansion of higher-education institutions.
Given this, to date, high ratios of staff and students enrolment have been recorded, as well as a
huge number of campuses being planned (Habbash, 2012). According to recent reports by the
MOoE, in the last two decades, 25 public universities and 15 private universities were founded,
which reflects the educational revolution in the country. This revolution was a consequence of
the sustained efforts made by both the government and private sectors to improve higher
education (MoE, 2019). Comparing the situation in the present day to 50 years ago, an
unprecedented jump is noticed, not only in infrastructure and an expanding generation of
educated young people, but also in intellectual capacity. To explain, the supreme authority in
higher education has taken further steps to improve the entire sector intellectually by granting
Saudi nationals full-scholarship opportunities to complete their post-graduate studies in the
best universities around the world. A good example of this is the King Abdullah Scholarship
Programme, which was launched by a royal decree in 2005. The programme has in fact paved
the way for young Saudis to attend the world’s leading academic institutions. Another crucial
step is granting all Saudi faculty members full scholarships to complete their postgraduate
studies abroad. Being a Saudi faculty member, I was one of those who took the opportunity
and went overseas, to the UK, to pursue my PhD in Education. Despite all of these efforts,
there is still a consensus that further improvement is needed in the areas of research in higher
education and the PD of staff members (Alsagri & Almohaimed 2017; Assalahi, 2016; Khan,

2011).

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 32



2.3.2 Public Universities in Saudi Higher Education

Unlike the case in most developed countries, where undergraduate and postgraduate
programmes are not free and can be quite expensive, in Saudi Arabia, public higher education
institutions, including universities, are typically provided free of charge for Saudis; thus, the
rate of those who apply to go to university is very high, According to a recent report by the
Saudi Press Agency (2019, Jane), more than 87 per cent of high school graduates will be
accepted by public higher education institutions in 2019. This reflects the government’s
keenness to educate young Saudis by offering them the opportunity to have a university
education. The main aim of this support from the government is to prepare and produce a more
qualified and professional generation (MoE, 2019). In consequence, a wide range of higher
education institutions have been established to accomplish these goals. While these institutions
vary in the capacity, potential and range of programmes provided (e.g. either offering both
under and postgraduate programmes, or undergraduate programmes only, as is the case for
newly established universities), they all strive to achieve the same goals, i.e. providing quality

education and assisting students to obtain high-level academic degrees in various fields.

It is important to note that all of these universities adhere to the regulations issued by the Higher
Education Council for Universities in Saudi Arabia. In a novel attempt to decentralise higher
education to some extent, major plans have been prepared but are still under review to privatise
public institutions and allow each of them to enjoy academic, administrative and financial

autonomy (MoE, 2019; Vision 2030, 2019).

As mentioned above, it is worth noting that enrolling in a public university for free requires the
student to be a Saudi national. As an instance of government support to public universities,
students at these universities are offered a monthly salary of around £234. On the other hand,

non-Saudi students can enrol in public universities under two conditions: (1) for free if they
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are granted local scholarships; or (2) paid in case they do not have scholarships.

2.3.3 Private Universities in Saudi Higher Education

Private universities are educational institutions, funded by the private sector, that aim to
contribute to higher education through providing high-quality education programmes.
Moreover, private institutions enjoy administrative autonomy, i.e. the absence of external
control over internal authorities as seen in the case of public universities. This, according to
Baharmz (1999), contributes to the success and innovation of these institutions. Although they
enjoy financial, academic and administrative autonomy, they are meant to be in alignment with
the general orientation and guidelines set by the government. The aim of these institutions is
to (1) support the higher-education sector without placing further financial pressure on the
government; (2) support public universities through easing the pressure, raising their efficiency
and creating strong competition that drives them to improve their performance. Being private,
Saudis or non-Saudis, have to pay similar tuition fees and are subject to the same entry
standards. As these institutions primarily depend on students’ tuition fees as part of their
financial resources, they tend to offer very high-quality education to attract more students

(Baharmz, 1999; MoE, 2019).

2.4 Place of English Language Teaching in Saudi Higher Education

To meet the requirements of globalised markets, English Language Teaching (ELT) receives
special attention within Saudi higher education. Moreover, although the MoE strives to
preserve the place of Arabic as the main language of instruction, a growing trend towards using
English as a medium of instruction by higher education institutions is noticed. This is because
Saudi undergraduates have been found to lack communicative skills in English when joining

industry (Phan & Barnawi, 2016). In other words, local businesses complain that Saudi higher
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education institutions produce manpower with low English language proficiency, which forces

them to hire non-Saudi workers who are more proficient in English.

In response, the MoE has made several attempts to promote ELT and enhance the linguistic
communicative competence of Saudi undergraduates. First, English is endorsed as a
compulsory subject in all programmes offered by Saudi universities. Second, the Foundation-
Year Programme (intensive English courses) was designed to prepare students and enhance
their English proficiency enough to enrol for significant majors, especially those that require
extensive use of English. Another programme was launched by the MoE in 2015; called
‘Education of Career’, aiming to teach particular specialised English courses, such as English
for Academic Purposes, English for Specific Purposes and English for Occupational Purposes
(Barnawi & Alhawsawi, 2017, p. 200). In addition to these attempts, Barnawi & Alhawsawi

(2017) mention that the MoE contributes to promoting ELT:

[...] by encouraging local higher education (HE) institutions to enter into partnerships
with overseas universities, by positing English as a fundamental tool for academic
knowledge production and dissemination, by adopting international curricula in both
public and HE sectors, by opening branch campuses, by offering joint programmes, and

by franchising international programs to local people. (pp. 200-201).

As can be seen, all of these reforms and projects are meant to enhance the standing of ELT in
higher education, showing the importance of English in higher education and indicating the

huge efforts made by the government in this domain.

2.4.1 Profile of EFL Teachers in Saudi Higher Education

As English is widely used as a medium of instruction and taught as a compulsory subject in

almost all higher-education institutions, there has been a growing need, as never before, for
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qualified EFL teachers. In fact, this compelling need initially led to recruiting non-Saudi EFL
teachers in most of these universities to deal with the shortage of Saudi EFL teachers in higher
education. The majority of foreign EFL teachers were either English native speakers or non-
native English speakers, from Pakistan, India, and some Arab countries (Khan, 2011).
However, recruiting foreigners was subject to some strict conditions, e.g. considering their

qualifications, professionalism and age.

In general, the employment of EFL university teachers differs according to whether one is a
Saudi national or not. While the recruitment of Saudi EFL teachers is subject to the regulations
and policies of the Ministry of Civil Service (MCS), non-Saudi EFL teachers are hired with
annual contracts according to regulations and policies in the latest version of the ‘Regulations
of The Higher Education Council and Universities’, issued by The Higher Education Council
of Universities in 2007. However, no clear regulations are officially issued for recruiting Saudi
EFL teachers other than the general terms for hiring university faculty members in general.

Alenazi (2014) investigated this matter and states that:

I have enquired at the Ministry of Higher Education as well as consulted its website
(www.mohe.gov.sa), and have also made enquiries of two universities (King Saud
University and Alqgassim University) and of many members of the Recruiting
Committees (henceforth RCs), who are the real decision-makers when it comes to hiring
EFL teachers. No written regulations besides the ones referred to above are available, if
they exist. To my surprise, a number of recruitment committee members did not know

that these written regulations existed. (p. 7)

From my experience, the process of recruiting faculty members in Saudi universities follows a
set of official procedures and goes through multiple stages. As mentioned above, although non-

Saudi candidates must satisfy certain requirements, no strict conditions are placed on Saudi
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candidates. The only prerequisite for Saudis to be EFL teachers is to have a degree with a high
GPA in any English-related major (e.g. education, translation, applied linguistics, English
literature). The minimum qualification required to apply is a bachelor’s degree. If candidates
satisfy this requirement, they can move forward to the next stage and take a written test; once
they pass, they may have an oral interview to determine their suitability for the job. In the final
stage, members of the college council decide whether to approve applications or not based on
the points obtained by each candidate. It is worth noting that the College Council is the highest
authority that can select and approve recruitment applications in accordance with the guidelines
and policies set by the Supreme University Council based on the regulations issued by The

Higher Education Council of Universities in 2007.

It is important to note that by implementing the educational reforms, a new policy was issued
by the Ministry of Labour called ‘Saudisation of the workforce’, which is based on replacing
non-Saudi workers, including teachers, with Saudi ones in both government and private
sectors. Fortunately, by the time this policy was introduced, a considerable number of Saudis
with bachelor’s and master’s degrees in English, with excellent grades from top institutions,
were there to take the jobs. These, in addition to postgraduates (MA and PhD holders) from
the King Abdullah Scholarship Programme, from the world’s top universities, have contributed

greatly to meeting the shortage of Saudi EFL university teachers.

Although having Saudi EFL university teachers in all Saudi public universities is a necessary
and forward strategy, not all of them are fully qualified to teach English (Khan, 2011). What
has made the situation challenging, from my point of view, is the new policy of ‘Saudisation’.
This policy has in fact led university administrations to stop renewing huge numbers of
contracts of foreign qualified EFL teachers, lecturers and professors and replacing them with

Saudi ones (Alsounaidi, 2002). Although these kinds of reforms are nationally beneficial, I
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think it would be more practical if they were applied gradually or within a certain range, and
at least find a better way to prepare new teachers. Alabbad (2009) mentions in his research that
this situation has led universities to hire some unqualified Saudi teachers. What he means by

unqualified is teachers who lack TESOL knowledge and experience.

Having Saudi faculty members with reputable degrees is a great achievement of the latest
educational reforms; however, at the same time, it poses a serious problem since most of the
EFL teachers who teach English courses in the language programmes offered by English
departments, e.g. diploma programmes, the Foundation-Year Programme and English
bachelor-degree programmes, do not necessarily specialise in TESOL. From my experience as
an EFL teacher, those who have graduated with a degree in English literature or translation
lack TESOL content and pedagogical knowledge, since they have never studied TESOL
teaching methods. Consequently, such teachers are teaching in the way they were taught. Thus,
the absence of any theoretical and practical understanding of English teaching results in
ineffective teaching, which, in turn, affects the output of these language programmes (Khan,

2011).

On the whole, the lack of professional teachers directly affects the quality of ELT in Saudi
higher education (Khan, 2011). Therefore, I believe that the only way to address this existing
problem is by facilitating effective PD approaches for all EFL university teachers, which have

to be compatible with their current needs and abilities.

2.5 Background to PD for Teachers in Saudi Higher Education

With the increasing demand for competent English language users, having high-quality English
education in Saudi Arabia becomes more necessary than ever before (Barnawi & Phan, 2014).

Given that the Saudi education system is still centralised, the education of teachers is dictated
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by the Ministry of Education. That said, this is not to state that PD is not available in Saudi
universities context. In fact, being a staff member in one Saudi university, [ have received some
structured PD workshops, but these are entirely aimed to generic skills objectives instead of

addressing teachers’ needs according to their disciplines.

When looking at the current literature, I found very little research about the PD of EFL
university teachers. Research into PD is comparatively recent within Saudi higher education
(Mansour et al., 2014). The existence of PD programmes and the attempts made to encourage
such programmes in the higher-education sector (universities) lag behind those designed for
schoolteachers in general education. On reviewing the existing literature, I found that most of
the research undertaken in this area has focused on the development of schoolteachers, and
only a few studies (to the best of my knowledge) have examined the PD of EFL university
teachers. The studies conducted by Alasmari (2016), Alshahrani (2017), Assalahi (2016) and
Farooq (2016), concerning one approach to EFL university teachers’ PD, which is a formal
institutional other-directed approach. Given this situation, it becomes apparent that Saudi EFL
university teachers need to explore other methods and approaches, which is the intention of the

current study (this will be discussed further in Section 3.3.3).

2.5.1 Aims of PD in Saudi Public Education

To improve the quality of teaching and boost teachers’ professional development, an
educational reform project called the King Abdullah Project for the Development of Public
Education ‘Tatweer’ was launched in 2012. Since then, the MoE has established several
training centres and set out some broad aims for its programmes to achieve. First is bridging
the gap between teacher pre-service training and actual teaching practices. Second is enabling
teachers to gain the necessary experience and knowledge regarding new educational trends and

approaches to teaching. Third is enhancing teachers’ creativity through continuous evaluation
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of their skills. Fourth is supporting teachers through providing them with the required

consultation they need. Last is encouraging teachers’ productivity.

2.5.2 PD for EFL Teachers in Saudi Higher Education

To enhance the quality of EFL teaching and learning in higher education institutions, English
departments in Saudi universities are becoming more enthusiastic to improve the quality of
their output. Thus, they often make their faculty members take advantage of the existing PD
opportunities in order to maximise the quality level of teaching in these institutions. However,
looking at the available institutional PD opportunities for EFL teachers, most of them are
dedicated to mainstream school EFL teachers, and a few are designed for EFL university
teachers. In spite of this, little is known about the nature of PD for EFL teachers in the Saudi
higher-education context, which thus requires further investigation (Alshahrani, 2017,

Assalahi, 2016).

Furthermore, to satisfy the requirements of the local workforce’s needs and achieve the
policymakers’ objective of attaining all-round quality, a number of initiatives have been
introduced by the MoE to provide a professional atmosphere for university teachers to develop
professionally. For example, it has increased the funding for PD and encourages all public
universities to establish ‘quality and development’ deanships, departments and centres to
regularly evaluate the professional status of university teachers and provide various PD
opportunities for all university academic staff members. On the one hand, Khan (2011) states
that a number of universities have taken advantage of this support by inviting international
professional experts to deliver some workshops and train university teachers. In addition,
public universities have started allowing faculty members to attend advanced PD courses and
conferences abroad. However, from my experience, when I applied to attend a PD course

abroad, 1 found that such opportunities are limited to Saudi professors and senior lecturers,
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which means that language teachers, teaching assistants and lecturers are not able to benefit
from this initiative. On the other hand, regarding the local PD provided internally to university
teachers in the form of PD workshops and seminars which are general in scope and content, I
have not attended such a workshop, or a programme designed specifically for EFL teachers.
Hence, although all these initiatives are noted and appreciated, a special attention has to be

given to the PD of EFL teachers in this context.

So, in order to describe the context of PD for EFL teachers in higher education, I consulted the
official websites of the MoE and some public universities, as well as previous research.
Unfortunately, I did not find sufficient information to represent the types of PD offered to, or
developed by, EFL teachers in Saudi universities (Alasmari, 2016; Alghamdi & Li Li, 2011;
Althobaiti, 2012; Assalahi, 2016; Khan, 2011). Accordingly, no studies, to the best of my
knowledge, have investigated the nature of SDPD pursued by EFL teachers, as an alternative
approach to PD in the Saudi university context, in order to develop their teaching practice.
Therefore, investigating PD within EFL context becomes an utmost necessity against the
background outlined in this chapter. In that, the failure of the existing institutional PD
programmes to address the specific needs of EFL university teachers; i.e. TESOL content and
pedagogical knowledge, engendered the need for exploring alternative approaches to PD
employed by EFL university teachers. This was particularly, highlighted by Assalahi (2016)
claiming that although SDPD is considered an effective form of PD, he believed that it has no
strong foreground to flourish in this context due to the centralisation of Saudi university system
and the culture of compliance. It is to be noted that Assalahi (2016) did not explore the use of
SDPD amongst his participants, but the generation of data revealed little evidence on the use
of SDPD by few participants. Given his focus on structured PD, he did not draw conclusive
arguments on the importance of SDPD for EFL university teachers. Therefore, further
exploration of this approach to PD is required and of a particular significance to the context of
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this study.

2.6 Summary of the Chapter

This chapter has delineated pivotal aspects vis-a-vis the immediate context of the current study.
This chapter has also attempted to provide a comprehensive account of the higher-education
system, ELT and EFL teachers’ PD within higher education in Saudi Arabia. A detailed
discussion of the theoretical framework along with previous research on SDPD is presented in

the next chapter.
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Chapter 3:

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review of SDPD

3.1 Introduction

In the first section of this chapter, I aim to establish the theoretical and conceptual framework
that underpins this study; namely to explain how self-directed professional development SDPD
is informed by adult learning theories. Since little is known about the use of adult learning
theories in teacher professional development (TPD), the overarching themes within this body
of literature will demonstrate the need for a professional development (PD) that supports
teachers as adult learners. Initially, this chapter starts with a discussion of the three major adult
learning theories, with a special emphasis on self-directed learning (SDL), being the main
theoretical framework underpinning this thesis as it promotes teacher autonomy and agency in
PD. This will be followed by a brief discussion of its assumptions, dimensions, and its relation
to TPD. In the second section, a brief discussion of professional development will be presented,
including a review of research on PD in TESOL in the Saudi higher education context. In the
last section, I provide a conceptualisation to SDPD to establish a linkage between SDL and
other related concepts, such as teacher autonomy, teacher self-empowerment, teacher efficacy,
and teacher professional identity to ground the study in appropriate literature. To meet these
objectives, I will review previous work that has explored the concept of SDPD in the field of
education. In that, the overall aim of this chapter is to examine the concept of SDPD through

the lens of SDL.
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3.2 Adult Learning Theories

Adult learning theories have contributed to our understanding of how and why adults learn.
The first contributions to this field, according to Caffarella (1993, p. 27), were influenced by
the work of “Houle (1961), Tough (1967, 1979) and Knowles (1975, 1980).” Conceptualising
adult learning, a variety of theories and related concepts have emerged and flourished in the
last century, such as andragogy, transformational learning theory (TLT), and self-directed
learning (SDL) (Merriam, 2001). The term andragogy was proposed by Malcolm Knowles
(1968), as opposed to pedagogy, to label ‘adult learning” and distinguish it from child schooling
(Merriam, 2001). Knowles (1980) defines andragogy as “the art and science of helping adults
learn” (p. 43). Steinke (2012) states that “andragogy explains what needs to be taken into
consideration when teaching adults” (p. 55). Knowles (1973) suggests six major assumptions
of andragogy: (1) learner autonomy and self-directedness; (2) understanding the motive behind
why and what to learn; (3) valuable previous experiences of the learner; (4) readiness for
developmental tasks to evolve with social roles; (5) immediate interest in applying what was
learned; and (6) the responsive aspect of both internal and external motivators. However, some
scholars claim that these characteristics are not confined to adult learners and can be found also
in some young learners. Merriam, Mott and Lee (1996) contend that some young learners may
possess some of these characteristics, such as independence or being internally motivated to
learn. This counter argument led Knowles (1980) to shifting the criterion of distinguishing
between the two approaches of learning to the nature of the learner, being either self-directed

or teacher-directed (Marriam, 2001, p. 6).

The debate around ‘andragogy’ as a theory of adult learning has attracted significant attention.
In essence, opponents and supporters for this notion started a discussion around its validity as

a theory or a merely set of principles about adult learning. Andragogy has been categorised by
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Davenport and Davenport (1985) under different labels, such as a theory of adult learning,
theory of adult education, theory of technology of adult education and method, a technique, or
a set of assumptions about adult education. However, Hartree (1984) rejects the idea of
andragogy as a theory and Knowles (1989) agrees that “andragogy is less a theory of adult
learning than a model of assumptions about learning or a conceptual framework that serves as

a basis for an emergent theory” (as cited in Merriam, 2001, p. 5).

Another influential theory of adult learning is the transformational learning theory, developed
by Jack Mezirow (1991). This theory emphasises the social constructivist nature of adult
learning, constructivism being “an orientation which holds that the way learners interpret and
reinterpret their sense experience is central to making meaning and hence learning” (Mezirow,
1994, p. 222). This theory indicates that adult learners learn and construct knowledge (i.e.
change their thinking, beliefs or behavioural practices) due to engaging in critical reflection on
their learning experiences, which takes place in a social context, leading to their transformation.
Linking transformational theory to SDL, Caffarella (2000) argues that one goal of SDL is to
foster transformational learning. However, in the current study, I adopt SDL, being influenced
by the assumptions of andragogy and leading transformational learning, as the main theoretical
framework to contribute to the understanding of SDPD, which will be discussed in detail later

in this chapter (see Section 3.2.4).

3.2.1 Self-Directed Learning (SDL)

SDL is one of the most influential theories of adult learning. However, it is not confined to
adults but can also be observed in young learners (Merriam, 2001). Knowles (1975) perceives
that adult learning must go beyond the transmission of knowledge to help adult learners in
directing their own learning, thus assuming that, as adults grow, so too does their capacity and

need to be self-directed. Therefore, instead of being directed or taught by others, as is the case
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for passive learners in pedagogical learning settings, self-directed learners are fully involved
and have the ability to identify their defects and what they need to learn. Consequently, they
work independently to improve their competencies or develop new skills. SDL was developed
after the failure of andragogy to stand as a theory contrasted with pedagogy to distinguish adult
learning from young learning. This contrast was based on the assumption of motivation being
linked to or determined by age, which was later critiqued on the grounds that there are some
young learners who are independent and motivated by curiosity to learn, while there are some
adult learners who are dependent on others to structure and motivate their learning (Merriam,
2001). Responding to this criticism, Knowles (1975) shifted the focus from age to the

characteristics of the learner as being self-directed or other-directed.

According to Candy (1991), SDL is assumed to be the approach of learning most commonly
pursued by adults throughout their lives, which I argue to be true. In addition, when people
receive insufficient formal learning, as is the case for teachers in this study, SDL is presumed
to be the most prominent method to supplement their learning (Smith, 2017). Above all,
Mezirow (1985) argues that SDL is an orientation that raises people’s awareness of the idea
that they are the originators of their own thinking and feeling, which, in my view, reflects the

essence and uniqueness of this theory and all other concepts informed by it.

Research into SDL flourished from the early 1980s to the end of the 1990s; then, the interest
of research in this area diminished through shifting the focus to other areas, such as
transformational and critical learning, and the socio-political context of adult learning
(Merriam, 2001, p.1). On the other hand, during the last two decades, research on teacher
development vis-a-vis adult learning has increased, which perhaps reflects a paradigm shift in

approaches to PD. However, there is little empirical research pertaining to the use of self-
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directed learning theory in teacher professional development (TPD); thus, it is hoped that this

study will contribute to this body of literature.

Although a number of adult learning researchers have investigated SDL, highlighting its
potentiality, Brookfield (1984, 1993), the first scholar to interpret the critical and political
aspects of SDL, criticised adult educators for depoliticising and decontextualising the concept
of SDL by ignoring the critical influence of culture and social structures. Brookfield (1993)
emphasised that SDL carries two political dimensions: control and power. Here, Brookfield
(1993) conceives SDL from a critical perspective, where it affords the learner with full control
over their learning, empowering them. These critical features appear to be absent from other
types of learning, particularly those based on transmission approaches. Thus, SDL can be seen

as an effective approach to learning that appreciates the primary agency of the learner.

3.2.2 Definitions of Self-Directed Learning

As the concept of SDL continues to evolve, it appears to be impossible to capture the essence
of the concept in a single absolute definition. Jarvis (1992) points out that, although the term
SDL occurs frequently in the adult education literature, “it lacks a precise definition” (p. 130).
Thus, I will review the existing definitions to present a comprehensive description of what is

meant by SDL in this study.

Approaching the multifaceted construct of SDL from different perspectives has resulted in a
variety of terms, such as self-education, self-instruction, independent study, individual study,
self-teaching, and self-directed learning (Kerka, 1999; Glickman Gordon, & Ross-Gordon,
2010; Manning, 2007). However, this study is interested in the concept of SDL, which Knowles
(1975) defines as “a process in which individuals take the initiative without the help of others

in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating goals, identifying human and material
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resources, and evaluating learning outcomes” (p. 18). Another definition of SDL was provided
by Kerka (1999), who relates the concept to the characteristics of the learner as being an
“autonomous, independent individual who chooses to undertake learning for personal growth”
(p- 1). In this study, however, I have adopted Porter’s (2014) comprehensive definition, which
encompasses both the SDL as a process and in relation to the characteristics of the self-directed

learner. He puts it as:

a purposely chosen and consciously engaged self-initiated learning in which the learner
assumes primary responsibility and control in identifying learning goals; choosing and
planning the learning resources and activities; carrying out and managing the learning,
including determining where and when to learn as well as the pace, sequence, and depth

of the learning; and evaluating the learning experiences. (p. 16—-17)

Porter’s definition clearly captures all principles of SDL, in which the self-directed learner is
viewed as a proactive actor that recognises, decides, plans, implements, and evaluates the entire
learning process. As indicated above, it is necessary to highlight that the assumptions of SDL

are influenced by the principles of andragogy (Merriam, 2001), which will be discussed below.

3.2.3 Assumptions of Self-Directed Learning

To establish a theoretical understanding of SDL and, accordingly, SDPD, it is necessary to first
introduce the assumptions underpinning SDL. These are: being influenced by the principles of
andragogy, self-direction, and learner autonomy; and being goal-oriented, problem-centred,

knowledge-based, and driven by internal motivation.

3.2.3.1 Self-direction

From a psychological perspective, Knowles (1975) insists that adult learners have a profound

need to be self-directed, stating that “as the human grows, his or her self-concept tends to shift
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from being fully dependent on others to be more self-directed as an essential sign of maturing”
(p- 84). Merriam (2001) supports Knowles’ argument, indicating that, provided adults can
manage their own lives, they are capable of managing their own learning. It is important to
highlight that the independent self-concept found in the adult learner can direct adult learning
in terms of orientation, content, and pace. Candy (1991) refers to self-direction as ‘“the
independent pursuit of learning without formal institutional structures” (p. 441). Although SDL
is mostly performed without institutional support, such support is recommended for the
sustainability of SDL (Brockett and Hiemstra, 2018). However, it is worth noting that
occasionally, adult learners may lack self-directedness, for example where they are new to the
work environment, or exist in an environment where they do not need to take responsibility for
their learning (Steinke, 2012). Nevertheless, research into teachers’ professional learning has
suggested that self-direction is perhaps the predominant trait that motivates teachers to take the

lead in their own learning (Lopes & Cunha, 2017; Porter, 2014; Smith, 2017; Steinke, 2012).

As part of being self-directed is the ability to be selective, this trait could simply demonstrate
the increasing individual differences among learners. Manning (2007) has argued that, as
people’s age increases, their individual differences also appear to increase. Unlike young
learners, adults perform better and prefer to engage in the type of learning that they choose for
themselves (Zepeda, Parylo & Bengtson, 2014). In agreement with this, Illeris (2004) clarifies
that “adults best learn what they find subjectively meaningful, either because it is something
they want to learn or because it is something they experience as important or necessary for
them to learn” (p. 227), a view with which I agree, as an adult learner. Thus, selecting the
context, content, method, and duration of learning are examples of the selective decisions adult

learners can make.
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3.2.3.2. Learner Autonomy

SDL promotes the primary responsibility of the learner. In this context, the autonomy of the
learner refers to “the independence and the will to learn” (Chene, 1983, p. 38). While Knowles
(1975, 1980) assumes that most adults are autonomous learners, Caffarella (1993) highlights
that self-directed learners prefer to control their own learning rather than be controlled by
others. This indicates that autonomy is more related to self-directed learners than adult learners
as not all adult learners are autonomous and self-directed, particularly those who are

accustomed to being ‘fed’ information and knowledge (Steinke, 2012).

When adult learners take charge of their own learning, this entails taking all decisions
concerning each strand of the learning process (Little, 2009). More specifically, autonomous
learners assume primary responsibility for designing, implementing, and evaluating their
learning endeavours (Caffarella, 1993). From a critical perspective, autonomy implies that
adult learners are agents of their own learning; thus, autonomy is closely relevant to self-
direction in learning and these concepts are sometimes referred to interchangeably within the

educational context (Brookfield, 1993; Chene, 1983).

It has been argued that having full responsibility for learning leads to greater success in

learning; Knowles (1993) explains that:

one immediate reason [for this] is that there is convincing evidence that people who take
the initiative in learning (proactive learners) learn more things, and learn better, than do

people who sit at the feet of teachers passively waiting to be taught (reactive learners).

(p. 21).

However, although research has acknowledged that the success of learning depends primarily

on oneself rather than on others (Caffarella, 1993; Little & Dam, 1998), in certain
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circumstances, adults may need others to direct their learning (Knowles, 1984), though this

does not seem to contradict the fact that learner autonomy contributes to success in learning.

3.2.3.3 Problem-centred/Goal-oriented

Adult learners tend to be goal-oriented through addressing existing problems or developing
new skills to enhance their performance when needed. Knowles (1975) assumes that SDL is
naturally problem-centred and goal-oriented. However, this may not be true for every adult
learner. This assumption (that learning is undertaken to solve an existing problem or achieve a
goal), in my view, represents a trigger for learning. In agreement with this, MacKeracher
(2004) explains that the desire to address real-life problems is what drives adult internal

motivation. This reveals how SDL assumptions are interrelated.

Furthermore, Knowles (1980) claims that SDL is life-task centred, demonstrating a tendency
to change social roles, stating that “self-directed learning assumes the learner’s readiness to
learn what is required to respond to his or her social life demands.” (p. 84). As a result of being
goal-oriented, Knowles (1980) argues that self-directed learners are attentive to the immediate
application of knowledge. From my experience as an EFL ‘self-directed teacher’, I tend to
apply what I have learned immediately in my classroom. Moreover, what drives me to learn is
often the desire to achieve personal professional goals, such as improving teaching practices,

differentiating teaching styles, and solving teaching problems.

3.2.3.4 Experience/Knowledge-based

In the field of adult learning, there is a consensus that learners’ existing experiences and
knowledge constitute a fundamental source of learning (Caffarella, 1993; Knowles, 1975,
1980, MacKeracher, 2004; Smith, 2017). Indeed, Knowles (1980) emphasises that “self-

directed learning values individuals’ previous experience for further learning” (p. 84). The
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strength of this reservoir of knowledge and experience is twofold: it enables the learner to
utilise previous knowledge to understand the new, or to use a former experience as motivation
to address an existing problem and learn more about it. This indicates that adults are motivated
to think/reflect while learning in light of their existing expertise and previous experience.
Therefore, adult learning should be based on past experiences, knowledge, and practices.
However, Knowles (1980) acknowledges that on certain occasions, learners’ experiences
might not be relevant, especially when the learner has no past experience in ‘the subject matter’
or when the learner is motivated by external factors to conduct learning. From my own
experience, [ have found that my previous knowledge and experience not only motivated me
to learn, but also facilitated my learning and understanding of new knowledge through drawing

links between what I learn and what I practise in the classroom.

3.2.3.5 Intrinsic Motivation

Motivation plays a critical role in both initiating and sustaining individual efforts towards
learning and achieving cognitive goals (Garrison, 1997). Garrison (ibid.) further explains that
motivation contributes to the success of learning. Whether SDL is driven by internal or external
motivation is a matter of debate among SDL scholars. Unlike young learners, Knowles (1975),
Marriam (2001) and Manning (2007) emphasise that self-directed learners are mostly internally
rather than externally motivated to pursue learning; there may be an external stimulus for
learning, yet the primary motive is the individual themself. Knowles et al. (2005, as cited in
Merriam, et al., 2007) stress that “intrinsic motivation is more effective than extrinsic
motivation” (p. 84). On the other hand, Kerka (1999) emphasises the importance of external
motivation from the context and argues that SDL is not only driven by internal motivation but
also by external motivation, as in the case of collaborative SDL. Supporting this view, Lopes

and Cunha (2017) argue that internal motivation may not be enough for self-directed learners,
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particularly when learning takes place over a long period of time; thus, external motivation

from the surrounding context is required to maintain learning efforts.

Knowles et al. (2005) argue that success, value, volition, and enjoyment represent key
motivating factors for adult learners. Looking at this from the perspective of teacher’s
development indicates that, for as long as teachers have constantly emerging and evolving
needs and interests, they will remain consistently motivated and will perform better in their
own learning. Similarly, AL-Ghatrifi (2016) insists that the strong link between teacher’s needs
and their desires to meet these needs shapes their PD. From my own experience, I agree with
AL-Ghatrifi’s (2016) argument that the need to improve my teaching practices, enhance my
students’ learning, and develop my professional identity constitute internal triggers to pursue
SDPD. Hull (2015) argues that although teacher motivation is deemed essential and is a
challenge related to the quality of teaching, little has been written about it. Thus, in this thesis,
I attempt to contribute to the literature through highlighting the role of teacher motivation in

their SDPD.

Now that I have discussed the assumptions that underpins SDL, I move to present the

dimensions of SDL and how it relates to this study.

3.2.4 Dimensions of Self-Directed Learning

The huge focus given to the individualistic approach of SDL has led researchers to recognise
the effect of social context through considering the collective ideology of SDL. The enquiry
into whether SDL is an individual or collective approach has attracted much scholarly attention.
While Brookfield (1984) criticises the focus of research on the individualistic ideology of SDL
and its ignorance of the social context, Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) and Caffarella (1993)

indicate that the trait of self-direction in learning does not necessarily isolate the learner from
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surrounding resources. Rather, learners often seek the assistance of others, directly or
indirectly, either in the form of people, such as colleagues, experts and family members; or
materials, such as books, videotapes and magazines. Moreover, they highlight that a self-
directed learner may choose to attend an educational workshop or a course in a formal setting.
Thus, their learning cannot be purely individualistic but also collective, depending on the

learner’s needs and potential.

Similarly, Kerka (1999) argues that SDL is based on two dimensions, individualism and
collectivism, explaining that the collectivist component is manifested in the social construction
of knowledge, which represents a fundamental dimension of SDL. Merriam and Caffarella
(1999) confirm this, stating that no one can be entirely autonomous in all situations. This
indicates that, on some occasions, learners need to learn and build knowledge collectively
through social interaction. It should be noted that enhancing collective SDL does not challenge
the ideology of individual SDL but perhaps challenge the limits of the individual mind (Fischer
and Sugimoto, 2006). This suggests that the dimensions of SDL are interdependent. Linking
this to the epistemological assumptions (social constructivist) underpinning this research, both

dimensions are compatible with these.

3.2.5 Self-Directed Learning in Relation to Professional Development

With the expansion of the literature on TPD, scholars have begun to consider what is
appropriate for teachers as adult learners and what is not (Smith, 2017: Zepeda et al., 2014).
This reflects a remarkable shift in the focus of PD researchers, who have become more aware
of the critical role teachers (as adult learners) can play in their learning. As SDL relies primarily
on the learner, when it is adopted by teachers they become the driving force behind their
professional learning; in other words, they become aware of their responsibility in regard to

identifying the areas that need to be developed and to work autonomously to address these
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areas. Moreover, as SDL appreciates the characteristics, needs, and interests of teachers as
learners, it appears to lead to a more flexible and effective form of PD, namely SDPD. As such,
Zepeda et al. (2014) argue that TPD should be informed by “the principles of adult learning
theory” (p. 295). Likewise, Steinke (2012) stresses that implementing SDL as a primary source
of teacher learning would benefit not only teachers but also schools to develop a new generation
of teachers who can enhance their competence via self-direction, previous experiences, and
cultural background. Comparing this to the dominant pedagogical models of structured PD,
Lopes and Cunha, (2017) and Mushayikwa (2013) argue that in pedagogical contexts little
learning takes place, because the educator or the trainer is the one who does the hard work
rather than the teacher, i.e. the teacher’s role is no more than that of a passive learner. In
contrast, in SDPD, the teacher becomes a proactive learner responsible for their own PD and
the role of others (e.g., people, materials) is purely faciliatory (Smith, 2017; Steinke, 2012).
Thus, the principal assumption of this study is that EFL university teachers are fully responsible
for identifying, deciding, planning, implementing, evaluating and controlling their PD in light

of their existing knowledge and experience.

In summary, this section has explored how PD (SDPD) has been informed by SDL. In light of
the definitions, dimensions, and characteristics of SDL presented in this section, in addition to
the paradigm shift in the nature of adult learning towards SDL, SDL seems to be the most well-
grounded form of adult learning that could inform TPD (Smith, 2017; Steinke, 2012; Zepeda
et al., 2014). Reviewing SDL enabled an understanding of one of the main theories of adult
learning. Nevertheless, Merriam (2001) has called for further research into SDL that could
contribute to the field of adult learning as well as adult education practice. Similarly, Brockett
(2009) stresses that “many gains could still be realised through expanding the scholarship on

self-directed learning” (p. 11). Therefore, further empirical research is needed to understand
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the practicality of SDL in TPD in general, and in PD in an EFL context in particular, which is

the intention of the current study.

3.3 The Concept of Professional Development (PD)

In the field of teacher education, numerous attempts have been made to explain the multifaceted
concept of PD. To understand what PD means, I will review some established definitions of
the term. In a broader sense, teacher development refers to “the process of continual,
intellectual, experiential and attitudinal growth of teachers” (Lange, 1990, p. 250). The concept
of PD has received considerable attention in the literature of TESOL and been referred to by
various terms, such as professional development (PD), in-service education and training, career
development, staff development and lifelong learning; and in education in particular, it is
interchangeably used with the term continuing professional development (CPD). However, in
this study, I will use the term PD to refer to EFL university teachers’ ongoing/in-service PD.
Nevertheless, the overall focus will be on one kind of PD, teachers’ SDPD, and this will be

discussed in detail in the subsequent section.

The term PD can be understood in various ways according to the context in which it is used.
In this study, I will define it in relation to teacher education perspectives. According to Day
and Sachs (2004), PD includes “all the activities in which teachers engage during the course of
a career, which are designed to enhance their work™ (p. 3). In other words, this definition refers
to ‘typical’ formal or ‘other-directed’ PD programmes and workshops that have been designed
and delivered by outside organisations. Desimone (2011) provides another definition, in which
PD refers to the experiences, interactions, and activities teachers engage in to develop new
knowledge and skills; improve their instructional practices; and contribute to their social,
emotional, and personal growth (p. 28). Desimone (2011) here highlights the role of social

interaction in teachers’ overall development, while Day and Sachs’ (2004) definition reflects
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‘behaviourist transmission theory’, highlighting the role of systematic and structured learning
activities that are tailored to enhance teachers’ performance in classrooms, Desimone’s
definition is much more comprehensive, and perhaps covers almost all models of PD (i.e.,
transmission, transitional and transformative) according to Kennedy’s (2005) framework of
PD. Adopting both definitions in this study, I will use the concept of PD to refer generally to
any professional learning endeavour a teacher engages with, with the intention of achieving

professional improvement.

3.3.1 Professional Development for Language Teachers (TESOL)

Language teaching is complex and thus requires a special type of PD to enable teachers to grow
professionally (Richards & Farrell, 2005). Considering the context of learning TESOL
knowledge, Richards and Nunan (1990) argue that this professional knowledge depends mostly
on how it is learned, where it is learned, and how it is used. Indeed, this comprehensive view
appreciates not only the content of knowledge but also the context, the way of learning, and

how the knowledge is applied in practice.

Richards and Farrell (2005) highlight that the necessity of PD stems from the fact that
knowledge in the field of language teaching is continually changing and that teachers must
keep up to date with emerging theories and practices, a view with which I agree. In addition,
Lee (2015) indicates that learning a foreign language is unlike other subject matters,
particularly when it occurs outside its original context, as the case of my participants. This
means that learners within classrooms, in most cases, are exposed only to the linguistic input
of EFL teachers, involving the oral and written content of the language. Furthermore, other
interested parties, such as policy-makers and administrators, should also pay more attention to

language teacher development to facilitate the provision of quality teaching (Lee, 2015).
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To understand the types of knowledge EFL teachers should aim to develop, Day (1991)
explains that TESOL knowledge is composed of four types: (1) content knowledge (i.e.
knowledge of what to teach ‘the subject matter’); (2) pedagogic knowledge (i.e. knowledge of
generic teaching practices, strategies, beliefs); (3) pedagogic content knowledge (i.e. how to
teach specific content, e.g. EFL in various ways, so students can understand it); and (4) support
knowledge (i.e. knowledge of other disciplines that inform the teaching approach) (p. 3-4).
Mastering these areas is crucial for EFL teachers, so they can identify aspects that require

further development.

Moreover, in order to understand the complexity of teaching, an understanding of self must be
developed. Teachers need to self-assess their own competencies and performance
independently through the use of a variety of self-assessment tools (Airasian & Gullickson,
1997). These tools, according to Richards and Farrell (2005), involve self-monitoring,
reflection on certain teaching incidents, and journal writing. However, self-assessment may not
always be sufficient to guide teachers, especially when they require formal supervision or

consultation (Roberts, 1998, as cited in Raza, 2010).

3.3.2 Empirical Research on the PD of EFL Teachers in Saudi Higher Education

Although there is a growing body of literature regarding the PD status of EFL teachers in the
Saudi general education context, little research has been conducted concerning the PD of EFL
teachers in a Saudi higher education context. To the best of my knowledge, only four such
studies have been conducted, by Alasmari (2016), Alshahrani (2017), Alssalahi (2016), and
Farooq (2016). Although the profile of EFL teachers in Saudi higher education was briefly
described in the previous chapter, I will review in this chapter the major studies that have been

conducted in this context.

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 58



This body of work was a mix of qualitative and survey-based research. Three of them have
explored the perspectives, attitudes, perceptions, experiences and practices of EFL teachers in
relation to institutional PD. Alshahrani (2017) and Alssalahi (2016) reached the same findings
that teachers held negative perceptions of the structured PD due to the top—down policy, a
culture of compliance, a lack of teachers’ involvement in the design of PD opportunities, and
a lack of teachers’ voices and autonomy. That said, Alshahrani’s (2017) findings showed that

the teachers valued CPD, and were aware of its importance. Furthermore, Alasmari (2016)

found from his survey-based study on a 121 EFL teachers that teachers were concerned about
the limited institutional support for implementing classroom activities, and the indigenisation
of both PD activities and the follow-up activities. A finding that Alssalahi and Alshahrani also
highlighted from their qualitatively generated data. This study also revealed a notable finding
regarding the power of social interactions in facilitating the continuity of PD. Overall, Alasmari
(2016) argued that urgent attention is required regarding the institutional policies and support
for PD in Saudi universities. In agreement with this, Alshahrani (2017) and Assalahi (2016)
reported a number of challenges that impeded teachers PD, such as: (1) lack of time, (2) lack
of autonomy, (3) excessive workloads, (4) inadequate provision of CPD activities, (5)
unsupportive work conditions, and (6) lack of institutional support in terms of funding and

policy.

Quite differently from these studies, Farooq (2016) conducted a study to evaluate the
effectiveness of a PD programme designed according to language teachers’ needs, knowledge,
skills, and experience of English teaching at one Saudi university. The findings generated from
a survey with 100 teachers revealed a positive impact of this programme on teachers’ academic
and pedagogical competences as well as on students’ achievement. In that, this finding

highlights the effectiveness of the needs-based PD programme in enhancing language teachers’
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attitudes towards PD and improving their teaching practice. In that any form of structured PD

that is based on teacher’s needs and interests is more effective than those neglect such needs.

It is clear that all the reviewed studies highlighted the importance of teacher involvement,
collaborative learning, and institutional support for effective PD, and these findings are in

alignment with the theoretical underpinnings of the current study.

However, based on the literature, although these studies are recent, they are not in alignment
with the orientation and progress of theory and practice in PD. Therefore, it would be better if
these researchers have given attention to non-traditional pedagogical (self-directed) forms of
PD as well as the use of online platforms to facilitate effective PD, which reveals a gap in the
current literature in the Saudi higher education EFL context. To address this gap, the current
study attempts to explore the nature of self-directed forms of PD with a special emphasis on
the use of online platforms for developing professional learning opportunities through social

interaction.

3.4 Self-Directed Professional Development (SDPD)

As indicated above, with the increasing limitations of traditional PD approaches, and the
development of theories informing teachers’ learning, research has shifted its focus from
transmissive approaches to more practical ones, particularly those that can address such
limitations. SDPD is a form of PD that places the teacher in control of the whole learning
process; thus, it is found to eliminate the dominant limitations found in traditional PD, such as
the lack of teachers’ autonomy and agency. This section will therefore shed light on the
features, definitions, importance and models of SDPD, concluding by reviewing empirical

research on this area, revealing the gap this study attempts to address.
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It is important to distinguish between other-directed and self-directed PD. Other-directed PD
refers to any formal or structured (top—down) activities that are organised, imposed, controlled,
and evaluated by external agents to bridge the gap between teachers’ knowledge and skills and
the level required by the institution (Raza, 2010; Roberts, 1998). In formal, other-directed
activities, teachers pursue learning without taking any part in (i.e., make decisions regarding)
choosing, planning, and implementing the learning process. By contrast, self-directed, less
structured or bottom—up activities initiated by teachers themselves. However, it is important to
indicate that, according to Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) argument that a self-directed learner
can participate in any structured activity, SDPD activities may include attending some formal
events or programmes provided they are not imposed on the teacher, but rather where the
teacher decides on their attendance, for example attending a specific PD programme based on

their own interests and needs.

This study assumes that teachers’ tendency to pursue SDPD is influenced by the theory of SDL.
(Cranton, 1994). Unlike pedagogical forms of other-directed PD, the assumptions of SDPD do
not rely on the transmission approach of teacher learning through which knowledge is
transmitted from educators and trainers to teachers and where teachers are less autonomous
(i.e., existing as passive learners), but rather on the assumption that knowledge is constructed

by teachers themselves through various sources of knowledge (Kennedy, 2005).

Similarly, as mentioned in Section 3.2.1, the current research on TPD shows a shift towards
self-directed approaches (Hondzel, 2013; Steinke, 2012). This shift can be attributed to (1) the
constantly changing nature of (language) teacher’s specific professional needs that requires
continuous learning (Avalos, 2011; Richards & Farrell, 2005); (2) the critical role teachers can
play as agents of change in both learning and teaching (AL-Ghatrifi, 2016; Govender, 2015);

and (3) the learning characteristics of teachers as adult learners (Smith, 2017). In this way,
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SDPD views teachers as adult learners who are fully responsible for their professional learning.
Mushayikwa and Lubben (2009) highlight that many researchers may overlook the fact that, in
the absence of formally structured PD programmes, teachers continue to engage in PD. This

views the functions of SDPD as complementary to the formal, other-directed PD.

3.4.1 Definition of Self-Directed Professional Development

Being an under-researched topic, particularly in the context of TESOL, it is not known
precisely what types of SDPD activities teachers engage in and how these activities relate to
their teaching practice. Thus, it is crucial to conceptualise what is meant by SDPD and examine
its grounding in the principles of SDL and the sociocultural perspective. Therefore, I will

review a set of definitions to reach a comprehensive operational definition for the current study.

In a broad sense, Van Eekelen, Vermunt and Boshuizen (2006) define the term SDPD as any
PD opportunity that is internally initiated and controlled by teachers themselves. Most
importantly, SDPD activities are not necessarily recognised by the institution as a form of the
acknowledged PD; thus, this issue will receive further attention in this research. As Raza (2010)

explains, SDPD covers:

efforts [that] can be spontaneous and are not necessarily formally organised, and often
are frequently unacknowledged by the work context as part of formal CPD. This
apparently is a point of debate/discussion among TESOL professionals for whom

informal CPD forms a major part of their career development. (p. 46)

Mushayikwa and Lubben (2009) define SDPD as “professional development arising from
teachers’ own initiative, i.e. the process is internally determined and initiated” (p. 376). Porter
(2014) defines it as PD that incorporates principles of SDL and which empowers teachers,

providing them with “an internal locus of control that ensures that (they) continue to build

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 62



understanding of teaching and learning” (p. 42—43). Based on the above definitions, in this

study, SDPD is defined as:

A form of PD that is informed by principles of SDL, which, in turn, empowers teachers,
raises their internal and external motivation towards learning, and promotes their
autonomy and full responsibility for planning, controlling, and evaluating their own
learning independently from their institutions, thus advancing their understanding of both

learning and teaching.

Being informed by the principles of SDL, in SDPD teachers are assumed to take the primary
responsibility for their personal learning endeavours (Brockett and Hiemstra, 1991). Regarding
their characteristics, Porter (2014) suggests that teachers who pursue this form of development

must possess:

a willingness to learn, a willingness to identify learning needs, initiative, self-efficacy,
self-regulation, persistence, reading and researching abilities, problem-solving skills,
intellectual curiosity, and interest in their content area. They are intellectually mature,

reflective, perceptive, self-motivated, and organised. (p. 54)

Although all these characteristics are deemed essential to the effective pursuit of SDPD, Porter
(2014) neglected to identify the willingness to interact socially with others as a critical

characteristic of self-directed teachers, which should also be highlighted.

In the EFL context, Mann (2005) considers SDL as the core of language teacher PD. Moreover,
Lee (2015) argues that adopting SDPD enables EFL teachers to understand their teaching
needs, stating that it helps them “to understand and address specific pedagogical needs and
challenges they encounter in their own particular classroom and school context, which lead to

ongoing professional growth” (p. 94). In light of the limited research on SDPD in the EFL
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context, the current study aims to further investigate the nature of SDPD whether being pursued

individually or collaboratively in the context of EFL teachers.

3.4.2 Importance of Self-Directed Professional Development for Teachers

As the aim of PD is to enhance teachers’ effectiveness in all spheres of teaching, as informed
by the principles of SDL, SDPD is recognised as a successful and effective form of PD due to
its flexibility and potential to: (1) satisfy teachers’ professional and learning needs, (2) promote
reflection, (3) address teaching problems, (4) compensate for the absence of formal PD, (5) be
practised formally and informally, (6) be practised individually and collaboratively, and (7)

activate the role of the teacher.

First, SDPD tends to be preferred by teachers due to its flexibility and effectiveness (Ferrara,
2009). Ferrara (2009) conducted a study on 24 educators and found that over 95% of
participants preferred SDPD because they could have more input in the design,
implementation, control, and evaluation of their PD (as cited in Porter, 2014, p. 44). Second,
SDPD is found to recognise the needs, interests, and learning characteristics of teachers as
adult learners (Fraser-Seeto, 2015). This is perhaps due to its potential and suitability among
all other forms of PD to adapt to the characteristics and needs of teachers as learners as well as
its flexibility and accessibility to all teachers, regardless of their status (novice or experienced)
or the support they might receive from their institutions. Third, it has been found that teachers
adopting SDPD rely heavily on learning ‘through the self” and engaging with critical reflection
and analysis to determine their objectives and needs and, consequently, plan their short and
long-term goals (Govender, 2015; Lee, 2015). Fourth, Mushayikwa and Lubben (2009) note
that SDPD appears to be a practical solution for teachers who work in underprivileged or less
developed environments, where limited or no PD opportunities exist. Although this might be a

considerable trigger for adopting SDPD, it appears also to be prominent in more privileged
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environments where teachers recognise their critical role in their PD, assuming their
responsibility of their professional learning and change, as a matter of choice (Govender, 2015;
Weir, 2017). Furthermore, Lee (2015) emphasises its importance in cases where the structured
PD programmes fail to address language teachers’ actual needs, as was the case for the
participants in this study. Moreover, it is important to note that SDPD promotes learning in
both formal and informal contexts (Raza, 2010). In this regard, Johnson (2009) argues that
practising professional learning in an informal environment would relieve language teachers
from the pressure of formal evaluation, resulting in better-sustained learning. Similarly, in
SDPD, teachers no longer have to learn within the constraints of a specific time and place.
SDPD also promotes both individual and collaborative learning based on the potentiality and
needs of teachers themselves. While some teachers prefer to work individually, others evolve
more in supportive and collaborative contexts, where PD is facilitated through social
interaction (Villages-Reimers, 2003). The other critical aspect of SDPD is that teachers become
more involved; in other words, they do not exist as passive learners who are fed what to learn
and how to learn, but become active learners who have the freedom to decide, plan, choose,

and implement their learning.

Referring back to Fogarty and Pete (2004), the critical qualities of SDPD include being
sustained, job-embedded, interactive, collegial, and integrated, demonstrating that it fulfils the

requirements of effective PD.

It is worth noting that most of the above-mentioned aspects of SDPD may never exist in the
pedagogical structured forms of PD, demonstrating the potential uniqueness of this approach.
Fraser-Seeto (2015) highlights that there is a need for “further investigation into the factors

that impact the ongoing effectiveness of self-directed professional development” (p. 10), which
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the current study aims to address. The above aspects of SDPD make it clear why this type of

learning is seen as more efficient than other types.

However, in spite of the advantages outlined above, it has been found that when SDPD is
practised individually for a long period of time, the teacher may lose interest in learning and
thus require external motivation through the surrounding context (Lopes and Cunha, 2017).
This issue, in my view, highlights the critical role of facilitators, such as administrators and
colleagues who can establish a positive environment for SDPD within the

workplace/institution.

3.4.3 Concepts Related to Self-Directed Professional Development

In order to advance the understanding of SDPD and its impact on teachers’ practice, I will now
review a number of concepts related to SDPD that can function either as a trigger or a
consequence of SDPD, namely: teacher’s autonomy, teacher’s self-empowerment, teacher’s

efficacy, and teacher’s professional identity.

3.4.3.1 Teacher’s Autonomy

SDPD promotes teacher’s autonomy: it allows teachers to take full responsibility for their own
development. Although teacher autonomy is considered a recent interest, as it co-exists within
the concept of learner autonomy (Ramos, 2006), identifying what it means and how it is
continually applied within formal settings, such as schools and universities, is another issue of
concern. This section will discuss teacher’s autonomy within the frameworks of SDL and
SDPD. Little (1995) defines teacher autonomy as a teacher’s “capacity to engage in self-
directed teaching or professional action” (p. 178). This definition emphasises teachers’
involvement in and responsibility for their own development through reflecting on and

analysing their actions while teaching. Ramos (2006) concurs with Little’s definition, adding
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that teachers’ autonomy refers to their awareness of “the reason, the time, the place, and the
way they can acquire pedagogical skills and updated knowledge as part of their teaching
practice” (p. 189). This definition relates teacher autonomy to SDPD, as it reflects teachers’
capability of improving their teaching practices through controlling the learning process

according to their needs, interest, and potential.

Undoubtedly, teacher’s autonomy is of great importance to learning as it supports teachers to
be more productive, i.e., to act immediately towards fulfilling constantly changing teaching
demands. As opposed to the dominant restrictions imposed on teachers by their administrators,
school regulations, curriculum requirements, and students’ needs and expectations, Ramos
(2016) argues that autonomous teachers view “themselves as autonomous professionals, free
from control exerted by colleagues, administrators, the institution or the educational system
and able to decide and take action on their own” (p. 188). This indicates that self-directed
teachers can make decisions and implement actions independently when required. It is
important to highlight that the possession of considerable institutional knowledge is another
important component of teacher autonomy, as it allows teachers to address existing problems

and challenge institutional barriers in acceptable ways (Chene, 1983).

Based on this review, it can be understood that teacher autonomy is developed through
experience, observation, understanding, reflection, and evaluation. In practice, it entails the
teacher’s readiness for continuous learning, adaptation of required negotiation skills, and
critical reflection on both the teaching process and the teaching environment. Not only this, it
also drives teachers to develop their own teaching to improve students’ learning and
achievement. Accordingly, autonomous teachers will be more self-directed in their PD since

they have the capacity to identify gaps and work towards filling them effectively.

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 67



3.4.3.2 Teacher’s Self-empowerment

As mentioned earlier, the self-empowerment of teachers appears to be a critical outcome of
SDPD, based on the assumption that teachers have the potential and skill to improve their
teaching conditions (Tannehill and MacPhail, 2017). In this way, teachers become more
independent and empowered to make decisions and take actions regarding their development
when necessary. Short (1994) supports this view and defines teachers’ self-empowerment as a
process through which teachers develop the competency to take responsibility for their own
development while addressing emerging problems. It is apparent that the prevalence of
formally structured forms of PD, as well as top—down polices, have produced powerless
teachers who, accordingly, play a less efficient role in their own development as indicated
above in the studies of Alsalahi (2016) and Alshrani (2017). In another study by Mushayikwa
and Lubben (2009) that aimed to identify the factors that drive teachers in deprived areas to
adopt SDPD, the researchers found that teacher empowerment was one of the top influencing
factors. After adopting this form of PD, teachers became more empowered, and a significant
increase in teachers’ self-confidence, self-esteem, and self-respect was observed. Mushayikwa
and Lubben (ibid) highlight that “by empowering teachers, professional developers encourage
them to take the initiative in identifying and acting on their own individual needs” (p. 375).
Thus, it can be understood that SDPD leads to teachers’ self-empowerment, which, in turn,

facilitates the identification and satisfaction of their ongoing professional needs.

In addition, Sugrue (2011) argues that collaborative learning leads to teacher empowerment,
which means that practising collaborative learning, as a form of SDPD, empowers teachers.
Hence, it is clear that a teacher’s autonomy and empowerment are interrelated and shape one

another (Tannehill and MacPhail, 2016).
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3.4.3.3 Teacher’s Efficacy

The teacher’s efficacy appears to be an underlying force driving SDPD, and may function as
an internal motivator towards self-direction in learning. Seifert, Newbold and Chapman (2016)
support this claim, indicating that learners require a certain amount of self-efficacy in order to
learn. In the context of teaching, enhancing teacher efficacy could be achieved through
establishing peer-networking, such as forming communities of practice, or facilitating peer
coaching, peer-mentoring and tutoring to share experiences, knowledge and skills, and to solve
existing problems (Mushayikwa and Lubben, 2009). According to Mushayikwa and Lubben
(ibid), who investigated the motives for teacher’s SDPD, teacher efficacy depends primarily
on two elements: professional efficacy and classroom efficacy. More specifically, on the one
hand, enhancing the teacher’s professional identity, career position, and professional
networking appears to rely on ‘the professional efficacy’ of the teacher. On the other hand, (1)
improving subject content knowledge, practical knowledge and professional skills (e.g. to
improve classroom interaction, implement new teaching approaches and use a variety of
techniques for assessment); (2) improving pedagogical content knowledge to make adapted
subject content more relevant to the local context; and (3) enhancing students’ performance,
attendance and participation, are related to ‘the classroom efficacy’ (see Figure 2). This
classroom efficacy appears to drive teachers to adopt SDL in cases of a changing curriculum
or when teachers need to extend the curriculum’s application (Mushayikwa and Lubben, ibid).

Thus, the teacher’s efficacy is a crucial force for initiating and sustaining their SDPD.

3.4.3.4 Teacher’s Professional Identity

In the context of teachers, professional identity is a concept that is related to SDPD.
Investigating of the role of SDPD in the development of teachers’ professional identity is

considered a relatively recent area of research on language teacher education, an area that is
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concerned primarily with the role of teaching and learning experiences, as well as contextual
factors influencing teachers’ practice and identity (Duff & Uchida, 1997). Alkhatib (2013)
defines teachers’ professional identity as “the meaning and understanding teachers give to their
professional work, roles, and themselves as teachers” (p. 20). Teacher identities are not unitary,
fixed, and stable but fluid and changing according to the surrounding context (Gee, 2001).
Coldron and Smith (1999) claim that part of teacher identity is given, and part is achieved. The
achieved part, in my view, could be secured through the pursuit of SDPD. Wenger (1998)
concludes that developing teacher identity involves “the opening of one’s identity by exploring
new ways of being that lie beyond our current state” (p. 264). Most importantly, Mushayikwa
and Lubben (2009) find that developing teachers’ identity drives teachers to initiate SDPD as
a critical element of the professional efficacy that teachers seek to achieve through SDL.
However, research in this area is still minimal; therefore, further research is needed,

particularly in the context of EFL (Crandall & Christison, 2016).

3.4.4 Models of Individual SDPD

Individual models refer to any activity that is initiated, planned, implemented, and evaluated
by the teacher her/himself. It is important to note that seeking assistance from others while
pursuing individual SDL does not contradict its assumptions, as it is based on the learner’s own
decisions, needs, and interests, which could be in the form of people or materials or even
joining a self-help group, a workshop, or a course in a formal education programme (Brockett
& Hiemstra, 1991; Caffarella, 1993). Raza (2010), Lee (2015) and Bailey et al. (2001) identify
the following as commonly used forms of individual SDPD activities: reflective teaching;
writing a reflective teaching journal; self-evaluation, action research; reading books and
papers; attending workshops, courses, and conferences either off or online (as a personal

choice); and consulting online resources.
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1. Reflective Teaching is considered one of the most effective PD activities for language
teachers (Freeman, 2016). It relies, according to Richards and Nunan (1990), primarily on the
teacher to improve her/his classroom practice by thinking about previous teaching practices

and how to find alternative means to achieve her/his goals and purposes (p. 202).

Reflection is now widely acknowledged as an essential component of many second
language teacher education programs worldwide, because as Freeman (2016, p. 208)

maintains, reflection offers a way into the less “accessible aspects of teacher’s work.”

In spite of its effectiveness, the professional practice of reflective teaching is not a
straightforward process; it requires time and several phases. Stanley (1998, p. 586) describes

the five stages of reflective teaching as:

(a) engaging with reflection, (b) thinking reflectively, (c) using reflection, (d) sustaining
reflection, and (e) practising reflection. The phases do not represent a sequence that is
followed but rather moments in time and particular experiences that constitute a

particular phase. (as cited in Bailey et al., 2001 p. 39)

2. Writing Reflective Journals is a SDPD activity that can be practised either on or offline.
While some researchers perceive it as a model by itself (Lee, 2015), others consider it an
embedded part of reflective teaching (Stanley, 1998). Although I lean more towards Stanley’s
view that it is an embedded part of reflective teaching, writing reflective journals on a regular
basis can help language teachers to reflect on and evaluate their teaching practice (Richards &
Farrell, 2005). In agreement with this, Lee (2015) emphasises its effectiveness as form of
SDPD because it helps teachers to (1) identify classroom-related problems; and (2) evaluate
the decisions they make in the classroom. This, in my view, reflects its practicality in improving

not only the teaching practice but the conditions related to classroom management.
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3. Self-Evaluation is seen as a SDPD activity that helps teachers to develop a better
understanding of their teaching in that it allows teachers to assess their teaching performance
through monitoring themselves to reveal their strengths and weaknesses (Lee, 2015).
Furthermore, self-evaluation can be used as an embedded tool for other forms of critical
reflection (Bailey 2001; Lee, 2015). Language teachers can carry out self-evaluation using
various different evaluation tools in multiple ways: (1) by themselves through audio- or video-
recording of classroom observation (Richards, and Farrell, 2005); (2) by their students, through
teacher evaluation forms (Richards and Lockhart, 1996); (3) through feedback from colleagues

through peer observation; or (4) through compiling a teacher portfolio (Lee, 2015).

4. Attending or Taking Part in Any PD Opportunities, for example PD programmes,
courses, workshops, conferences, and seminars (whether off or online), out of personal choice
is considered an SDPD activity. Attending structured PD opportunities is not the only way that
teachers can initiate their own activities. For example, Lee (2015) highlights that initiating local
(school-based) seminars as a self-directed form of PD has two benefits, it: (1) allows teachers
to play proactive roles in addressing existing teaching problems in their context; and (2)
promotes the autonomy of TPD where it becomes tailored to addressing specific pedagogical
needs. It is apparent that initialising self-directed seminars or workshops is effective. However,
in my view, I believe that this kind of activity is demanding (in terms of time, effort, and
commitment) and is not feasible where there is a lack of collaborative effort or if the
institution’s policy does not support self-directed initiatives. Furthermore, Lee (2015)
emphasises that presenting papers at conferences is an effective SDPD activity that keeps the

teacher engaged in PD through learning more about their teaching practice.

5. Reading Books and Journal Articles is considered a common form of SDPD. Bailey et al.

(2001) emphasis its importance and potential in expanding the conceptual understanding of
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teaching as well as providing the terminology for discussing that kind of knowledge. Desimone
(2011) suggests that curriculum materials can be used as another source of PD, particularly if
they are designed to be ‘educative” (p. 29). Reading is also found to suit teachers who prefer
to learn individually, in private; in particular, introverted learners tend to use this method over

other activities that demand a social presence (Jensen, 2015).

6. Using Online Resources can be a tool for and source of both individual and collaborative
SDPD for teachers. Interestingly, assumptions of online learning are in consistence with those
of SDL. In this regard, Gerber et al. (2017) explain that, “learning in online social worlds often
allows for agency, self-direction, and collaboration” (p. 163). This means moving the context

of teacher’s learning to the online context not only allows but promotes and facilitates SDPD.

7. Action Research is considered a successful model of PD that contributes to bridging the
gap between theory and practice due to its ability to allow teachers to critically interrogate their
practice to improve their teaching and learning (Taylor, 2017). McNiff (2017) defined action
research as “a practical form of enquiry that enables anyone in every job and walk of life to
investigate and evaluate their work” (p. 9). It can be conducted individually and collaboratively
(McNiff, 2017). As teaching is constantly changing based on the demands of the specific
context in which it takes place (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2000), action research as a PD approach

can assist in adapting to these changes.

3.4.5 Models of Collaborative SDPD

In this study, the term ‘collaborative SDPD models’ refers to any self-directed activity that is
based on social interaction and involves more than one participant. Porter (2014) stresses that
collaborative learning as an approach to SDPD can result in meaningful experiences that may

contribute to changing and improving teachers’ learning and practices. Although there are a
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variety of terms and labels in the literature referring to the same concept, I will review two of
the common forms of collaborative SDPD, namely informal teacher discussions and peer

observation, (Raza, 2010).

1. Informal Discussions among Teachers, according to Desimone (2011), represent a new
trend in PD emphasising learning through social interaction, discourse, and a community of
practice. Tannehill and MacPhail (2016) support this view, highlighting that ‘small group
discussions’, as a form of SDL, prove its effectiveness in positively impacting teachers’
teaching, development, and attitudes towards teaching in disadvantaged schools where there is

limited support, poor economic conditions, and students with challenging behaviour.

2. Peer Observation of Teaching is regarded as a collaborative PD activity that can be
practised formally and informally (Bailey et al., 2001). Ali (2012) defines it as “the process by
which university instructors provide feedback to colleagues on their teaching efforts and
practice” (p.16). This means that, when it is initiated informally and self-directedly, it becomes
a SDPD activity. To be effective, Baily et al. (2001) highlighted that this type of activity should
be implemented with respect, empathy, and honesty so that teachers can benefit from the
constructive feedback obtained. Sullivan, Buckle, Nicky and Atkinson (2012) examined the
use of peer observation by 20 faculty members as a constructive developmental, but not
evaluative, tool to improve the quality of teaching. The findings showed that peer observation
is a useful approach that enhances the teacher’s PD, critical ability, and the quality of their
teaching. Teachers valued the process of this model and perceived it as being non-threatening,

which is important for its effectiveness, according to Bailey et al. (2001).

On the other hand, evidence from research reveals that peer observation of teaching is not easy
to conduct and thus requires special training, which can be offered by the institution even if the

observation is conducted self-directedly. In the EFL context, Shousha (2015) investigated the
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use of peer observation of EFL university teachers in Saudi Arabia, administering a
questionnaire to 13 EFL teachers (observers and observees). The findings showed that,
although peer observation contributed to developing and enhancing teachers’ self-reflection,
self-confidence, and knowledge-sharing regarding teaching method, EFL teachers were found
to be in need of institutional support, such as training to develop their observation skills,

particularly on techniques for providing feedback.

3.4.6 Empirical Research on Self-Directed Professional Development

As research on SDPD is fragmented and the term ‘SDPD’ is not widely used in the literature
on TPD, it is important to note that the studies reviewed in this section come under two titles
either SDPD or SDL in PD. I reviewed journals, including the British Education Index,
Education Research Complete, Eric, ProQuest, and the grey literature; beyond this, I searched
Google Scholar for further empirical studies. Across this strand of literature, researchers
explored SDPD in relation to different themes. These included, factors, lived experiences and
perceptions of teachers across different subjects in relation to SDPD. This has been conducted
using different methodologies but mostly qualitative in nature. The following studies represent

an example of on these themes respectively.

First, adopting a grounded theory methodology, Mushayikwa and Lubben (2009) investigated
the factors that drive teachers in deprived environments in Zimbabwe to engage in SDPD.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 55 science and mathematics teachers. The
findings revealed seven factors motivating teachers to pursue SDPD: (1) teacher’s professional
identity; (2) the necessity of PD; (3) the necessity of teacher networking; (4) the need to
improve subject content knowledge; (5) the need to acquire practical knowledge and skills; (6)
the need to adapt new materials to improve teaching; and (7) the satisfactory outcome of

addressing their needs. Although this study was limited to one method, namely interviews, in
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another study Mushayikwa (2013) carried out a large-scale survey to examine the ways in
which science and mathematics teachers use ICT resources as means of SDPD. In this later
study, questionnaires were distributed to 259 teachers. Although the results demonstrated that
60% of teachers encountered difficulties accessing ICT for their PD, a positive impact of the
use of ICT on teachers’ SDPD was recorded. The findings indicated that the teachers who used
ICT in their development were relying on three main resources: (1) Microsoft Word for
creating instructional materials; (2) web-based sites for downloading learning materials; and
(3) email, for establishing networks with peers and PD organisations. However, this reliance
on Word, websites, and email for constructing knowledge and establishing networks of
teachers is still found but is not as common as it was previously, especially with the revolution
of social media platforms available on smartphones, which will be investigated in the current
study. Moreover, although Mushayikwa is considered to be among the first to conduct
empirical research on SDPD, it was highlighted that similar research must be conducted in

different settings to validate the results in other contexts, which is the intention of this study.

Adopting a phenomenological approach, Porter (2014) explored the lived experiences of
religious educators through adopting SDPD for certification projects in the United States.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven educators. The findings revealed that
SDL can be adopted to individualise educators’ experiences of PD to meet their learning needs
and interests. The findings also showed that personal characteristics and contextual factors
impacted the educators’ understanding and experiences of the programme processes,
requirements, and expectations. Improvement in educators’ practices was observed, indicating
the effectiveness of this form of PD. Collaborative learning was found to be practical to
improve teachers’ learning and practice. Additionally, personal and contextual factors were
found to be the main factors that influenced teachers’ decisions to adopt SDL. On the other

hand, lack of time and exhaustion were identified as found the main challenges that impeded
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educators in some instances from completing their SDL. Although this finding shows that the
influence of context is not always positive, the contextual influence is limited to two factors,
time and exhaustion; thus, this critical area requires further investigation to develop a fuller

understanding of other contextual factors, which this study aims to achieve.

Next, adopting a phenomenological approach, Weir (2017) explored the experiences and
perceptions of mathematics teachers towards the pursuit of SDPD. Individual and focus-group
interviews were conducted with ten teachers in Canada. The findings revealed that SDPD (1)
was an effective form of teacher learning; (2) led to transformational thinking and practice; (3)
provided teachers with autonomy and empowerment through control (of time, context, and
content) of their PD; (4) resulted in learning experiences that were meaningful to both novice
and experienced teachers and their students; (5) enhanced teachers’ reflective practice; and (6)
allowed flexibility of practice by formally and informally facilitating ongoing learning. It is
important to highlight that Weir’s (2017) examination of SDPD adopted transformational
learning theory, whereas the current study examines it through a SDL lens, which could lead

to a different understanding.

Recently, researchers have started to explore SDPD from critical perspective. For example,
acritical narrative study by Govender (2015) investigated how teachers, as “initiators of
change” through the pursuit of SDPD, take responsibility for change and for their own learning.
Life-story interviews were conducted with five schoolteachers in South Africa. The data was
analysed adopting a multidimensional framework, and findings revealed that taking
responsibility for their own professional learning contributed to enhancing teachers’ agency
and enabled them to be transformative intellectuals. This corroborates the finding of Weir
(2017) that SDPD is a transformative activity. Moreover, Govender (2015) found that, when

collaborative learning is not feasible, teachers’ learning becomes functional and thus prompts
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teachers to learn individually for the sake of becoming an expert in the subject matter (p. 493).

By doing so, teachers transform their learning and teaching.

Furthermore, a longitudinal case study was conducted by Lopes and Cunha (2017)
investigating the tools and conditions that mediate SDPD. The study involved action research
in three cycles over a period of ten years, focusing on one physical sciences teacher who sought
to, self-directedly, enhance the quality of her teaching practice to impact teacher—student
interactions and thus enhance the quality of students’ practices and engagement in experimental
works (p. 264). Multimodal data was collected from the teacher and students pertaining to the
teaching practices, student activities and outcomes, and student—teacher interaction (p. 264).
The results showed that the focused SDPD in teaching practice through the use of multiple
tools enhanced the quality of the teacher’s practice and positively impacted students’ learning.
The authors concluded that for effective SDPD to take place, the teacher’s learning should be
intentional and focused. However, the findings showed that the will of the individual teacher
alone may not be sufficient for them to remain committed to PD over a long period; thus, it is
recommended that administrators act as facilitators by providing an environment that is
conducive to SDPD. The findings also suggest that action research with long cycles is needed
for improving teaching practice. Although the findings of this study were drawn from one
participant, the novelty of the findings can be attributed to the multiple sources of data as well

as the period of time over which data was collected, being ten years.

As can be seen from the above review, all of the previous studies agree on the effectiveness of
SDPD as a form of teacher learning, and they identify some of the drivers of its adoption.
However, Lopes and Cunha (2017) highlighted the critical issue of ‘internal motivation’ being
insufficient for guaranteeing the continuity of SDPD; in other words, the possibility that the

teacher (alone) may lose interest in SDPD over a long period of time, a factor that was

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 78



overlooked by the other five studies. This, in my view, emphasises the role of context in SDPD
through activating the role of collaboration between administrators and teachers to ensure the

continuity and effectiveness of this form of learning.

Methodologically speaking, in regard to the reviewed studies, all adopted various qualitative
approaches, except for the study by Mushayikwa (2013), which was conducted from a
scientific position. Moreover, as rigorous qualitative research depends on the use of multiple
sources of data to increase the depth and quality of the findings, while the studies by
Mushayikwa and Lubben (2009), Porter (2014), and Govender (2015) were limited to one
method, namely semi-structured interviews, only two studies used multiple sources of
qualitative data, those by Weir (2017) and Lopes and Cunha (2017). Moreover, as the previous
studies were either purely qualitative or purely quantitative, none employed a mixed-methods

approach to collect both types of data in one study, the approach that is adopted in this study.

Contextually speaking, on the one hand, reviewing the international research into SDPD, none
of these studies was conducted in the EFL/TESOL context. Although Govender (2015) did not
mention the specialty of teachers, the other studies were conducted in other contexts, such as
religion, physical sciences, science, and mathematics. This reveals a lack of empirical research
on SDPD in the EFL/TESOL domain specifically, a gap which it is hoped the current study
will address. On the other hand, looking at the local research on the SDPD of EFL teachers in
the Saudi context, all of the research I have uncovered has focused on the traditional,
institutional, other-directed PD as mentioned in Sections 3.3.3, and no study (to the best of my
knowledge) has examined the nature and impact of SDPD in relation to the sociocultural
context of the university EFL education in Saudi Arabia. Thus, the current study is expected to
contribute to the literature on SDPD in general and the EFL university context in particular. In

addition, as the participants of previous studies were educators and schoolteachers, no study
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examined the pursuit of SDPD by university teachers, which is the focus of this study. Hence,
the current study attempts to explore the nature of SDPD activities, and the facilitators and

inhibitors of SDPD.
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Chapter 4

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review of VCoP
4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the theoretical and conceptual frameworks underpinning VCoP via
WhatsApp for EFL teachers, the phenomenon being investigated for the case study. So, to
locate this case study in the current literature, I plan to shed light on the concepts of
Sociocultural Perspective (SP), Community of Practice (CoP) and Virtual Community of
Practice (VCoP) as the principal constructs involved. I will also then review the related
literature concerning teachers’ use of VCoP via WhatsApp, highlighting the gap this study

attempts to address.
4.2 Sociocultural Perspective and SDL

Sociocultural theory was founded by Vygotsky, who focused primarily on developing
children’s cognition to support learning in general, and language learning in particular
(Vygotsky, 1987). It challenges the individualistic approach to learning by considering the
sociocultural context in relation to the development of cognition. It also has implications for
adult learning theories, because it considers the influences of sociocultural context on (self-
directed) learning and cognition. Merriam (2011) argues that to understand the nature of adult
learning, it is essential to recognise the sociocultural context. Attempting to clarify how the
sociocultural perspective relates to learning, Johnson (2009) states, “the epistemological stance
of a sociocultural perspective defines human learning as a dynamic social activity that is
situated in physical and social contexts, and is distributed across persons, tools and activities”
(p-13). Thus, learning is situated in social interaction and mediated by language and culture,
which according to Johnson (2009) and Vygotsky (1987) is suggested as being effective,
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especially in terms of the development of human cognition. While learning through interaction
with others; i.e. depends on others when constructing knowledge, Lave and Wenger (1991)
suggest learners gradually develop a responsibility towards their own learning by participating
in joint activities. This accords with Johnson’s (2009) contention that “a sociocultural
perspective emphasizes the role of human agency in this developmental process” (p. 14), which
concurs with assumptions of SDL, advocating the role of learner agency in controlling the
learning endeavour. Although learning from a sociocultural perspective might lead to the
rejection of the notion of learning in isolation, it does consider the impact of culture, language,
context, and social interaction on the learning process, and cognitive development either

directly or indirectly.

When considering the sociocultural perspective in the domain of teacher’s learning, Tasker,
Johnson and Davis (2010) argue that the cognitive abilities and skills of teachers can be
developed through social interaction with their peers. This, reveals how the sociocultural
context contributes to teacher’s cognition, learning and consequently their professionalism.
Johnson (2009) affirms this, stating that “learning to teach from a sociocultural perspective, is
based on the assumption that knowing, thinking, and understanding come from participating in
the social practices of learning and teaching in specific classroom and school situation” (p. 31).
That is, Johnson here assumes teachers’ cognition, as an important element of their learning,
develops through their participation in social practices and activities. This, in turn, reflects the
vital role of social interaction in teacher’s learning, which is the focus of this case study. As
teacher’s cognition, according to Vygotsky theory, is developed through interaction with the
social context, it contributes to their learning through uncovering “the complexities of who
teachers are, what they know and believe, how they learn to teach and how they carry out their
work in diverse contexts throughout their careers” (Johnson, 2009, p. 26). Therefore, when

applying this perspective, learning to teach as a process is understood to be socially
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constructed, because teachers’ knowledge is developed through their actions and interactions
with colleagues, supervisors and students, which take place in multiple social contexts. Linking
the sociocultural perspective to SDL, the main theoretical framework underpinning this study,
Kerka (1999) asserts that SDL is informed by a collectivist ideology that accentuates and
appreciates the human agency present in the learning endeavour. Looking into the SDPD
activities informed by the sociocultural perspective, virtual communities of practice appear to
be increasingly adopted by teachers, the reasons for which will be conceptualised in the

following section.

4.3 Communities of Practices (CoP) and SDL/SDPD

As mentioned above, Lave and Wenger (1991) argue that CoP is rooted in situated learning,
whereby knowledge is not only something acquired (received knowledge), but rather
something generated through participation in social activities (experiential knowledge).
Kennedy (2005) highlights the capacity and potential for CoP to support professional practice
and the process of the transformation of teachers. Informed by a sociocultural perspective, the
concept of CoP relates closely to collaborative learning, adult learning and PD, as found by

Lave and Wenger (1991), is and defined thus:

A group of individuals with distinct sets of knowledge, abilities and experiences, who
are actively involved in collaborative processes, sharing information, ideas, interests,
resources, perspectives, activities, and above all, practices, in order to build both personal
and collective knowledge. (Lave and Wenger, 1991, as cited in El-Hani & Gerca, 2012,

p. 1331)

Another definition by Barab, Barnett, and Squire (2002) views CoP as, “a persistent, sustained

social network of individuals who share and develop an overlapping knowledge base, set of
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beliefs, values, history and experiences focused on a common practice and/or mutual
enterprise” (p. 495). Both definitions apparently emphasise the collaborative aspects of
learning, through knowledge sharing and building, experiences, beliefs and a commitment to a
common purpose based on specific needs and interests. However, Barab et al. (ibid) highlight
the sustainability of learning within these communities, something not emphasised in Lave and
Wenger’s definition, and which according to Kennedy (2011) leads to success in professional
learning. Moreover, both definitions are informed by the sociocultural perspective through
which learning occurs, and is facilitated via interactions, thus both definitions will inform my
study. The constructivist epistemology of SDL, as understood by Knowles (1980) involves
(self-directed) learning being facilitated by previous knowledge and Vygotsky’s (1978) social
constructivist theory, whereby learners rely on external forces; i.e. social interaction, culture
and language in constructing knowledge. El-Hani and Greca (2012) argue that in CoP, teachers
interact with one another to develop themselves through consulting previous knowledge as a
way to produce new data or to navigate existing information. Thus, CoP is supported by a

combination of theoretical frameworks: adult learning and sociocultural perspectives.

Kennedy (2011) emphasises that the literature of collaborative learning generally does not
favour collaborative over independent learning, but rather considers it “a complementary
approach” (p. 28). Similarly, Fischer and Sugimoto (2006) argue that CoP challenges the
limitations of the individual mind (p. 7). This means that collaborative learning (interaction),
as it occurs in CoP, is more likely to generate creativity and enhance individual intelligence
and practice, in a way that could not be achieved with individual learning. To explain, CoP
creates an interactive and sometimes controversial environment, which prompts teachers to
construct and negotiate knowledge. For example, El-Hani and Greca (2012) indicate that CoP
encourages teachers’ reflection, inquiry, dialogue and networking, all of which are regarded to

be the best conditions for knowledge production. Moreover, Fischer and Sugimoto (2006)
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argue that having CoP result in “different and controversial views and bring about new insights,
new ideas and new artifacts” (p. 7). This suggests the processes teachers engage with to support
knowledge production in CoPs result in multiple views and controversial and critical
discussions, leading to creativity and innovation; consequently, enabling teachers to reinvent

their teaching practices (El-Hani and Greca, 2012).

4.3.1 Characteristics of Communities of Practice

As research in CoP shows, its applicability as a common tool of PD has distinctive
characteristics that set it apart from other types of learning communities as arising in
educational communities, in or out of educational settings, and which can be practised formally
and informally in online or offline settings (Davis, 2010). Furthermore, Schlager and Fusco
(2004) argue that CoP can be a self-directed activity, highlighting that it is “emergent and self-
reproducing and evolving entities that are distinct from, and frequently extend beyond, formal
organizational structures, with their own organizing structures, norms of behaviour,
communication channels, and history” (p. 4). This description confirms that CoP serves an
extension of work, and can be practised informally through knowledge-sharing that is based
on community members’ needs, potential and interests. However, in this study, I will focus on
self-directed CoP initiated online by teachers themselves, when seeking to achieve a common
purpose. Interestingly, in CoPs, aims and objectives are set out by the members themselves,
according to their needs and interests (Kennedy, 2005). Another feature of significance
suggests that participation in a CoP is based on voluntary participation, mutual understanding,
trust, and discussions of topics of shared interest (Younger and George, 2013). CoP also helps
create a culture of continual development; serving to deconstruct formal relationships and the
rigid hierarchy that exists within schools, or between schools and universities (Hargreaves,

1999; El-Hani & Greca, 2012). Nevertheless, Kerno (2008) highlight that the organisational
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hierarchy that exists in some CoP constitutes a major challenge, with the potential to affect the
nature of communication and interaction in particular communities. This, in my view, suggests
that participating in self-directed CoP tends to be less challenging where there is a lack of
hierarchy ‘power’. Furthermore, Chalmers and Keown (2006) highlight that CoP requires the
participation of all community members, which, in my view, could prove challenging.
Sometimes, for one reason or another, a teacher might be unable to participate consistently.
However, this does not prevent the teacher from benefiting from being in a community, as is
the case for the participants in this study. Wenger (2011) emphasise that members of CoP
“share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact
regularly” (p. 1). First, this description demonstrates the aim of CoP for teachers, which is to
develop their practices, knowledge and skills through regular interaction. Second, Wenger
highlights ‘intentionality’ as a critical aspect of CoP, which can trigger the establishment of

this learning community.

4.3.2 Communities of Practice and Professional Development

When relating CoP to PD, it has been argued that CoP can function as an effective approach to
TPD, as it is considered a powerful stimulus that can assist in improving teaching practices
(Alghatrifi, 2016; Althobaiti, 2012; El-Hani & Greca, 2012; Squire-Kelly, 2012; Hajisoteriou,
Karousiou and Angelides, 2018; Vanderlinde and van Braak 2010). In the context of PD,
Alghatrifi (2016) perceives it as “a group of teachers (about four or five) who meet to discuss
their teaching strengths and weaknesses” (p. 77). Good and Weaver (2003) clarified that the
effectiveness of learning groups increases when they exist within similar teaching contexts; in
particular where teachers are of a similar level educationally, and in terms of age and
background, teach the same subjects, and use similar curricular; thus, meaning they are likely

to have similar professional needs. Interestingly, the members of the community investigated
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in the current study share a similar background, which could lead to effective learning, as
highlighted by Good and Weaver. Moreover, Younger and George (2013) indicate that CoP
can be based on voluntary participation, to enable individuals to learn collaboratively from
each other. Although this might not apply with every CoP, as some are formally initiated, the
community in the current study is self-directed, and teachers have participated informally and

voluntarily. As such, teachers are ready to learn and generate collective knowledge.

Moreover, Spencer, Harrop, Thomas and Cain (2017) indicate that CoP, as a transformative
model of PD, allows teachers to: (1) enjoy more professional autonomy; (2) set the agenda for
their own development; and (3) access required means (knowledge and experiences) through
actively enquiring within a community. This confirms Kennedy’s (2005) typology, which

suggests that in transformative PD, the capacity for teacher autonomy increases.

4.4 Virtual Community of Practice (VCoP) and SDPD

Dube et al. (2006) moved the context of collaborative learning in CoP from a physical to a
virtual setting, which resulted in the emergence of VCoP. They asserted that “using
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) such as the Internet to support their
ongoing CoP becomes increasingly VCoP, which frees their members from constraints of time
and space” (p. 23). VCoP retains features consistent with the characteristics of CoP, as
mentioned earlier, and also takes place in a virtual environment, with two major traits being
flexibility and accessibility. VCoP can, when informed by the principles of SDL, be self-
initiated and self-directed; i.e. the focus of the current study. VCoP can be practiced through a
wide range of virtual platforms, however WhatsApp was selected here as it is the most popular
social media platform in the Saudi context in general, and Saudi higher education in particular.
However, research in this area is still in its infancy, demanding further investigation, which

will hopefully be carried out in this study.
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The main characteristics of VCoP are its informality, self-directedness, flexibility, and the lack
a hierarchy of relations among teachers in this study, because it emerged naturally and was
informed by the premises of SDL. However, according to the literature, a number of aspects
were found to contribute to the success of VCoPs. Davis (2010) highlights that the use of
technology, acceptance of virtual communication, prior familiarity among community
members, sense of belonging, and use of friendly language are key factors for successful
VCoPs. This, according to Fischer and Sugimoto (2006), might explain why learning
increasingly takes place among groups of people located in virtual communities. In addition,
Davis (2010) indicates that learning and trust as a result of community interaction are essential
factors for sustaining VCoP, as this was one of the key factors that attracted my attention as a
tool to keep engaging with the VCoP investigated in this study. Kantanen, Manninen, &
Kontkanen (2014) add the importance of emergent dialogue as a prerequisite to the success of
learning in VCoP. Hence, acceptance of virtual communication, accessibility, sustainability,
emergent dialogue, friendly language, familiarity among members, trust and achieving a sense

of belonging as a group can contribute to the success of VCoP.

It is notable that teachers’ virtual learning communities are becoming increasingly used as a
context for online TPD (Alsolamy, 2017). This mode of learning arises from the premise that
learning occurs and knowledge is generated through virtual interaction and communication
among community members. Teachers with various types of knowledge, beliefs experiences
and practices come together virtually to negotiate and improve their teaching practices.
Therefore, social media has become a major tool when generating online learning
communities; accordingly« it facilitates learning, regardless of temporal and spatial constraints
(Moreillon, 2015). Thus, this study will focus on self-directed VCoP as it is established

informally by teachers themselves as a form of SDPD.
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Despite the potential value of VCoPs, they cannot be taken uncritically. In that, like all concepts
or theories of learning they have their limitations. For example, the most cited one, according
to Kimble and Hildreth (2004), is the difficulty of establishing strong connections, due to the
lack of face-to-face interactions, particularly when members are based at different geographical
sites and never meet in the physical world. However, it is worth noting that the members of
VCoP in the current study work in the same immediate context, meaning they meet with and
know one another, and thus are able to develop strong connections. The other major limitation
of VCoP is that it involves less participation, as learning takes place in the virtual world
(Alenazi, 2017). Therefore, these limitations have to be considered when adopting this model
of PD. However, I still think that VCoP addresses some major challenges of CoP, particularly

the availability of time and space and flexibility, as will be explained in the following sections.

4.5 WhatsApp as a Medium of VCoP

WhatsApp is an instant messaging application launched in 2009. It permits users to exchange
a wide variety of content via smartphones, tablets or computers, including: (1) texts; (2)
images; (3) videos; (4) audio files; (5) documents; (6) links to information; (7) sharing of the
user’s location and contact details; and (8) supporting audio and video calls. It allows
communication, both between individuals and group chatting, i.e. all members receive identical
content simultaneously. Meanwhile, group chat history is also visible and available to all

members, which enables them to participate at any time (WhatsApp Inc., 2019).

WhatsApp is considered the most popular social media platform in Saudi Arabia. The third
quarter report by Statista (2017) identified that, in 2017, 73% of the country’s 33.55 million
inhabitants were actively using WhatsApp. Comparing WhatsApp use with that of other social
media platforms, a study by the Saudi Communications and Information Technology

Commission (CITC) (2016) concerning the use of social media platforms by the Saudi
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population revealed it to be the most popular social media application; i.e. used by 93% of the
population, in comparison to Snapchat (34%), Telegram (13%), and Bath (5%). This identifies

WhatsApp use to be a powerful trend in social media in Saudi Arabia (Figure 4.1).

Social Media Platforms

100% 93%
80%
60%
40% 34%
-
0%
B WhatApp Snapchat W Telegram Bath

Figure 4.1: The use of social media platform by Saudi population in 2016

Interestingly, growing interest in using WhatsApp has been transferred to Saudi Higher
Education, resulting in a huge number of faculty members adopting it for educational purposes.
Thus, this popularity was another impetus for choosing WhatsApp other than any other online
platform. In the next section, I present the empirical literature on VCoP, including WhatsApp

as a context for learning.

4.6 Empirical Research on VCoP

Due to the dearth of studies that investigated the use of WhatsApp as a context for EFL teachers
professional learning, this section will draw from studies that are closely related to the
characteristics of this specific VCoP. Three themes in the literature were identified as relevant
to the VCoP; these are informal learning in CoPs, VCoP of EFL teachers, and VCoP via
WhatsApp. Informal communities of practice have been a focus for researchers who aimed to

explore its effectiveness on their professional identities and practices and also the challenges
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that might result from learning within these communities. Considerable research has underlined
the effectiveness of implementing CoP at higher- education institutions in an international
context as a way to enable teachers to meet their professional learning objectives (Van

Lankveld et al., 2016; Moston, 2008; So and Kim 2013).

For example, in a very recent study, van Lankveld et al. (2016) investigated the effectiveness
of informal learning communities when enhancing PD. The findings revealed the effectiveness
of these communities exceeds expectations, supporting teachers’ capacity to strengthen their
professional identities. In other words, these communities allowed teachers to have a dialogic
interaction through question sharing, solutions and interpretations. In addition, they expounded

teachers’ tacit knowledge and expertise and enhanced their sense of belonging.

Another study conducted by So and Kim (2013) explored how informal inquiry, through the
medium of a learning community was initiated informally by Korean teachers pursuing PD.
Their study focused on establishing the drive that informs individuals’ participation in a self-
organised learning community, how informal inquiry occurs within this community of learning
and what this initiative means to teachers. Findings have shown a self-organised community
of learning is more effective as a tool to encourage teachers to keep developing themselves
without external support or rewards, because all teachers have a similar status and teaching
experiences, which might strengthen their relationships. Another finding is that informal
inquiry allows teachers to advance their knowledge in terms of teaching practices and
transforms their attitudes towards teaching. This study asserts that communities of learning can
also serve to develop teachers’ professional identity and autonomy. Communities of learning,
according to So and Kim, profoundly contribute to making teachers “reform agents” (p. 105),
in order to improve their teaching practice. This finding accords with Cochran-Smith and

Lytle’s (1999) view that discussing current teaching problems can function as a starting point
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prompting further learning. In addition, So and Kim’s (2013) study shows a learning
community is more likely to endure if it consists of participants with a similar background and
vision. However, this is contrary to Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (1999) expectation that a
teacher learning community would ideally include teachers with different positions and work
experience. In the process, group meetings and the group’s online network emerged as useful

medium for collaborative inquiry (So and Kim, 2013, p. 113).

Elsewhere, Akinyemi and Rembe (2017) investigated the challenges encountered by teachers
in both formal and informal CoP settings in South Africa. Adopting a mixed-methods
approach, they distributed questionnaires to 64 teachers, and then conducted follow up
interviews with 15 of them. The findings revealed: (1) a lack of time for regular meetings, (2)
a lack of permanent meeting space or being in a distant area, (3) a lack of trust among group
members, (4) a lack of sufficient material resources, and (5) a lack of institutional support, to
be the challenges most affecting teachers’ participation. This means that although CoP is
considered as an effective model for teachers’ PD, its potential challenges have to be taken into
consideration in order to make the most of it as mentioned above in the theoretical section. In
this vein, VCoPs are now being used as a way to address these challenges and limitations.
Therefore, researchers have started investigating its use as a PD model for EFL teachers and

other practitioners in other disciplines.

For instance, Dowling (2009) investigated the use of VCoP as a way to develop EFL teachers
in Thailand through an online website ajarn.com. The overall findings revealed a new trend in
TPD, in the sense that teacher development is no longer confined to obtaining received
knowledge, but can also result in experiential knowledge being generated and shared by
teachers themselves through group reflection on their practices. Therefore, as VCoP

compensates for difficulties associated with face-to-face CoPs and facilitates EFL teachers PD,
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Dowling (ibid) states, “for EFL teachers working alone in foreign settings, participating in
CoPs may be difficult. Fortunately, with advances in information technology, teachers can now
join online CoPs” (p.13). He further elaborates on how constructing and transferring
knowledge and its resources among EFL teachers with different levels of professionality in this
community, ranging from expert to novice teachers, allows the professional transformation of

peripheral/novice teachers.

Another study was conducted by Yue Qi and Wang (2018), who explored the use of VCoP
through — WeChat instant messaging app- as a model of PD used by language teachers in China.
Qualitative data from group chat interaction, teachers’ reflective journals, and focus group
discussions with five language teachers were collected. Content analysis was adopted. The
findings showed that mutual engagement, shared repertoire and joint enterprises emerged as
the main dimensions of CoP proposed by Wenger (1998). Teachers’ engagement took a variety
of forms -synchronously and asynchronously- involving reading and listening, raising
questions, responding to others, encouraging one another, caring for and supporting each other
(p- 87). Yue Qi and Wang (ibid) also found that this VCoP can empower teachers to form
virtual self-led communities. Hence, although these studies were conducted on two different
online platforms, they revealed the effectiveness of VCoP for EFL teachers sharing and

transforming knowledge and experience.

It is to be noted that these studies have explored VCoP via platforms other than WhatsApp.
The use of WhatsApp as medium for learning for higher education practionators has been
explored recently in different contexts. For example, Alsolamy (2017) investigated the use of
social networking platforms by faculty members in Saudi universities as educational tools to
improve teaching practice and learning styles. Findings revealed WhatsApp to be the most

frequently used platform in this context at (88%), followed by (84%) Twitter, (78 %) Facebook,
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and (63%) YouTube. Alsolamy (ibid) further indicated that unlike other public social
networking platforms, WhatsApp is attractive to the majority of the faculty members at Saudi
universities, as it allows creation of a private and safe environment for learning. Conversely,
Rashidi et al. (2016) conducted a study, examining the level of the privacy offered by
WhatsApp to its users in the Saudi context. The findings revealed that, although one group of
Saudi WhatsApp users were satisfied with the current level of privacy provided, another group
expressed a wish for additional options as a way to control their privacy, particularly as users

who are not in their phone lists were able to obtain access without mutual agreement.

Furthermore, Alsolamy (2017) investigated the attitudes, motives, and concerns of faculty
members regarding the integration of social networking in Saudi university context. The results
revealed that 94% of faculty members supported the integration of social networking sites for
educational purposes, believing this would: (1) motivate teachers’ learning; (2) enhance their
teaching practice; (3) facilitate communication; and (4) promote collaboration through the
sharing of thoughts and experiences. However, Alsolamy’s study is limited to teachers’
perceptions; thus, it is unclear how WhatsApp can enhance teaching practice; i.e. to what
extent? And in what ways? His study thus lacks sufficient depth to reveal the practicality of
WhatsApp as a medium for teachers’ professional learning and teaching practice. Accordingly,
it can be concluded that research currently taking place is limited to the integration of social
media platforms and education in Saudi Arabia; thus, further research is required to investigate
the impact of these social media platforms on teaching practice, particularly those informed by

SDL initiatives, which will be addressed by the current study.

Understanding the potential importance of WhatsApp as a virtual learning medium encourages
a review of literature investigating its practicality in the context of teachers’ SDPD in relation

to VCoP. Although the literature of VCoP via WhatsApp is fragmented, and still new, I will
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review relevant (local and international) studies that have investigated the use of WhatsApp as
a medium of VCoP by teachers, revealing the gap in the literature the current research is

attempting to address.

First, Cansoy (2017) conducted a study in Turkey investigating the focus of 12 science
teachers’ discussions in a WhatsApp group (VCoP), as a form of PD. Cansoy adopted a virtual
ethnography approach, observing teachers’ discussions over the course of a year, and then
analysing the focus of their discussions with a content analysis framework. He found the
majority shared knowledge regarding the following key areas: (1) field knowledge; (2)
pedagogical content knowledge; (3) in-school teaching practice; and (4) emotional support (p.
291). However, he only adopted a single research method (i.e. a content analysis of teachers’
discussions). Thus, his findings were limited to knowledge produced by this type of
collaborative learning. He therefore did not deepen his investigation to understand the social
phenomenon of VCoP via WhatsApp in relation to other key areas, such as social context and
practice. Cansoy (ibid) claimed that knowledge sharing contributes to teachers’ practices,
based on his observation of the interaction in the WhatsApp group, but he did not elicit the
evidence from the teachers’ themselves, which reveals a gap in our understanding regarding its
impact on their practice. This is consequently addressed in the current study, when conducting

interviews intended to elicit teachers’ experiences of VCoP, in relation to their practice.

Hayward and Ward (2018) investigated the use of WhatsApp by faculty members in the UK.
Two WhatsApp groups were initiated by researchers: in the first, thirty-eight clinical educators
were found to be working in different locations across the UK, and were invited to join a VCoP
via WhatsApp. A year later, another group was formed locally, including 20 faculty members
teaching a new course in the same context. They were unable to meet regularly. A questionnaire

was employed with the participants of both groups. The findings showed the effectiveness of
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WhatsApp as a means to allow educators to share teaching experiences, ask questions, and
keep in touch with medical school faculty members, particularly those with different
specialities, in the case of geographical dispersion. On the other hand, the huge number of the
participants in the larger group found it somewhat difficult to contact all members. In addition,
the participants reported that overload among the WhatsApp group affected participation, as
the individuals were members of several groups. Although Hayward and Ward (ibid)
investigated VCoP via WhatsApp, their study was not of a self-initiated group, but was
established by the researchers; thus, it cannot be classified as a self-directed activity. In
addition, the findings were limited to one method (questionnaire), wherein the current study
examines qualitative data through online observation and semi-structured interviews, for

triangulation and complementation purposes.

Alenazi (2017) undertook a further study within the Saudi university context, intending to
investigate the extent of engagement of twenty-six mathematics pre-service teachers in an
‘other-initiated’ (i.e. set up by the researcher) WhatsApp group, as a VCoP for learning.
Conducting content analysis of WhatsApp chat, and thematic analysis of the interviews, the
findings revealed an unsatisfactory rate of participation (i.e. 57%), due to the following factors:
(1) negative peer pressure; (2) atypical usage of WhatsApp as a context for learning; (3)
difficulties with certain types of posts; and (4) the absence of an instructor to regulate learning
(Alenazi, 2017, pp. 4-5). However, as this VCoP was designed and introduced by an outsider
‘researcher’, who played the role of a non-participant observer, it cannot be classified as a self-
directed activity. The current study, therefore, examines VCoP from the perspective of self-
directed learning; i.e. the group initiated by teachers themselves, with the researcher also being
an insider, i.e. an original group member. Moreover, Alenazi (ibid) focused on the process of
learning within the online context, rather than its impact on teachers’ practices, as addressed in

the current study.
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All the reviewed studies about the use of WhatsApp as a context of VCoP were in areas other
than English. Thus, English (EFL) will be the context herein. It is also important to note that
the VCoP in all of the previous studies was other initiated (by the researchers), rather than self-
initiated by the teachers. Consequently, this means that my approach to study VCoP via
WhatsApp is different from the other discussed studies, in the sense that the WhatsApp group
in the current study is informally self-directed/initiated by teachers themselves and myself (the
researcher) as an original member. Methodologically speaking, Alenazi’s (2017) use of
interviews meant he could evaluate the effectiveness of utilizing WhatsApp independently as
a learning platform, but he did not explore its impact on teachers’ practice, which is the primary

focus of the current study.

4.7 Summary of the Chapter

This chapter identified the theoretical and conceptual framework and previous research
regarding the use of VCoP via WhatsApp. The following chapter will present the methodology

adopted when conducting the current study.
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Chapter 5

Methodology, Research Design and Procedures
5.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the methodology adopted for the current study. Firstly, there is an
examination of the philosophical assumptions underpinning this research, i.e. ontology and
epistemology. Secondly, there is a discussion of the chosen designs and data collection
methods for each design. Thirdly, there is a presentation of the participants, sampling
techniques, analysis frameworks, quality issues and ethical considerations. The chapter

concludes with a discussion of the research challenges and limitations.
5.2 Research Questions

As indicated in Chapter One, the principal aim of this study was to understand the nature of
SDPD pursued by EFL university teachers in Saudi higher education, including: (1) the models
used; (2) reasons for their adoption; (3) the challenges faced by teachers; and (4) to understand
how EFL teachers from a specific Saudi university view their participation in one VCoP via
WhatsApp, as a form of SDPD, in relation to their teaching practice. To achieve this aim, I
adopted an interpretive exploratory approach, employing two distinct designs to explore this
phenomenon in Saudi higher education institutions, enabling me to present the big picture

through the use of different types of evidence.
The current study therefore focussed on the following questions:

1. What is the nature of the SDPD initiatives pursued by EFL university teachers in a Saudi
university context?

2.  What are the factors that contribute to the SDPD of EFL teachers in Saudi universities?
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3. What are the underlying factors potentially hindering EFL teachers in Saudi universities
from pursuing SDPD?
4. How does participating in a virtual community of practice (VCoP) through a “WhatsApp

group’, as a form of SDPD, relate to EFL university teachers’ teaching practice?

5.3 Paradigmatic Stance

All research is required to be underpinned by ideological assumptions, known as a paradigm,
which guides the design and informs the methodological choices (Crotty, 1998). Johnson and
Christensen (2017) stated that a paradigm is “a worldview or perspective about research held
by a community of researchers that is based on a set of shared assumptions, concepts, values
and practices” (p. 31). Most importantly, it provides a theoretical justification for the adoption
of specific methodologies, including how these relate to the outcome of the research (Cohen,
Mannion & Morison, 2018). This indicates firstly, the researcher’s position concerning the
nature of knowledge; secondly, ‘what’ and ‘how’ this knowledge can be known; and thirdly,
the procedures through which this knowledge can be obtained (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 108).
Paltridge and Phakiti (2015) argued that these presuppositions exist in all research whether or
not they are explicitly stated. However, Cameron (2011) emphasised that the paradigm(s)
informing a research design should be fully understood and explicitly stated within the research
itself (p. 100). As the current research strives to understand the nature of SDPD pursued by
EFL university teachers, and the impact of one model (VCoP) on teacher practice, its

philosophical underpinnings are consistent with the interpretive paradigm.
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5.3.1 Interpretive Paradigm

This study falls within the exploratory interpretive paradigm. It focusses on fully
comprehending the nature of the experience of EFL university teachers practicing SDPD in
general, and the impact of VCoP via WhatsApp (as one model of SDPD) on teachers’ practice
in particular. This paradigm was primarily based on an understanding of social phenomena and
interpreting actions from individual points of view (i.e. emic accounts) as they occur naturally
in the social world. Pring (2015) stated that human beings are creative and create personal
subjective meanings concerning their experiences while interacting within their social context.
Therefore, the adoption of an interpretive approach infers an interpretation of socially

constructed meanings through interaction with the social world (Crotty, 1998).

The current study interpreted the SDPD initiatives developed by EFL teachers at Saudi
universities from the perspective of teachers, in order to explore the meanings attached to this
phenomenon. This resulted in interpretive philosophical assumptions being considered the
most appropriate to inform the methodology and designs of this study. Furthermore,
interpretive research is distinguished by its flexibility and potential to examine the complexity
of a constructed reality (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This allows the researcher to produce thick
contextualised descriptions of the studied phenomenon, while at the same time reflecting the
rigour of interpretive research. Hence, the adoption of the interpretive paradigm is compatible

with the intention and purpose of the current study.

5.3.2 Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions

Blaikie (1993) noted that ontology refers to the “claims and assumptions that are made about
the nature of social reality, claims about what exists, what it looks like, what units make it up

and how these units interact with each other.” (p. 6). It can therefore be regarded as the starting
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point for both the theoretical and methodological frameworks of research (Grix, 2002, p. 177).
However, this is not the case with every research. Pragmatism, for example, employs questions

as the starting point for defining and determining the research approach (Cohen et al., 2018).

In addition, interpretivists acknowledge multiple realities, i.e. they view reality as being diverse
and situated in individuals’ minds. The main ontological assumption of the present study is that
EFL university teachers hold their own views, experiences and actions regarding SDPD. The
role of the researcher is therefore to interpret the meanings produced by teachers, to offer a
meaningful and thorough interpretation of this phenomenon (Crotty, 1998). Despite working
within the same context and using identical resources to develop professionally, teachers
interact in distinctive ways with the phenomenon of SDPD and thus do not share the same

experience, instead developing relative experiences (Grix, 2004; Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

In this sense, this research is positioned within a relativist-constructivist ontological
assumption (Paltridge & Phakiti, 2015, p.17). This stance holds that socially and discursively
constructed meanings attached to identical phenomena differ in accordance with each
individual’s interaction with reality. This view considers that subjective knowledge consisting
of various interpretations of a single phenomenon can simultaneously represent and determine

the research epistemology.

Epistemology forms a theory of knowledge referring to “the relationship between the knower
and what can be known” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 37). Paltridge & Phakiti (2015) described
interpretive epistemology as ‘“attempts to know things are inherently and unavoidably
subjective” (p.18). This therefore views knowledge or meaning as mind-dependent, indicating
the distinct meanings generated by different individuals, which can only be obtained through
interaction (Crotty, 1998). Jonassen (1991) examined knowledge from a constructivist

epistemological perspective, viewing it as “a process of actively interpreting and constructing
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individual knowledge representations” (p. 5). This constructivist position can therefore be seen
as a departure from the positivist stance aiming to find one absolute truth, instead focussing on
appreciating constructed knowledge arising from individual experience. The interpretive
approach thus facilitated my own interaction with my participants, so as to gain a deeper

understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.

This study represents constructed meanings through the participants’ personal descriptions,
stories and, as well as the language employed to articulate these experiences (Garrick, 1999).
This assumption indicates that (as an active participant in the process of acquiring and
generating knowledge) the researcher is required to establish a positive rapport with the
participants in order to acquire comprehensive knowledge (Bryman, 2016; Creswell & Poth,
2018). I therefore adopted a subjectivist-constructivist epistemological stance, in which
knowledge is gained and constructed through interaction. This was due to the assumption that
interaction would enable me to gain access to participants’ actions, experiences and
interpretations of their SDPD. Having considered these lines of thoughts, the rationale for
adopting this position relates to the exploratory nature of this study. However, it is important
to note that the use of a mixed-methods design during the first stage of this project does not
contradict the interpretive epistemological stance, as the aim of the study was to understand

and document the nature of SDPD of EFL university teachers (i.e. presenting-reality).

According to the presumption of the complexity of this social phenomenon, the current study
examines two kinds of knowledge (i.e. subjective and intersubjective), focussing on two levels
of interpretation: (1) teachers’ interpretation of their SDPD initiatives (i.e. their emic accounts),
resulting in subjective knowledge and my own interpretation (i.e. etic view), as the researcher,
of their interpretations, resulting in intersubjective knowledge. (2) Minimising my own

subjectivity by relying on multiple sources of qualitative data (for a more in-depth discussion
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of the quality measures of this research, see Section 4.7).

5.3.3 Methodological Assumptions

Creswell and Clark (2011) stated that methodology refers to “the philosophical framework and
the fundamental assumptions of research” (p. 4). Punch (2014) contended that a
methodological theory denotes the philosophy behind research methods (p. 14), i.e. the
adaptation of a methodological approach that best fits a research problem either theoretically
or practically. The choice of the most appropriate methodology enhances the rigour of an
inquiry (Bryman, 2016; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). However, this is not an easy task and
needs to be determined in relation to other essential elements, i.e. the philosophical stance,
research purpose and questions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Thus, a researcher needs to consider

all of these elements prior to embarking on a specific methodology.

As noted previously, the current research project is informed by interpretive exploratory
dimensions. This led me to adopt two interpretive designs. The concept of SDPD considers
that, as adult learners, teachers learn in a self-directed and distinctive manner, according to
their learning characteristics and potential. This therefore indicates that their learning
experiences (SDPD) differ from each other. Therefore, interpretive methodology was
considered the most appropriate approach, as it appreciates such distinctiveness and complexity
in teachers’ learning realities. Furthermore, the overall interpretive methodology was based on
the current lack of interpretive studies in this area, particularly when it comes to the context of
Saudi higher education EFL. Candy (1991), a key figure in the field of SDL, advocated the

adoption of the interpretive approach when studying the phenomenon of SDL, stating that:
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In order to acknowledge the unique features of self-directed learning in its various
manifestations, what seems called for is a research orientation that emphasises
individuality, that acknowledges situational variability, that takes account of the
apparently random and serendipitous nature of human affairs, and that, above all, gives
due prominence to the fact that people are active choosers and participate actively in the
creation of the social world of which they are a part. The interpretive approach, it is
suggested, offers such an orientation [...] some of the very features that are distinctive
about self-directed learning, and that accordingly appear as paradoxical or problematic,
could potentially be overcome by the adoption of research perspective that explicitly

allows for such features rather than ignoring or denying them. (pp. 437 - 438).

Candy (1991) therefore suggested that interpretive assumptions are more congenial to those
underlying SDL, i.e. the main theoretical framework of SDPD. In accordance with Candy
(ibid), this approach facilitated the purposes of the current study by establishing: (1) learners’
views on SDL; (2) learners’ purposes when it comes to its adoption; (3) learners’ attitudes; and

(4) autonomous learning and the development of personal autonomy (p. 456).

Raza (2010) indicated that, philosophically speaking, SDL as a form of PD entails a personal
construction of knowledge, experience and stimulus (p. 47), emphasising that this theoretical
framework enables an exploration of teachers’ personal teaching practices. This suggests the
interpretive approach as the best fit for approaching this study. The interpretive constructivist
approach allowed me to understand and describe in detail EFL university teachers’ perception
of SDPD, including considering the social context within which teachers pursue this form of
learning. This type of inquiry therefore enabled me to cultivate an in-depth understanding of

teachers’ actions and interactions with respect to their SDPD (Richards & Morse, 2013). In
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particular, it generated evidence through the teachers’ words and texts, as well as their own

interpretations.

The following section presents a detailed description of the designs employed in this research.

5.4 Research Design

The selection of a research design entails an understanding of the philosophical assumptions
underlying the specific type of research (Merriam, 1998). Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2012)
viewed research design as referring to “the basic structure of a research project, the plan for
carrying out an investigation focused on a research question that is central to the concerns of a
particular epistemic community” (p. 16). In addition, a design provides the rationale for the
choices made by the researcher (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, p. 17). Watkins and Gioia
(2015, p. 3) stated that “methodology is a lens through which research is examined”.
Furthermore, a research design consists of the procedures for data collection, analysis,
interpretation and the writing of data (Creswell & Clark 2011, p. 58). Thus, if methodology is
the theory behind the research, the design consists of the framework set by the researcher to

answer the research questions.

As discussed above, the interpretive philosophical assumptions, together with the exploratory
nature of the inquiry and the research questions, led to the adoption of an interpretive
exploratory methodology consisting of two designs, i.e. mixed-methods and a qualitative case
study. I did not find it straightforward to select the overall design, going through several stages
and extensive search to confirm its appropriateness to the overall purpose of the study. My
choice was confirmed by the fact that a mixed-methods design supports and enhances
interpretive methodologies through the use of both qualitative and quantitative data (Creswell

& Clark, 2017). In addition, a qualitative case study enables an in-depth interpretive inquiry
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offering rich and complex qualitative data (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). These two designs
were therefore adopted to satisfy the purpose of this study. A mixed-methods design generally
allows the researcher to comprehensively address the problem under investigation at a macro
level, by offsetting the limitations of each strand of data by the strengths of the other (Brown,
2014). Moreover, a case study design enables the researcher to address the problem at a micro
level (Yin, 2018). The following sections focuses on a detailed description of these two

designs.

This research project consisted of two stages aimed at answering the research questions and
meeting the purpose of the study. For the first stage, I adopted a sequential mixed-methods
design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018), with a single holistic case study for the second (Baxter &
Jack, 2008). Due to the breadth and depth of the data I wished to obtain, the mixed-methods
stage employed a questionnaire followed by semi-structure interviews, while the case study

consisted of an online observation followed by semi-structured interviews (Figure 5.1).

Stage one

= . Open/close ended Semi-structured
Mixed-methods design questionnaire interviews

(SDPD)

Stage two
Case study design Online observation
(VCOP, one model of SDPD)

Semi-structured
interviews

Figure 5.1: The overall interpretive design, including the two stages
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STAGE ONE

5.4.1 Interpretive Mixed-Methods Research

This interpretive research employed a combination of both qualitative and quantitative data to:
(1) satisfy the exploratory nature of the inquiry; (2) adequately address the research questions;
and (3) enhance the quality of the overall investigation. Tashakkori and Creswell (2007)
defined mixed-methods research as “research in which the investigator collects and analyses
data, integrates the findings, and draws inferences using both qualitative and quantitative
approaches or methods in a single study or a program of inquiry” (p. 4). Creswell, Shope, Clark,
and Green (2006) emphasised that interpretive frameworks support mixed-methods designs,
which are recommended for the examination of social phenomenon. I therefore adopted an

interpretive mixed-methods design for the first stage of this research.

This study does not focus on mixing diverse worldviews or methodologies, however mixing
does take place at the level of methods informed by the interpretive paradigm to compensate
for the limitations of both methods and enhance the quality of the overall data (Creswell, 2015).
My aim was to establish a comprehensive account of the nature of SDPD through different
forms of complementary evidence. This mixing will contribute to both breadth of the inquiry
and depth of our understanding of the phenomenon under investigation from a wide range of

participants (Creswell & Clark, 2018).

The mixed-methods approach can be used for a number of different reasons, identified by
Greene, Caracelli and Graham (1989) as triangulation, complementarity, development,
initiation and expansion. Furthermore, Bryman (2006) proposed a number of more detailed
reasons for adopting mixed-methods, noting that researchers can have single or multiple reasons

for mixing their methods. Bryman (2006) stated that these include: (1) triangulation (or greater
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validity); (2) to offset; (3) completeness; (4) process; (5) the use of different research questions;
(6) explanation; (7) unexpected results; (8) the development of instruments; (9) sampling; (10)
credibility; (11) context; (12) illustration; (13) utility (or improving the usefulness of findings);
(14) confirming and discovering; (15) a diversity of views; and (16) enhancement or building

upon quantitative and qualitative findings.

This prompted me to adopt a complementary mixed-methods design, which “seeks elaboration,
enhancement, illustration and clarification of the results from one method with the results from

the other method” (Creswell & Clark, 2011, p. 62).

Firstly, my aim was to complement the quantitative evidence (i.e. ‘percentages’) with detailed
rich evidence from participants’ qualitative accounts. Creswell and Clark’s (2011) review of
typology of reasons by Greene et al. (1989) and Bryman (2006) identified complementarity or
‘completeness’ as leading to “a more comprehensive account of the area of inquiry” when both

types of data are being collected (p. 89).

Secondly, I employed development, which “seeks to use the results from one method to help
develop or inform the other method, where development is broadly construed to include
sampling and implementation, as well as measurement decisions” (Creswell & Clark, ibid, p.
89). Development was employed to develop the interview questions and the recruitment of

participants for the qualitative phase.

Thirdly, I used offsetting, which refers to “the suggestion that the research methods associated
with both quantitative and qualitative research have their own strengths and weaknesses that
combining them allows the researcher to offset their weaknesses to draw on the strength of
both” (Creswell & Clark, ibid, p. 89). The adoption of this design allowed me to enhance the

rigour of the current study by developing instruments and recruiting samples, as well as
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complementing, triangulating and offsetting the data from both stands. Furthermore, this also
enabled me to meet the requirements of this interpretive research in terms of gaining a general
understanding of the problem by simultaneously examining a large sample and presenting a
detailed account of the problem through studying and exploring the meanings constructed by,

and the experiences of, a small number of individuals.

The use of mixed-data enhanced the quality of this exploratory design through the creation of
different pictures allowing the weaknesses of one to be offset by the strengths of the other. It
was therefore inadequate to rely on a single source of data (i.e. qualitative data) from a few
participants for the preliminary stage of the research (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Jick, 1979).
Somekh and Lewin (2011) noted that “numerical data can make a valuable contribution in both
quantitative and qualitative research whether it be simple percentages or the results of
complicated techniques” (p. 220). This limitation prompted me to ensure this aspect was
complemented with quantitative data from the questionnaire. Creswell and Clark (2017) argued
that the use of a mixed-methods design can arise from uncertainty as to whether one type of
data can fully address the problem. On the other hand, a reliance on quantitative data may result
in an incomplete understanding of the research problem, i.e. data collected from several
universities across the country has the potential for different results. This led me to believe that
a mixed-methods design would fit the overall purpose of the study, as well as enhancing the
quality of the data by means of elaboration, clarification and exemplification (Brown, 2014, p.
134). In addition, the use of mixed-methods is intended to improve the quality of the inquiry

through “adding a considerable legitimation to the whole study" (Brown, 2014, p 135).

It is notable that adopting mixed-methods design entails taking key issues into consideration,
including: (1) the way in which it is applied; (2) the selection of the appropriate variant; (3) the

method of integrating the data; (4) the means of data analysis; (5) and the method employed to
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make inferences and raise the overall quality (Cameron, 2011, p. 103). These issues are

considered in detail in the following sections.

5.4.2 Sequential Mixed-Methods Design

The study of the literature affirmed a number of mixed-methods designs, which enabled me to
choose the most appropriate variant. Each variant has a distinctive framework and purpose,
with Creswell and Clark (2017) proposing a different typology for a number of commonly used
variants of mixed-methods designs, including: (1) the convergent parallel design: (2) the
exploratory sequential design; (3) the explanatory sequential design; (4) the embedded design;
(5) the transformation design; and (6) the multiphase design. For the current study, I selected
to use the two-phase sequential design. This was due to the nature and purpose of the inquiry
and the philosophical underpinnings and research questions, all of which explore, understand
and interpret the nature of SDPD of EFL university teachers as an under-investigated area
within the Saudi higher education context. This also led me to adopt a customised version of
the explanatory sequential variant to match the exploratory nature of this research, in which
the primary qualitative phase employed preliminary quantitative data. This variant has been
recently labelled a ‘participant-selection variant’ (Creswell, 2017, p. 89), primarily used to
locate cases meeting the criteria for the qualitative phase through a systematic base, i.e.
questionnaires. Unlike the explanatory sequential variant, the participant-selection variant

prioritises the qualitative phase.

Creswell (ibid) asserted that the adoption of the participant-selection variant leads to more
accurate results. This is potentially due to (as in the current study) the research commencing
with the questionnaires, thus informing the development of a valid instrument for the main
semi-structured interviews, i.e. guiding the researcher to the key issues for investigation. The

use of close/open-ended questionnaires was aimed at obtaining a more accurate understanding
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of the general trends/orientation of the phenomenon, as well as adding additional breadth to
this study through the collection of data from a large sample based in multiple sites within the
context of Saudi higher education. This sequential mixed-methods variant can be viewed as
being compatible with the methodological ideologies of the current study (which are
underpinned by interpretive perspectives) and therefore the most effective means of answering
the research questions (Creswell & Clark, 2017). A visual representation of the adopted

sequential mixed-methods design is presented below, in Figure 5.2.

[ Phase 1: Quantitative Data ]
1. Questionnaire - 207 EFL teachers from 13
. i Saudi Universities

Objectives:
e Answering the first
three questions
e Recruiting l
interview
participants
e Informing interview </—>

schedule Initial Data Analysis

[ Phase2: Qualitati Data\ ]
'4— 14 EFL teachers from 7

1. Semi-structured interview | . f .
=———————> | Saudi Universities

e Answering the first
three questions l
Data Analysis

Figure 5.2: The design of the first stage of the study ‘sequential mixed-methods’
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Creswell and Clark (2017) highlighted that the adoption of a mixed-methods design entails
decisions regarding: (1) the participants of the two phases; (2) the size of the two samples; and
(3) the type of quantitative data to be followed up with qualitative data, which is then presented
in the subsequent parts. At the same time, the use of a fixed mixed-methods design employing
a predetermined plan determines the need to make important choices regarding the
implementation, priority and integration of data. These issues are discussed in further detail

below.

5.4.2.1 Implementation

The implementation of any mixed-methods research requires a decision concerning the time
and sequence of employing the two data sets (i.e. quantitative and qualitative). Creswell and
Clark (2011) defined this implementation as consisting of the sequence and time of the data
collection, which can be undertaken: (1) concurrently; (2) sequentially; or (3) in the form of a
multiphase (p. 93). The current study adopted a two-phase sequential mixed-methods design
to adequately understand the research problem (i.e. the nature of SDPD in relation to: firstly,
the types and frequency of the adopted models; secondly, the contributing factors; and thirdly,
the challenges). It is important to note that this variant commences with the quantitative strand
(i.e. the questionnaire) followed by the qualitative strand (i.e. the one-to-one semi-structured

interview).

The fact that the current study commenced with the quantitative instrument does not contradict
the exploratory nature of the inquiry, due to not being purely quantitative but containing a
number of open-ended questions analysed in a thematic manner. The design of the mixed-
methods questionnaire facilitated an understanding of the general trends in a relatively larger
sample, as well as refining the focus of study and developing the instrument for the second

phase (i.e. the qualitative inquiry) and the process of recruiting the participants.
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5.4.2.2 Priority

In undertaking a research studys, it is vital to decide (either implicitly or explicitly) which type
of data is of greater importance, or if both are equal (Creswell et al., 2006). Creswell and Clark
(2011) noted that ‘priority’ refers to “the relative importance or weighting of the quantitative
and qualitative methods for answering the study’s questions” (p. 92). Creswell, Clark, Gutman,
and Hanson (2003) stated that, in most cases, this decision is left to the researcher, in order to
weigh the importance of the type of data s/he believes capable of answering the research
questions. A consideration of the philosophical stance, overall purpose and aim of the current
study (i.e. understanding the nature of SDPD pursued by EFL university teachers) and the
research questions resulted in the priority being placed on the qualitative data, with the

quantitative data being used in a secondary role.

5.4.2.3 Integration

After deciding the sequence and priority of the data, I was then faced with the most salient and
critical decision, i.e. the integration of both types of data. Integration in mixed-methods
research refers to “the combination of quantitative and qualitative research within a given stage
of inquiry” (Creswell et al., 2003, p. 220). However, I first needed to determine the level of
integration, i.e. independent or interactive (Creswell & Clark, 2011, p. 91: Morse and Niehaus,

2009).

Due to employing a sequential design, this study needed to integrate data in an interactive
manner. It was therefore important to make an appropriate determination of the levels of
integration points. These can occur at the level of design, data collection, data analysis and
interpretation. The mixing of data in the current study was implemented at the level of

interpretation, i.e. following the individual collection and analysis of both sets of data, I then
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integrated them for the final step of the research. This decision concerning the point of
integration enabled me to enhance the quality of the conclusion by means of a comparison or

synthesis of the study’s findings (Creswell & Clark, 2017).

Sequential design

Stage of
integration
Interpretaion stage

Implemetation
quan + QUAL

Figure 5.3: The sequential design employed in this research

5.5 Data Collection Methods Used in the Mixed-Methods Stage

The following sections outline the methods employed during the mixed-methods stage,

including the process of designing, developing, piloting and administrating the instruments.

5.5.1 Questionnaire

The questionnaire is the method most frequently employed in scientific research, despite the
difficulties in ensuring its validity and reliability (Dornyei, 2003, p. 3). Questionnaires
generally focus on facilitating a general understanding of a specific social phenomenon,
answering questions relating to ‘what’ and ‘how many’ (Watkins & Gioia, 2015). It tends to
be employed for various stages of social science research (Dornyei, 2003, p. 10) and falls into
two categories: (1) interview schedules; and (2) the self-administrated questionnaire
(Buckingham & Saunders, 2004, p. 43). This research concentrated on the latter. Brown (2001)

stated that a questionnaire consists of “any written instruments that presents respondents with
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a series of questions or statements to which they are to react, either by writing down their

answers or selecting from among existing answers” (p. 6).

In addition, there are two forms of questionnaire (i.e. close and open-ended), each of which
possesses its own characteristics and is used to generate different types of data, as discussed

below.

1. Close-ended Questions: these are a popular format, being designed with lists of
predetermined answers from which the respondents are able to choose (Church & Waclawski,
2017). There are a variety of close ended items formats, including: (1) categorical; (2)
checklist; (3) multiple choice; and (4) rating questions (Oppenheim, 1992). Three of these were

used in this study to formulate the close-ended items of the questionnaire.

2. Open-ended Questions: these offer a blank space to be filled by the respondent rather than
a choice from predetermined questions. Their use can lead to unanticipated issues (including
illustrative quotes and graphic examples), particularly when the researcher is unaware of the
range of possible answers (Dornyei, 2003, p. 47; Oppenheim, 1992). Due to the current
research being interpretive exploratory in nature, I employed open-ended questions alongside
close ended items, in order to ensure a more flexible questionnaire that allowed the respondents
to respond freely, in a qualitative manner, based on their personal experience. My analysis of
the open-ended responses provided me with multiple views and experiences, enabling me to

gain an initial understanding of the broader trends and orientation of the phenomenon.

Like most methods, questionnaires contain both merits and limitations. In particular, they are
based on the use of standardised questions for all participants, which (in most cases) results in
an ease of processing and analysing of data comparable to qualitative data. Questionnaires thus

tend to be characterised by ease of administration and the minimum amounts of time, cost and
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effort required to process a large amount of data (Dornyei, 2003, p. 9). Thus, well-constructed
questionnaires lead to straightforward analysis and processing. On the other hand, ill-
constructed questionnaires can lead to less reliable (or invalid) data (Dornyei, 2003, p. 10).
Questionnaires are distinguished from other empirical methods by seeking information in a
non-evaluative manner, rather than focusing on ‘correct’ answers (Dornyei, 2003, p. 3).
However, it is also possible for respondents to misread (or misinterpret) the questions, resulting
in inaccurate responses (Low, 1999). I attempted to lessen the impact of this issue by piloting
my questionnaire with different participants at two stages of its construction, as discussed in

more detail below.

The aim of the questionnaire in the current study was to provide information that was
descriptive rather than analytical. Descriptive questionnaires are designed to describe a social
phenomenon and identify facts concerning a specific population, i.e. the proportion displaying
certain characteristics, opinions or facts (Buckingham & Saunders, 2004, p. 13; Oppenheim,
1992, p. 12). I therefore developed by own questionnaire to gather information regarding the
SDPD of EFL university teachers (i.e. the types of activities, contributing factors and
challenges), in order to provide an overview of the status of this phenomenon by means of a
larger sample drawn from this particular context. At the same time, it was used to inform the
design of the interview questions during the second phase, i.e. the creation of themes for the

interview questions.

This study is informed by the interpretive paradigm. Buckingham and Saunders (2004) asserted
that the use of quantitative research methods does not necessarily indicate a commitment to the
positivist tradition, stating that “it is possible to use survey techniques without endorsing all
aspects of positivist philosophy” (p. 19). This questionnaire therefore did not focus on the

ability to generalise, but rather a broad understating of the phenomenon from a large
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population. Dornyei (2003) argued that questionnaires are not the most effective method for
truly qualitative exploratory research. Thus, it should be noted that the main method of the
current research consisted of the semi-structured interviews, these being purely qualitative and
therefore serving the requirements of the interpretive research. In addition, I used a mix of
close/open-ended questions in my questionnaire. Thus, it was not purely quantitative but
generates also some qualitative interpretive data. Wolcott (2008) highlighted that standardised
questionnaires tend to be less formal and semi-structured and are frequently used for
triangulation, particularly in conjunction with multiple data sources (as cited in Gerber Abrams,
Curwood & Magnifico, 2017, p 153). This is the case in the current study, which employed the

questionnaire data for the purposes of complementation.

5.5.1.1 Designing a Researcher-Developed Questionnaire

When it came to designing the SDPD questionnaire, I started with 106 items, which were later
refined (by means of multiple piloting stages) to fifty-two items, organised in four sections in
a logical manner. The first section included four mandatory demographical questions,
focussing on teachers’ gender, English related major, qualifications and years of experience.
The second section was made up of twenty questions, including sixteen Likert scale items, two
multiple choice and two open-ended questions investigating the types, contexts and frequency
of the use of SDPD models. The third section was made up of sixteen questions, including
fifteen Likert scale items and one checklist question, focussing on the participants’ motivation
for pursing SDPD in relation to the level of importance. The fourth section consisted of eleven
Likert scale items focussing on the challenges impeding teachers from pursuing SDPD (see
Appendix 1). It is important to note that most questions were in a Likert five-point scale format
(i.e. forty-two items), due to this being the most precise and reliable tool capable of eliciting

various degrees of response (Oppenheim, 1992). The questionnaire was closed, while also
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including two open ended questions capable of being answered in a single sentence. This
method was supported by Gillham (2000), who suggested that “one or two questions can be a
good way of finishing the questionnaire” (p. 34-35). It is also important to note that the
questionnaire was written and administrated in English. In addition, I ensured the questionnaire
items were simple and straightforward, so as to be easily understood by all respondents. Open-
ended questions tend to take time to complete and are difficult to be coded in a reliable manner,
I therefore only included two questions, which were related to the research main questions, in
order to contribute to the generation of themes for the interview questions. [ used ‘specific open
questions’ to question the respondents concerning facts, as well as their past activities and
performance (Dornyei, 2003, p. 48). These were distributed throughout the questionnaire in a
logical manner. I followed Dornyei’s (2003) recommendations for the check list questions,
including giving an option for further open-ended answers, in order to ensure I provided an
exhaustive list of options and avoided restricting the responses to being predetermined. This
led me to include a category (i.e. ‘if others, please specify’) followed by space for an answer,
for which I obtained a small number of qualitative responses. The questionnaire concluded
with thanks and a short statement requesting any respondent willing to participate in the second

qualitative phase to provide an email address so that I could contact them.

5.5.1.2 The Validity and Reliability of the Questionnaire

The content of the questionnaire was developed following a comprehensive consultation of the
literature, in order to ensure coverage of main dimensions and theoretical information required
for the investigation. As well as my own experience as an EFL university teacher, I drew on
the work of Baily et al. (2001), Johnson (2009), Joyce and Calhoun (2010) Lee, (2015), Porter
(2014), Raza (2010), and Richards and Farell (2005). The questionnaire was linked to the

research questions to ensure the focus and relevance of its content and to eliminate peripheral
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questions of only superficial interest.

Del Greco, Walop and McCarthy (1987) stated that, in order to ensure content validity, a
questionnaire should adequately cover its intended domain. I therefore sent the completed
version to my supervisor (a professor in the field of language teacher professional
development), along with two further PD educators, requesting them to check whether the
items adequately covered the areas I intended to investigate in terms of: (1) measuring the
frequency of teachers’ use of SDPD activities (i.e. individual and collaborative): (2) the reasons
for their preference for either type; (3) the reasons teachers tend to pursue SDPD; and (4) the
challenges that impede teachers from practising SDPD. I was subsequently given a number of
suggested amendments, including a number of suggestions namely about: (1) shortening any
lengthy statements; (2) deleting similar items (e.g. the willingness to learn and to undertake
PD); and (3) adding a third option for both multiple-choice questions 6 and 7, e.g. an either/or
option regarding the context and types of SDPD. This did not restrict the respondents to one
option, as a considerable proportion of their responses preferred both options. In response to
this feedback, I firstly, removed any complex, ambiguous and negative statements in order to
increase the clarity and smoothness of the instrument (Lewin, 2005, p. 200) and secondly, I

attempted to reduce amiguity by employing unidimensional statements (Oppenheim, 1992).

5.5.1.3 Piloting the Questionnaire

It is essential to ensure that a questionnaire has a professional appearance and that its items
are suitable for to the purpose for which it is developed (Bryman, 2016). Therefore, piloting is
considered an integral aspect of its construction and vital to ensure its validity, reliability and
feasibility (Dornyei, 2003, p. 63). Moreover, Oppenheim (1992) argued that it can prove
dangerous for any researcher to assume he/she knows how the respondents will react, or to

question an expert about their potential reaction in advance. Thus, every component of a social
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questionnaire should be piloted, i.e. questions, items and scales (p. 49). This indicates that
piloting must be undertaken in a continuous manner throughout all stages of its construction.
Dornyei (2003) stated that formal piloting is particularly required at two important points: (1)
the initial piloting of the item pool (i.e. the initial list of questions); and (2) the final piloting,

during the completion of the final version (p.65).

Piloting can enhance the validity of the questionnaire by improving: (1) the wording; (2) the
instructions provided to the respondents; (3) the layout of the questions on the page; (3) the
categories of answers; and (4) the numbering system of the questions (Oppenheim, 1992, p.
49). Dornyei (2003) emphasised the importance of recognising minor differences in wording,

due to their potential to influence any responses (p. 63).

I piloted my questionnaire at two different stages prior to commencing the fieldwork. Firstly,
I piloted the item pool (consisting of eight-six items) with four teachers holding similar
characteristics to the target sample. This allowed me to estimate the working of the
questionnaire, including its appearance and whether it fitted the purpose for which it was
designed (Dornyei, 2003, p. 63). In response to their suggestions, I subsequently: (1) modified
the wording of some of the questions; (2) clarified some items by providing definitions; (3)

removed unnecessary items; and (4) added a number of questions. For example:

e One participant suggested that I include a comprehensive definition of SDPD at the
beginning of the questionnaire, to ensure that the teachers understood what 1 was
referring to, as some of the activities can be self-driven or imposed by others. For
additional clarification, I included a statement (in the form of a personal choice) after
some activities, e.g. attending PD courses, conferences and workshops.

e Some participants requested a definition of the terms of some activities, due to teachers

being potentially unfamiliar with academic constructs, e.g. Q.7 (‘reflective teaching’)
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and Q.9 (‘action research’). This led me to include a brief definition between brackets
following any activity requiring further clarification.

¢ One participant asked me to change the term ‘teacher’s autonomy’ in Q36, as she did
not understand its meaning. I was unable to change it, due to forming a key concept of
my research, but instead added an explanation between brackets, e.g. ‘(teacher
independence)’.

e Some participants asked me to include further instructions before each main section
and to put each on separate page, in order to maintain their focus on one area.

e Some participants felt that it was unclear whether the checklist questions required them
to choose one or more, so I highlighted this in the instructions, e.g. ‘(you can choose

more than one option)’.

As this questionnaire was designed to be online, I consulted an expert in developing online
questionnaires on the final layout. I then modified a number of aspects according to his
recommendations, font, colours, size and instructions. I then viewed this version on various
devices (i.e. computer and smartphone) to ensure it appeared equally tangible and professional
on all types of screens (Bryman, 2016). Following my adjustment of the questionnaire in
response to the initial piloting, I again sent it to my supervisor for a final check. This resulted
in the inclusion of fifty-two items. I subsequently piloted the near-final version on thirteen EFL
university teachers to test its feasibility, validity and reliability. This second piloting allowed
me to see how the questionnaire worked in practice (i.e. how well the respondents responded),

as well as conducting an item analysis to confirm its validity and reliability.

5.5.1.4 Reliability of the Questionnaire

The reliability of the questionnaire was assessed by measuring the internal consistency of the

scale items, i.e. the extent to which the item measured the same attribute (Pallant, 2016, p. 6).
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Pallant (ibid) stated that the reliability of an instrument is “how free it is from random error”
(p- 6). A Cronbach Alpha coefficient was used, with its acceptable value being no less than
(0.75). During the test, the questionnaire was found to be sufficiently reliable with a
Cronbach’s alpha value greater than 0.7 for all three scales (see Appendix 7 reliability

statistics).

These pilots enabled me to ensure the questionnaire achieved validity and reliability in its final

version (see Appendix 1).

5.5.1.5 Administrating the Questionnaire

I developed a self-administrated questionnaire for this study, capable of being administrated
face-to-face, by post or telephone, or by means of the Internet (Bryman, 2016; Dornyei, 2003).
I chose to administrate it through a web-based platform (i.e. via email and phone), as this was
the most effective method of communication with the respondents in this context. Web
questionnaires can be delivered by email as well as on mobile phones, with some modification
to make it easier when using small screens and touchscreens (Bryman, 2016, p. 231). However,
de Bruijne and Wijnant (2013) argued that there is no discernible difference between the two
formats (i.e. email and mobile), apart from taking longer to complete a phone questionnaire. I
used mobile phones with the aim of obtaining a high rate of response (Bryman, 2016). This
was due to Mavletova (2013) noting that completing open-ended questions by means of a
mobile format questionnaire can result in low response rate. I therefore only included two open-
ended questions, all of them capable of being fully answered in a few words. It is notable that
the response rate of mobile users was found to be far higher in this study than those undertaken

by email.
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5.5.2 Semi-structured Interviews

The most commonly used instruments for data collection in qualitative research tend to be
interviews (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Silverman, 2017). Brinkmann and Kvale (2018) described
the semi-structured interview as “a planned and flexible interview with the purpose
descriptions of the life world of the interviewee with interpreting the meaning of the described
phenomenon” (p. 173). When exploring a social phenomenon, in-depth interviews facilitate
understanding the meanings participants inferred from, and attached to, their lived experiences
(Silverman, 2017). This method can therefore, as in the current research, support interpretive
research designs. In addition, interviews enable the researcher to elicit the participants’
perceptions, perspectives, thoughts, views, values, and feelings (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). In
addition, this also provides the interviewer with the opportunity to infer meanings and create
explanations from the surrounding context (Patton, 2002), thus supporting the interpretive
nature of this mixed-methods design. Furthermore, the semi-structured interview can be used
to validate information obtained from other sources of data, in order to establish a more

accurate interpretation (Laforest, Bouchard and Maurice, 2012).

In adopting an interpretive mixed-methods design initiated by a questionnaire, I used semi-
structured interviews during the second phase primarily to gain deep insights into how teachers
perceived their actions, behaviours, and experiences of SDPD, seeking to further elaborate on
issues arising from the previously employed questionnaire. Semi-structured interviews were
therefore used to understand the nature of SDPD pursed by EFL teachers in Saudi universities,
in particular in terms of the types/models, potentials, characteristics and challenges. I adopted
this type of interview based on the theoretical ground that it allows participants to reflect on
their experiences, actions and behaviours regarding the phenomenon under investigation.

Furthermore, Arksey and Knight (1999) noted that interviews enable the researcher to elicit
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more private and personal views, beliefs, experiences and understanding. The use of this
method assisted me in eliciting the personal views and experiences of the participants
concerning the challenges that they had faced and how these had impacted on their professional

identity.

Semi-structured interviews possess, as indicated in the literature, both merits and limitations.
Many qualitative researchers have been attracted to the diversity and flexibility of semi-
structured interviews, as these accord with a wide variety of research purposes. Furthermore,
the semi-structured interview allows the researcher to understand and interpret the constructed
meaning of the phenomenon under investigation through the eyes of the interviewees. It
therefore accords with the philosophical assumptions (i.e. constructivism, subjectivity)
underpinning the current study. This form of interview also enables the researcher to gain
comprehensive knowledge, potentially complemented by other kinds of information, i.e.
participants’ feelings and attitudes. A further notable feature concerns the provision of high-

quality data, particularly if interviewees are approached in an appropriate manner.

However, it is important to highlight an important limitation of this method, i.e. the competence
of the researcher. Brinkmann and Kvale (2018) claimed that the quality of each interview (in
particular the precision and accuracy of the data obtained) can be compromised if the
interviewer lacks the appropriate interviewing skills. Piloting the interview process with three
participants enabled me to: firstly, assess the appropriateness of my interview questions (i.e.
content, organisation and wording) and secondly, to practise interviewing prior to the
interviews undertaken for the purposes of this research. Furthermore, my confidence was
enhanced by my own previous experience of interviewing during a previous course of the MSc
programme (i.e. IM module). A further critical limitation when analysing and interpreting the

interviewees’ responses is researcher bias (i.e. subjectivity). I therefore attempted to minimise
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my influence by being reflexive, including monitoring the influence of my own preconceptions,
presuppositions and belief system (Kvale, 2008). My interpretation of the interview results was
complemented, triangulated and supported by the outcomes of other methods, i.e. the

questionnaire and results from the following case study.

5.5.2.1 Modes of Interviews

It should be noted that I conducted my interviews throughtout three modes during the first stage
of my research: (1) face-to-face interviews; (2) online (Skype) interviews; and (3) written
interviews by email exchanges. The decision to use these modes was in response to: (1) the
preference of the participants; (2) the geographical dispersion of some of the participants; and
(3) the existence of a number of social and religious restrictions, i.e. the segregation of the
sexes, which prevented me from conducting face-to-face interviews with any male participants.
I therefore undertook face-to-face interviews with all the female participants working in
universities of Riyadh and email interviews with those who agreed to take part in my study but
requested the questions through email. The latter was due to insufficient time to engage in face-
to-face meeting as two participants reported; also with one participant noting that she found it
more comfortable to express herself in writing. I conducted the Skype interviews with all of
the male participants, as well as with female participants living a considerable distance from

Riyadh, e.g. one lived over 1000KM away from my workplace.

Thus, this qualitative research employed online interviewing to overcome the boundaries
preventing conventional face-to-face interviews, i.e. geographical dispersion, lack of time and
finance, and physical mobility (Cater, 2011; Hooley, Wellens and Marriott, 2012). Janghorban,
Roudsari and Taghipour (2014) viewed Skype as “an alternative choice for researchers who
cannot afford face-to-face or want to change this conventional way” (p.1). In addition, the

accessibility and availability of Skype has facilitated its use by qualitative researchers, with
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Bryman (2016) stating that “Skype is available for use on many smartphones and tablets, as
well as the conventional computer” (p. 492). The literature noted the advantages of Skype
interviews, including: (1) being more flexible than those held face-to-face, particularly when
there is a need to undertake any scheduling adjustment; (2) being more comfortable; and (3)
involving less time, money and effort when participants are geographically dispersed. The main
limitations are the quality of connection and the availability of Wi-Fi, as well as participants
being familiar with the programme (Bryman, 2016). However, due to the prevalence of

technology and Internet networks in Saudi Arabia, I did not encounter such problems.

5.5.2.2 Interview Guide Design

Desiging a semi-structured interview, I had to prepare an interview guide, including main
questions, prompts and probes whenever needed. This was to encourage the interviewees to
articulate and elaborate on their ideas regarding the topic of discussion. The interviewees
therefore became co-researchers, working collaboratively with the researcher to create
knowledge ‘intersubjectivity’ (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Drever (2006) highlights that
designing the interview guide allows the researcher to predetermine the structure and focus of
the interview questions, however at the same time maintaining flexibility. It is worth noting
that the content of the interview quesions in the current study was determined and guided by
the results of the first phase (i.e. the questionnaire) and the literature concerning SDPD.

In addition, following a consultation with my supervisor (as an expert in the field), further
amendments regarding the clarity, sequence and content were also applied, in order to ensure
the validity of the content and the piloting. This therefore led to the preparation of a list of
questions regarding teachers’ initiatives when it came to SDPD. The questions were composed
and organised logically to stimulate participants to respond to the discussion. Drever (2006)

indicated that semi-structured interviews depend heavily on the use of both open- and closed-
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ended questions. Furthermore, as probes permit focus, the use of prompts can clarify diversity
in the questions, minimising ambiguity and avoiding misinterpretation (Laforest et al., 2012).
In this research, twenty-two main questions were reduced to eighteen, followed by various
prompts and probes. This refinement allowed me to thematise the content of the questions

under five main themes (Kvale, 2008) (see Appendix 2).

Table 4.1 (below) outlines the design and the research methods employed in Stage One, to

answer the three first research questions of this study.

Table 5.1:

The relationship of the mixed-methods design and research methods to the research questions

What is the nature of the SDPD initiatives pursued Questionnaires

by EFL university teachers in a Saudi university and interviews

context? i

What are the factors that contribute to the SDPD % Questionnaires

of EFL teachers in Saudi universities? 5 and interviews
3]

What are the underlying factors that potentially 5 Questionnaires

hinder EFL teachers in Saudi universities from and interviews

pursuing SDPD?
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STAGE TWO

5.6 Case Study Design

My decision to adopt a qualitative case study design for the second stage of this research was
prompted by my interest in VCoP as an online method of teachers’ informal collaborative SDL,
as well as representing one model of SDPD. This was prompted by my membership of a VCoP
via WhatsApp group initiated informally by EFL teachers from one university, which
suggested a need to conduct an in-depth investigation exploring its impact on members’

teaching practice, particularly in the Saudi university context.

A qualitative case study design enabled me to gain a deep insight into the impact of this model
on teachers’ practice from their distinict experiences through multiple sources of data, while at
the same time enhancing the quality of my overall findings. The mixed-methods stage allowed
me to broaden my investigation into the nature of SDPD pursued by EFL university teachers.
However, the case study enabled me to gain in-depth data from teachers’ actual practice of one
model of SDPD; that is the VCoP via WhatsApp. Consequently, conducting the case study as
the second stage of this research allowed me to complement the findings from the mixed-
methods stage: firstly, by supporting them with further evidence from teachers’ practice of
VCoP and secondly, by validating some of my findings and interpretations drawn from Stage
One. This was particularly relevant to examining online collaborative SDPD activities through

comparison and triangulation.

This study is, methodologically speaking, interpretive in nature. The rationale behind adopting
the qualiative case study was due to the rigour of this design, which allows the researcher to
understand and interpret the complexity of a constructed social phenomenon within its natural

context and thus produce multiple interpretations of the same reality; (1) by the participants,
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(2) by the researcher, and (3) by the readers of the reseach report (Stake, 1995). Baxter and
Jack (2008) emphasised the rigour of a qualiative case-study design, as it enables an
examination of multiple facets of the same situation through a variety of lenses. This concurs
with the constructivist philosophical stance that underpins the current study (Merriam, 1998;
Stake, 1995). Baxter and Jack (2008) stated that this “supports the deconstruction and the
subsequent reconstruction of various phenomena” (p. 544). In addition, it answers questions of
‘how’ and ‘why’, which is the intention of this study (Yin, 2018, p. 31). It was thus beneficial
in answering the fourth question of this research: How does participating in a VCoP through

a ‘WhatsApp group’, as a form of SDPD, relate to EFL university teachers’ teaching practice?

In this research, I adopted Stake’s (1995) assumptions of case study because it concurs
completely with those underpinning interpretive research. Unlike Yin (2018) who
conceptualises case study from a positivist orientation, Stake (1995) views case study
epistemologically as being constructivist thus emhasises its flexibility in terms of design and
implementation (Yazan, 2015). A case-study design allows the investigation of a single (or
small number of) cases (i.e. EFL university teachers working in one university). I therefore
adopted ‘a single holistic case study’ approach, i.e. “studying a single person or group of people
in one environment because it represents ‘a unique or extreme situation” (Baxter and Jack,
2008, p. 549). This decision was due to wishing to investigate emprically the unique case of
the VCoP of EFL teachers in one Saudi university. The adoption of this design allowed me to
collect multiple sources of data to enhance the quality of my findings and provided me with
insight into its complexity and entirety (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2017). Little is known about the
nature of EFL teachers learning through VCoP via WhatsApp in a Saudi university context as
a form of informal SDPD. I therefore adopted two primary qualitative data collection methods
to ensure of complementation and triangulation of the findings: (1) online observation and (2)

semi-structured interviews.
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I was an original member of the WhatsApp group being studied, which made me an insider
researcher, thus facilitating my access to the field and the participants for the observation and
interviews (my role in this case study is discussed in detail in Section 5.4.2.2). I found that
initiating my investigation with an online observation contributed to my understanding of the
nature of teachers’ informal discussions, particularly those pertaining to their SDPD. At the
same time, it offered me the opportunity to raise certain questions regarding issues arising when
formulating the interview questions and helped me to understand teachers’ accounts in the

interviews, particularly when they referred to issues experienced within the group.

I conducted the face-to-face interviews during my return to Saudi Arabia, following the Stage
One data collection and the observation. I found that the strategy of using multiple data sources
facilitated a holistic understanding of the phenomenon under investigation and enhanced the
credibility of my data, in particular by supporting my findings with concrete evidence from the
observation (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Thus, the use of multiple qualitative data methods
contributed to the validity of the data obtained from this case study by complementing and
triangulating the results (Creswell, 2017).The case study provided insights into both the
potential and limitations of one collaborative online SDPD model (i.e. VCoP). In addition, it
demonstrated the effectiveness of teachers’ collaborative self-directed learning, particularly
when pursued informally and self-directedly. The findings from both stages provided me with
considerable evidence that validated and strengthened the rigour of my overall design. It should
be noted that all participants of this case study were female, in response to the sex segregation

in place in Saudi academic institutions.
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Figure 5.4: The qualitative case study design
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5.7 Data Collection Methods Used in the Case Study Stage

5.7.1 Online Observation

Observation is a qualitative method regarded as the cornerstone in case study inquiry (Merriam,
1998). Angrosino (2007) defined observation as “descriptions, either through open-ended
narrative, or through the use of published checklists or field guides” (p. 730). This indicates
the variety of observation undertaken in terms of structure, i.e. whether pre-structured, or (as
the case of purely qualitative research) less structured. The current research adopted the latter
approach, as it “allows the observer considerable freedom in what information is gathered and
how it is recorded” (Robson & McCartan, 2016, p. 322). Adoption of this less structured
technique necessiates the involvement and presence of the researcher in the field, in order to
take notes regarding the phenomenon under investigation. Moreover, the emergence of online
spaces for learning has resulted in observation no longer being confined to site-based fields,
but also taking place (as in the current study) in online fields. Gerber et al. (2017) argued that
“qualitative research is increasingly digitally mediated, especially as researchers seek to
understand how online spaces shape how people learn by engaging with semiotic resources,
constructing meaning and interacting with others” (p. 19). This shift in learning in response to
the appearance of online spaces has created an interest in defining the nature of the constructed

cultures of these communities, which is also the intention of this study.

During this research, I was involved as an online participant observer during the teachers’
informal daily discussions taking place in the WhatsApp group. It is important to note that this
WhatsApp group is not publicly accessible, i.e. only members were able to participate and
access its content. I found that being an original member of this group facilitated my role as a
participant observer. Garcia, Standlee, Bechkoff and Cui (2009) stated that online observation

refers to “watching text and images on a computer screen rather than watching people in offline
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settings” (p. 58). Schensul and LeCompte (2012) highlighted that the data produced by this
method can prove valuable and lead to thick description. Online observation enables the
observer to electronically visit, record and save the data, as well as being able to revisit if
necessary. Gerber et al. (2017) supported this view, stating that observation is a fundamental
method of studying learning, due to providing the researcher with critical insights into the
learning process through taking notes, screenshots and recording time stamps, as well as
describing the evidence in terms of interaction, texts or any other tools. They also noted that
“online spaces shape how, when, and why people learn, including through social networking,
microblogging, photo and video sharing, and constructing and disseminating knowledge” (p.
19). These arguments convinced me that online observation of teachers’ VCoP was the most
appropriate tool for understanding the nature and focus of their learning, as well as participation

and discussion within their natural context.

Gerber et al. (2017) stated that conducting qualitative research in online spaces requires a
conceptualisation of the learning process in an online setting, as well as how, when and why.
The application of online observation bears a number of similarities to offline observation,
although it also contains differences regarding the context in which it occurs. Gerber et al.
(ibid) provided a detailed account of the contextual characteristics of online observation, which
can be conducted: (1) in one single space or multiple spaces; (2) formally or informally; and
(3) synchronously or asynchronously (p. 19). It is significant that the design of the WhatsApp
application supports all of these features, in addition to enabling both individual and

collaborative discussions through the establishment of either an individual or group chatroom.

Prior to discussing this method in further detail, it is first vital to define the online field site.
This research observed an informal space created by EFL university teachers as a VCoP. I

employed the online observation prior to the interviews, on the grounds that teachers may, in
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an interview situation, report actions, behaviours and learning practices that could possible
differ, contradict or confirm their actual practice in the group (Gerber et al., 2017).
Furthermore, I commenced the case study stage with online observation in order to refine the

focus of the interviews and generate its questions (Gerber et al., 2017).

5.7.2 My Positionality within the Case Study

In this research, it was critical to establish my role as the researcher, due to its potential impact
on the nature of learning in this online community. As I was an original member of this
WhatsApp group (which has been in operation since 2013) I can be considered an insider
researcher (i.e. a participant observer). I was therefore to some extent confident that my
observation would not have any influence on the nature of the teachers’ participation. Gerber
et al. (2017) stressed that “as long as the online space is private, it requires building rapport
with the participants, transparency is critical regarding the used methodological approaches
and the ethical considerations” (p. 135-134). As a member of this VCoP, I did not need to exert
additional effort to build a rapport and gain the trust of the participants. Furthermore, I
undertook several procedures to avoid researcher bias, as discussed later in the section on
quality. According to Adler and Adler (1994), a ‘complete member researcher’ or a ‘complete
participant observer’ is one who studies a space in which s/he is already a member. Schensul
and LeCompte (2012) employed the term ‘participant observation’ to refer to “the process of
learning through exposure to, or involvement in, the day-to-day or routine activities of
participants in research settings” (p. 83). Garcia et al. (2009) and Musante and DeWalt (2010)
argued that online participant observation is one of the best methods of accurately recording
data and establishing important relationships. It also allows the researcher to identify how
matters are organised and individuals relate to each other. Schensul and LeCompte (2012)

highlighted collaboration as a critical feature of online participant observation, i.e. maintaining
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a dialogue with participants. This feature was achieved in this context, but as a member of the
group rather than an outside researcher. Cherny (1999) further added that joining an online
community is easier when the researcher is a participant of the target community, and that this
will allow the participants to accurately reflect their identity and how they perceive the world
(Campbell, 2006). This method therefore supported the observation and recording of teachers’
online chat concerning their professional learning, at the same time supporting the naturalistic
approach of data collection. This accorded with both the aims of the study and the purpose of

its design.

5.7.3 Procedures of Conducting Online Observation

It is important to clarify the context of this online observation. In this study, I observed EFL
university teachers’ informal daily discussions through one online social media platform, i.e.
‘WhatsApp’. Having this VCoP via WhatsApp proved convenient for online observation due
to having access through my smartphone even when I was in the UK. I therefore initiated my
online observation prior to my departure to Saudi Arabia for follow-up interviews. My
observation took place over six months, i.e. from the beginning of November 2017 to the end
of April 2018. During this time, I observed teachers’ daily discussions regarding their learning
in this group. Both following the completion of the observation, and during the analysis phase,
I took a number of screenshots of discussions relating directly to their PD, in order to: (1)
support their interpretation of specific discussions during the follow up interviews; and (2)
show certain features of this platform contributing to their learning in this group. At all times

the teachers were aware of their right to request me to stop at any point of the observation.
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5.7.4 Semi-structured Interview

In qualitative case studies, Stake (1995) argues that interviews is the fundamental method for
eliciting multiple realites that cannot be inferred by other qualiative methods. Although during
the online observation I developed a general understanding of the nature of the teachers’
discussions and interactions, a number of questions remained unanswered. This led me to
develop semi-structured interview questions based on issues requiring further clarification, and
those related to the impact of this group on the participants’ practice. Semi-structured
interviews can answer questions (i.e. ‘why?’) incapable of being answered by other qualitative
methods, i.e. observation and document analysis (Drever, 2006). The semi-structured interview
was the primary method for my case study, due to my focus being on the impact of this
particular VCoP on the participants’ teaching practice, which cannot be answered by
observation. The purpose of the interviews was therefore to answer the ‘how’ question (Kvale,
2008). Moreover, the use of semi-structured interviews for the case study also validated some
findings from Stage One (i.e. mixed-methods). In addition, eliciting teachers’ experiences
regarding the use of self-directed VCoP via WhatsApp in relation to their teaching practice
supported the findings advocating the effectiveness of SDPD through concrete evidence from
everyday practice. All interviews during this stage were conducted in a face-to-face manner,
as all the members of this group were females working in the English department where I work

in Riyadh.

5.7.4.1 The Interview (Two) Guide Design

The semi-structured interviews two were only undertaken with the participants of the case
study. The interview guide of the case study stage focussed on developing a deep understanding
of teachers’ learning within this VCoP via WhatsApp, as well as its impact on teachers’

practice. I therefore generated my interview questions (followed by prompts and probes) based
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on the issues and topics highlighted while conducting my observation. My interview schedule
(2) consisted of ninteen questions gathered under eight different themes. Twelve questions
were developed to elicit teachers’ views, feelings and experiences regarding their learning in
this VCoP via WhatsApp, along with its potential, limitations and impact on their teaching
practice. The four remaining questions focusing on the unexpected issues I had identified
during my observation, including: (1) an absence of theoretical discussions; (2) an absence of
evaluating educational research; (3) the focus being on practical knowledge and experience;

and (4) the impact of using Arabic (see Appendix 3 semi-structured interview two).

5.7.4.2 Piloting the Interview (Two) Guide Design

Merriam (1998) and Stake (1995) suggest piloting the instruments used in the case study rather
than the whole case. I therefore piloted the interview schedule with two EFL university
teachers, in order to check its efficiency and clarity. One teacher was drawn from the WhatsApp
participants and the second from outside the group but a member of another WhatsApp group.
This pilot proved to be highly efficient in improving the final version of the questions, in
particular when it came to refining focus of my questions, along with their length and wording.
I developed nineteen questioned based on my observation and the research question. The
piloting allowed me to refine the content of my questions, thus ‘thematising’ them. I then
eliminated any questions covering the same ground, and reorganised the remaining questions
in a more logical manner. In addition, I found the comments and suggestions made by the
interviewees helpful and informative, helping me to improve the comprehensibility, wording,
length and sequence of the final questions (Bryman, 2016). In addition, piloting helped me to
develop my interpersonal skills and confidence prior to undertaking the real interviews. For
example, I was prepared to change the sequence of the questions according the discussion,

giving the participants time to think, and I was ready to receive questions (Kvale, 1996;
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Bryman, 2016).

Table 5.2 (below) outlines the design and the research methods used to answer the fourth

research question.

Table 5.2:

The relationship of the case study design and research methods to the research question

How does participating in a virtual community of Online
practice (VCoP) through a ‘WhatsApp group’, as observation and
a form of SDPD, relate to university EFL teachers Casestudy  gemi structured
teaching practice? interviews

5.8 Participants (i.e. the Study Sample)

Before describing the actual participants of this study, it is beneficial to give a general view of
the wider population from which they were drawn. The term population is used to cover “all
those who fall into the category of concern” (Oppenheim, 1992, p. 38). In the current study,
the population represented all EFL teachers within Saudi universities. Since it was not possible
to include all these teachers in this study, a smaller sample was employed to represent the
characteristics of the wider population. The concept of sample is used to denote “a smaller
group, usually (but not always) a representative one, within a population” (Oppenheim, 1992,
p- 38). However, this concept carries a number of different meanings and labels based on the
type of data collected. Jupp (2006) stated that ‘sampling’ refers to techniques applied in order

to select a group of participants from the larger population (p. 271).

It is worth noting that qualitative research labels the sample as ‘participants’ while in

quantitative research they are known as ‘subjects’ or ‘respondents’. Thus, the concept of
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sample and sampling techniques can be seen to vary according to the type of research. This
variation is not limited to the terms, but also impacts on the strategies of selection and the size
of the sample. Most importantly, Lewin (2005, p. 216) emphasised that sampling strategies
adopted in any research should be detailed in the final report, to enable the reader to judge the
potential for bias (or any other limitations) threatening the quality of the research. The
following sections therefore outline the sampling techniques adopted in the two stages of this

research.

The first stage of this study adopted a sequential mixed-methods design, which was made up
of two distinctive phases. Two sampling strategies were therefore applied, based on the
perspectives of probability and purposive sampling. Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) stated that
mixed-methods sampling “involves combining well-established qualitative (QUAL) and
(QUAN) quantitative techniques in creative ways to answer research questions posed by
mixed-methods research design” (p. 178). In addition, they suggested that the sampling of a
mixed-methods design employs strategies involving both probability and purposive sampling
techniques (p. 180). I therefore adopted a sequential mixed-methods sampling method, through
a sequential use of both probability and purposive techniques. Kemper et al. (2003) stated that
this sequential (QUAN — QUAL) sampling technique is commonly used “in sequential mixed
models studies, information from the first sample (typically derived from a probability
sampling procedure) is often required to draw the second sample (typically derived from a
purposive sampling procedure)” (as cited in Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009, p. 284).As
generalisation was not the primary purpose of this study, I adopted a simple random sampling
technique to minimise any risk of bias (Lewin, 2005, 2017). During the first phase (i.e.
quantitative), [ randomly selected thirteen public Saudi universities through a systematic choice
from a sampling frame, which included all twenty-five Saudi public universities (Figure 5.6).

I used a table (matrix) of random numbers representing the twenty-five universities, in order
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to ensure each had an equal chance of being selected. I then randomly selected thirteen

university from this list (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 214).

1 6 [ 11|16} 21 | 725

20 /| 12 R T |

S S IS BB 02

4 RN, 23

9 10 t15 [ 20 | 24

Figure 5.5: The random sampling table

Following the selection of the thirteen universities, I was unable to randomly send the
questionnaire to the respondents, due to the lack of sampling frame for teachers in each
university. I therefore sent the questionnaire to all EFL teachers in the selected universities, to
ensure that each teacher had an equal opportunity to participate (Cohen et al., 2018). However,
the low response rate (and an inability to obtain the email addresses of some faculty members
in a number of the selected universities) led me to send the questionnaire to the head offices of
the English departments in all thirteen universities. These then forwarded it automatically to
the emails of all EFL teachers working in the selected departments. Although these were all
EFL teachers, they originated from a variety of academic backgrounds and held qualifications
(including Bachelor’s, Master’s and PhD degrees) in different English related majors (i.e.

Education, English Literature, Translation and applied Linguistics).

A total of 415 EFL university teachers took part in this survey, with 260 fully answering the
questionnaire. Oppenheim (1992) argued that samples in descriptive studies are not necessarily
representative, or represent only part of the population. However, a representative sample is
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not an issue of concern to the current study, as it does not seek generalisation, but to build a
broad understanding of the phenomenon. However, applying the random sampling techniques

enhanced the quality of the overall research.

During the second phase of Stage One (qualitative), I used basic purposive technique to select
the interview participants. Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) defined purposive sampling as
“selecting units based on specific purposes associated with answering a research study’s
questions” (p. 713). They further noted that purposive sampling is commonly employed in
qualitative research. The participants in the qualitative phase of the current research were
drawn sequentially from the quantitative phase, in order to: (1) possess identical characteristics
to the general population; (2) be familiar with the topic; and (3) provide further information
concerning the investigated phenomenon. Purposive techniques are considered to result in
greater depth, while probability techniques lead to greater breadth, thus “combining the two
orientations allows the researcher to generate complementary databases that include
information with both depth and breadth” (Kaeding, 2007, as cited in Teddlie and Tashakkori,

2009, p. 189).

I selected nine EFL university teachers as the participants of Stage Two (i.e. the case study).
All worked in a single university and were members of a VCoP via WhatsApp. These
participants were selected purposively from this WhatsApp group, in order to ensure that they
were knowledgeable and capable of providing sufficient amounts of information regarding the
impact of this VCoP on their practice (Cohen et al., 2018; Creswell, 2012). It is important to
note that those taking part in the case study only participated in the questionnaire of the first
mixed-methods stage. All the nine teachers gave their consent to take part in the observation
and the follow up semi-structured interviews and thus fully represented the VCoP in this

particular context.
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As discussed above, in order to achieve both breadth and depth, a study requires the use of
differing sample sizes. The number of participants employed to elicit qualitative data depends
on the type of the qualitative research and the research questions (in general thirty, or under)
(Oppenheim, 1992). I interviewed fourteen EFL university teachers for the qualitative phase
of the mixed-methods stage. These included both males and females, Saudi nationals and non-
Saudi nationals in possession of various academic qualifications from different universities
across the country. These participants were the only ones approached to give their consent and

available to take part in the follow up interviews.

5.9 Data Analysis

5.9.1 Quantitative Data Analysis

The adoption of a mixed-methods design entails the collection and analysis of quantitative data,
which contributes to the overall interpretation, as well as adding breadth to the inquiry
(Creswell and Clark, 2017). As long as this questionnaire is descriptive, no analytical relations
are intended. The close-ended items were therefore analysed with SPSS software version 24.
The principal aim of this analysis was to gain descriptive information (i.e. the relevant
percentages) to give me a snapshot picture of the nature of SDPD in relation to: (1) activities
employed by teachers; (2) reasons for such use; and (3) challenges faced by teachers when

pursuing this form of PD.

5.9.2 Qualitative Data Analysis (Thematic analysis)

In a broader sense, the process of qualitative data analysis refers to “systematically searching
and arranging the interview transcripts, field notes and other materials that you accumulate to
increase your understanding of them and to enable you to present what you have discovered to

others” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, p. 153). In order to refine the focus of this study, and facilitate
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comprehension of the meanings of the phenomenon under investigation, I adopted an inductive
approach known as the ‘reflexive thematic analysis’ framework. Thematic analysis is a
fundamental method in qualitative analysis, being distinguished by its flexibility, i.e. it is
“independent of theory and epistemology ... it can be applied across a range of theoretical and
epistemological approaches ... yet, provides rich and complex data” (Braun and Clark, 2006,
p. 5). Furthermore, Braun and Clarke (ibid) also argued that the adoption of this framework
allows for the generation of themes strongly linked to the data while bearing the research
questions in mind, i.e. as applied in the current study. This form of analysis is data-driven.
However, I need to acknowledge that I was unable to free myself from my theoretical and
epistemological assumptions. Despite this, I did not attempt to “fit into a pre-existing code

frame” (Buran and Clarke, 2006, p. 12) but to generate the codes from the data itself.

5.9.2.1 Data Preparation

In response to the nature of this interpretive research, I collected a considerable amount of
qualitative data (e.g. open-ended questionnaire items and interviews for Stage One, and
WhatsApp discussions from observation and interviews for Stage Two). All of the previous
data were uploaded to my computer under four separate files, in order to conduct separate
analyses. Regarding the open-ended questionnaire items, I stored the data from items (16, 23,
and 25,) by copying all responses under each question and pasting them into a word document.
In addition, I exported all of the data from the WhatsApp discussion in one file from my own
account in the WhatsApp web version to my computer, which I then transferred into a word
document (see Appendix 6). During and after the observation, I took screenshots of some of

the discussions by means of the application and uploaded them to my computer (Chapter 7).

In this study, I adopted Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phase thematic analysis framework. I

applied the first two phases of their framework (i.e. familiarising myself with the data and
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generating initial codes) with each set of data separately. After generating the initial list of
codes for each set, I then integrated the data sets of the mixed-methods stage (i.e. the open-
ended responses and the interviews) to allow me to carry out the final four phases of the
analysis. This analysis enabled me to identify the major themes of this stage and answer the
first three questions of this research. I then analysed the two data sets of the case study (i.e. the
interviews and WhatsApp discussions) following the same procedures as in the mixed-methods

stage to answer that fourth research question.

The following section gives a detailed description of my analysis adopting Braun and Clarke’s

(2006) framework (See Figure 5.6).

4. Reviewing
themes

Figure 5.6: Analysis framework

Phase One: Familiarising Myself with the Data

During phase one, I conducted the interviews myself, and therefore had some initial
knowledge, interests and thoughts about the data. Furthermore, I listened to the interviews’
recordings several times before starting the transcription, in order to familiarise myself with
the data. I used two high-quality digital recording apps in two separate Apple devices: (1)

Recoding Memos; and (2) Voice Record Pro. I chose these apps because they allowed me to
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store and share the recordings through both email and iCloud accounts, thus facilitating their
transfer to my computer. In addition, in order to secure the reliability and credibility of the
transcriptions, I transcribed the interviews myself, subsequently checking their content against
the original recordings, in order to enhance their validity and confirm their accuracy (Braun
and Clarke, 2006). This part was time consuming, but it allowed me to immerse myself even

more deeply into the data and familiarise myself with all aspects of the transcripts.

It is important to note that, as the participants were EFL university teachers, all interviews were
conducted in English. I needed to decide whether to transcribe the interviews word by word,
or to use a more formal written form. Brinkmann and Kvale (2018) stated that the process of
transcription refers to the “translation from an oral language to a written language, where the
constructions on the way involve a series of judgements and decisions” (p. 106). Due to there
being no standard form, I transcribed the interviews into a more formal written style, enabling
me to: (1) conduct thematic analysis, and (2) use extracts in a formal written style in my final

report (See Appendix 4 & 5).

Firstly, my intention was to undertake a thematic analysis rather than a linguistic conversational
analysis, i.e. my focus was on the meanings generated by the participants, rather than the
manner of their reporting. Braun and Clarke (2006) stated that thematic analysis “does not
require the same level of detail in the transcript as conversation, discourse or even narrative

analysis” (p. 17).

Secondly, I wished to support my interpretation with evidence from the original data. It is
important to note that, bearing in mind the research aim and questions, I used my discretion
when it came to the irrelevant parts, including the pauses and the frequent repetition (Kvale,
2008). When I started the transcription, I jotted down notes regarding the points attracting my

attention. Rapley (2007 as cited in Kvale, 2008, p. 94) asserted that the process of transcription
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is an initial analysis. I found that this step enabled me to develop a general understanding of
the data, thus facilitating the undertaking of the following phase of ‘generating the initial

codes.’

Phase Two: Generating Initial Codes

Familiarising myself with the data allowed me to engage smoothly with the second phase, i.e.
generating the initial list of codes. These represented key, interesting and unexpected features.
Saldana (2016) defined a code as an aspect of a qualitative inquiry as “the word or short phrase
that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute
for a portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 25). Following my generation of the initial
list of codes, I classified them into meaningful groups, to enable me to reach broader themes.
It is important to indicate that the codes in this study are data-driven, and I thus gave an equal
attention to all the extracts, in order to identify any repeated and unexpected patterns across the

entire data.

Phase Three: Searching for Themes

During this phase, I refocused (i.e. broadened) the level of my analysis by grouping the codes
under their potential themes. In order to achieve this, I analysed the list of codes by considering
the relationships between them, in order to establish broader themes, sub-themes, categories
and sub-categories. I achieved this by copying the relevant extracts. I then developed several
files for each overarching theme, including all the relevant codes. I subsequently analysed the
relationships between the relevant codes, in order to identify sub-themes, categories and sub-
categories, if available. I adopted several different techniques to facilitate this phase, including
mind maps, outlines and tables (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 19). This enabled me to develop a

thematic outline for the content of each theme, including the relevant extracts.
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Phase Four: Reviewing Themes

Phase four was a critical aspect of this research, as it refined the candidates’ themes from the
previous phase. I reanalysed the list of themes I had drawn up to create a thematic map, this
included determining which were actual themes and which could be categorised as sub-themes.
I achieved this by checking if a theme had sufficient supporting data, and whether this data was
too diverse (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 20). This enabled me to link together a number of
separate themes, while at the same time breaking others into sub-themes, categories and sub-
categories, by identifying the relationships between the different elements of each theme and

using their similarities and differences to organise them coherently.

In order to make sense of constructed themes, I ensured I related each of them to: (1) the
existing literature; (2) the research questions; and (3) the results of the questionnaire. This
analysis was undertaken on two levels: firstly, the micro level of the theme itself and secondly,
the macro level of the whole themes together. In examining the micro level, I read all the
extracts of the main theme, to check that they were relevant, sufficient and presented in a
coherent manner. I excluded all those that appeared unrelated, either creating a new category,
or attaching them to other relevant themes. When examining the macro level of the analysis, I
checked the relationship between the themes and organised them logically and according to the
research questions. In general, I attempted to strike a balance between the content of each
theme, in order to ensure that all the themes and sub-themes were fully supported by extracts

from my data.

Phase Five: Defining and Naming Themes

Following the generation of a thematic map representing all of my data, I then began the

process of defining and refining the themes produced, i.e. by identifying the essence of each
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theme (Braun and Clarke, 2006). I analysed the titles of the themes and sub-themes to confirm
that they were fully representative of the purpose of the complete data set. I defined my themes
by presenting a concise description of the purpose of each theme and how it answered the
research question. This helped me to explain how each theme is related to the overall picture

of my research.

Phase Six: Producing the Report

Having drawn up the final list of themes, followed by their sub-themes, categories and sub-
categories (See Appendix 12), I then undertook the writing up of the final report (i.e. telling
my story) in a logical manner, supported by evidence from the data. Braun and Clarke (2006)
stated that reporting the findings of a thematic analysis entails showing its complexity
supported with coherent accounts to convince the readers of its validity. I therefore focussed
on writing a concise, coherent and engaging account to support each theme from my data, while

at the same time avoiding repetition.

5.10 The Quality of the Research

Quality in qualitative research remains a debatable issue, since there are no fixed criteria for
researchers. Qualitative research is flexible and diverse in nature and is conducted using
different methods, informed by various philosophical positions. It therefore (unlike positivist
research) cannot be governed by a predetermined set of rules (Seale, 2002). However, it is
possible to achieve rigour in qualitative research through the constant application of several
procedures: (1) formulating the research questions; (2) choosing an appropriate theoretical and
methodological framework; (3) sampling; and (4) adopting the appropriate approach towards

data collection and analysis.
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It is thus impossible to fully outline how I established the quality of my research, as the steps
I followed were manifested in each stage of the current study. This section will therefore
present the main strategies, not previously discussed in the preceding sections, which I adopted

to enhance the rigour and credibility of my research.

5.10.1 Validity

It is generally more difficult to validate qualitative research than quantitative research. Thus,
qualitative researchers are required to adopt different strategies to demonstrate the validity of
their work. The issue of validity in qualitative research has been subject to various
conceptualisations and received a number of different labels. Researchers first used the
scientific term ‘in parallel’ (LeCompte and Goetz, 1982), before developing alternative terms,
including: (1) ‘trustworthiness’ (Lincoln and Guba, 1985); (2) ‘four types of validity’ (Lather,
1991); (3) ‘authenticity’ (Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2011), and (4) ‘validation process’
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Creswell and Poth (ibid) viewed validity or validation as referring to
the process of assessing the “accuracy of the findings, as best by the researcher, the participants,
and the readers” (p. 386). In this research, I drew on Creswell and Poth’s (2018) perspective,
including adopting several strategies to ensure the accuracy of my findings from my own lens,

as well as those of my participants and peers.

The adoption of interpretivism as an overarching stance for both designs required me to
recognise how my past experience, social position, political beliefs and orientation shaped the

findings of this research, including potentially compromising its validity.

Firstly, I adopted the triangulation strategy in each design. Johnson (1997) suggested that “to
improve the analysis and understanding of construction of others, triangulation is a step taken

by researchers to involve several investigators’ interpretation, or peer interpretation, of the data
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at different times or locations” (p. 284). During the mixed-methods stage, I recruited
participants from various different universities across Saudi Arabia, including different
nationalities and genders. I also used different data collection methods, i.e. questionnaires and
interviews. During the case study stage (which focussed on nine participants all of whom were
Saudi females from the same location), I used multiple methods, i.e. a prolonged online
observation followed by interviews. Following my triangulation of the findings produced by
each design, I corroborated the evidence (i.e. the relevant findings) from both designs to

enhance the validity of my overall findings.

Secondly, I used member checking. For this, I checked the credibility of my analysis and
interpretation by engaging a peer researcher and three of my active participants who had
expressed a willingness to provide me with such assistance (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As noted
above, there is no one absolute truth in the interpretive appraoch concerning social
phenomenon and therefore collecting multiple accounts from the participants enhanced the
credibility of the qualitative findings (Bryman, 2016). Throughout the process of analysing and
interpreting my data, I consulted a peer researcher who read all of the extracts and my
interpretation and provided critical feedback. Her comments were valuable in assisting me to
consider the data from a new perspective (i.e. that of an outsider), which reduced my own
biases and my over critical approach to my interpretations, as well as highlighting points I had

missed as a result of my familiarity with the context (i.e. being an insider).

Once the initial analysis and interpretation were finalised, I sent the original transcripts with
my interpretation to three active participants willing to contribute to my research from the two
stages. They returned the documents with comments regarding the accuracy of my
interpretation of their experiences, as well as contributing further details to the original extracts

(Hays & Singh, 2012).
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Following the completion of the original analysis, I left it for a few weeks, which enabled me
to then review it with a new lens. This strategy offered me the opportunity to review these
transcripts and interpretation in such a way as to identify whether my experience interfered

with my understanding of my participants’ accounts.

Thirdly, I enhanced the validity of my findings and interpretation by sharing them with
colleagues in academic conferences and seminars (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). I presented the
findings of my case study in the Annual Education Research Conference hosted by the
Graduate School of Education of the University of Exeter (2019), while the findings of the
complete research were presented to the Doctoral Forum at the University of Exeter (2019). In
addition, while writing this research, I discussed my work both formally and informally with

other PhD researchers and experts in professional development and teacher learning.

Fourthly, the validity of this work was enhanced by my extensive time spent in the field.
Fetterman (2010) argued that “participant observation requires close, long term-contact with
the people under study” (p. 39). Thus, I spent six months during the case study stage in
undertaking my online observation. I found this particularly beneficial as I have been away
from the teaching field since 2015 and spending a prolonged amount of time with my
participants in the WhatsApp group helped me to understand the current situation of their
teaching practice, as well as the changes taking place within the university teaching profession.
In addition, this prolonged engagement allowed me to identify the focus of this group and

develop a valid instrument (i.e. questions) for my follow up semi-structured interviews.

5.10.2 Reflexivity

Reflexivity was, methodologically speaking, my primary concern in this interpretive research.

This commenced from the forming of the research questions, followed by the recruitment of
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the participants, the collection of the data, and the analysis and interpretation (Berger, 2015).
Sword (1999, p. 277) noted that “no research is free of the biases, assumptions, and personality
of the researcher and we cannot separate self from those activities in which we are intimately
involved”. I took care to clarify the position from which I had approached my inquiry
(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). I was therefore reflexive by checking on the influences of
my previous experiences on the data and the participants, along with the impact of my social

position, professional and political beliefs, orientation and prejudices.

Greene (2014) argued that an insider researcher implies the conducting of research within a
social or cultural community or organisation of which that researcher is member (p. 1). In
addition, it implies familiarity with the case being studied, as well as some form of relationship
with the population (Berger, 2015). As a Saudi university EFL teacher, who had worked within
this context for seven years, I was an insider in the current research. This allowed me to
approach the fieldwork with a pre-existing knowledge of Saudi higher education, particularly
the policy system of TPD of EFL teachers. However, during the fieldwork, I also found myself
in the position of an outsider. Recognising and acknowledging my dual role helped me to

enhance the rigour of my research, including the advantages and limitations of both roles.

During the mixed-methods stage, I was a geopolitical insider to the macro context of Saudi
Arabian higher education, which facilitated my access to the field and interactions with the
participants (Berger, 2015). In addition, my familiarity with the social, cultural and political
circumstances enabled me to deeply understand and interpret the participants’ accounts of their
experiences. However, this was not the case with all of my participants, due to a number being
non-Saudi nationals. I was therefore an outsider to the micro context (i.e. nationality) of some
participants, which formed a critical variable influencing their SDPD. In order to achieve a

balance, I was highly reflexive while conducting the data collection and analysis and did my
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best to make myself transparent when writing the final report. Berger (2015) referred to
reflexivity as “the process of a continual internal dialogue and critical self-evaluation of
researcher’s positionality, as well as active acknowledgement and explicit recognition that this

position may affect the research process and outcome” (p. 220).

I found that being a researcher who had been trained in the West (and was therefore influenced
by Western perspectives on conducting research) helped me to build a rapport with the non-
Saudi teachers, as well as being a member of the same profession. These factors also helped
me to gain their trust and establish a mutual understanding, helping them to voice their concerns
regarding the challenges faced while pursing SDPD in this context. In addition, I was able to
demonstrate my understanding and willingness to hear both sides of the issue under
investigation. Moreover, my familiarity with the Saudi political, economic and social context
helped me to understand and interpret their concerns, which may not have been the case had I
been not familiar with the Saudi context. Recognising my role as an in/out-sider helped me to
stand back a little from both groups of participants and observe their accounts from various

different perspectives, thus awarding additional depth to my analysis and interpretation.

By contrast, during the case study, I was an insider of both the macro and micro contexts while
at the same time being an outsider (i.e. not currently working as a teacher). This facilitated my
access and overcame the need to go through the procedures of building a rapport and gaining
the trust of the members of the WhatsApp group, as we have been working together since 2009.
However, I did not find this to influence my understanding of the teachers’ daily discussions,
as I had been teaching in the same immediate context and have my own teaching experiences
and knowledge. This gave me far less of a sense of being an outsider in comparison to the

mixed-methods stage. I should also highlight that the fact that I was an original member of this
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group facilitated my interactions with the participants and I did not feel that my presence had

any discernible impact on the natural flow of their discussions (Berger, 2015).

In addition, I found that being currently away from teaching allowed me to distance myself

during the data collection, which helped to reduce my influence on teachers’ participation.

5.11 Ethical Considerations

As discussed above, employing the quality measures of research is insufficient of itself to
produce high-quality research. However, researchers are also required to pay critical attention
to ‘ethical considerations’, i.e. aspects guiding all researchers to mitigate any psychological
social and physical risk (Cohen et al., 2018). A consideration of ethical issues entails an
acknowledgement of the rights of the participants, i.e. the most crucial element to be
established prior to conducting any research. Hammersley and Traianou (2012) defined ethics
within the domain of social sciences as “a set of principles that should be taken into account
when doing social research” (p. 17). The function of such principles is to determine what is

right or wrong, and what is good or bad.

The current study focused on educational research, and therefore the following principal areas
are discussed in the subsequent section: (1) accessing/recruiting participants; (2) issues related
to the participants (i.e. voluntary informed consent and right to withdraw, openness and

disclosure, privacy and confidentiality); and (3) data protection.

5.11.1. Accessing/Recruiting Participants

For this research, I adopted two interpretive designs: (1) a sequential mixed-methods design
and (2) a qualitaive case study design. In addition, all of the study participants (i.e. EFL
teachers) were from different universities, with some participating in both the quantitative and

qualitative phases. After obtaining ethical approval from the University of Exeter (see
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Appendixes 8 & 9), and before initiating contact with the participants of the mixed-methods
stage, I obtained official approval from the local authorities within the Saudi higher education
system, in accordance with their regulations. I therefore contacted the head of administration
of the research and English departments in all thirteen universities to request permission to

collect the data for this research.

Once I had been awarded official approval, the research departments in these universities sent
email on my behalf to all EFL teachers in their English departments. This included a letter of
invitation providing general information about the research project (i.e. the aim, objectives,
methods and procedures) along with a link to the online questionnaire (see Appendix 1). It is
important to note that a statement was placed at the end of the questionnaire eliciting the
potential willingness of the participants to take part in the second qualitative phase (i.e. the
interview). Those who expressed a willingness to be interviewed gave me their email
addresses, which enabled me to then send an email including further information regarding the

second phase of the study.

5.11.2. Issues Related to Participants

This research rigorously addressed the practical ethical issues related to the participants,
including: (1) voluntary informed consent; (2) the right to withdraw; (3) anonymity; (4)

confidentiality; (5) openness; and (6) disclosure.

5.11.2.1 Informed Consent and Withdrawal Right

The ethical codes issued by British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) state that
informed consent guarantees that participants understand and voluntarily agree to their
participation in research (p. 7). This indicates that researchers are obliged to follow a number

of specific steps to ensure all participants understand the implications of what they are engaging
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with, why they are participating and to whom it will be reported. In addition, all participants
need to be clear about their right to withdraw from the research at any point (with or without a
reason) and that this should be stated and agreed upon in the consent form. I used an informed
consent form contained all the stated points regarding voluntary participation, as well as: (1)
the method of recording data; (2) the use of a digital recorder during interviews; (3) the use of
online observation; (4) the freedom to withdraw at any stage of the research; (5) to whom to
send further enquiries; and (6) the means of protecting participants’ confidentiality. These steps
were taken to ensure that no harm would come to the participants (see Appendix 11). The type
of interview in both stages (i.e. face-to-face, online via Skype, or written), along with time and
place of the interviews, were agreed upon with the participants. Finally, in order to encourage
participants’ contribution to the discussion, I guaranteed their confidentiality and anonymity in

the informed consent form.

5.11.2.2 Institutional Ethical Approval

Official ethical approval was obtained from the ethical committee at university of Exeter prior
to the piloting and fieldwork (see Appendix 8). It is important to indicate that the current study
rigorously adhered to the ethical principles set by Ethics Committee Guidelines of Graduate
School of Education at the University of Exeter. This approval confirmed that the content and
procedures of my research would be conducted in an ethical manner, i.e. all of the ethical
concerns were discussed and approved by the committee. Furthermore, external ethical
approvals (i.e. letters of access) were obtained from the thirteen universities in which the
research was undertaken. This demonstrates that all methods and procedures used in the data

collection were legally and ethically approved.
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5.11.2.3 Privacy, Confidentiality, Data Storage and Disclosure

Issues concerning privacy, confidentiality, anonymity, data storage and disclosure are of great
importance to any research (BERA, 2018). Privacy refers to “the confidential and anonymous
treatment of participants’ data” (BERA, ibid, p. 21). The participants in the current research
were assured that neither they, nor their institutions, would be identified in any report or
publication. Furthermore, the participants were asked to choose their own pseudonyms, to be
used in the writing up of the final report. Some asked me to use their initials and some chose
specific names, while the rest asked me to assign them a pseudonym, which I did through the

use of pseudonym names.

The data for this research was held in accordance with the Data Protection Act and adhered to
the procedures of data-protection stipulated by both the University of Exeter and the British
Education Research Association (BERA, 2018). The data was therefore held in confidence and
used only for the purpose of this study, with no access permitted to third parties. However, the
participants were supplied with a copy of the result on request. It was stated clearly in the
information sheet (see Appendix 11) that I would keep the data stored on the ‘U drive’ of my
computer until my PhD was awarded, following which it would be destroyed (Creswell &

Creswell, 2018).

When it came to issues of data disclosure, it was stated in the information sheet that the results
will be published within my PhD thesis and other publications (i.e. journal articles), as well as

being presented at academic conferences, seminars and symposiums.

5.12 Challenges and Limitations of the Study

I encountered a number of issues and challenges while undertaking this research, particularly

during the data collection phase, as discussed below.
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Firstly, I experienced a lack of cooperation from Saudi universities administrations, which led
to difficulties in distributing my questionnaire. As I had adopted a simple random sampling
technique to recruit the respondents of the questionnaire during the mixed-methods stage, it
was important to access to all the participants in the thirteen selected universities. This proved
challenging without the assistance of the administration personnel. I therefore chose to reach
them officially through their departments, which were able to send the questionnaire out
automatically through their university emails. However, this process took over three months,
with some universities failing to respond. I was therefore obliged to obtain an official letter
from my own Department of Scientific Research where I work requesting the thirteen
universities to cooperate with this study (see Appendix 9). However, I found I still needed to
contact them regularly through emails and phone calls to remind them of my questionnaire.
One of the universities refused to distribute the questionnaire because they wanted their
teachers to concentrate on completing their own internal questionnaires, I therefore had to
select another university randomly to complete the research sample. However, I needed
responses from each university to obtain the required diversity of the participants for the

interview stage to enrich my findings.

Secondly, I experienced a number of issues while recording the interviews during the case
study. One of the female participants agreed to conduct the interview, but refused permission
for it to be recorded. However, she was very cooperative and when I explained the reason
behind recording the interview, she offered to send me her written answers in advance and then
undertake the oral interview for further clarification and if I need to ask further questions. I feel
that her refusal was potentially due to her lack of familiarity with being interviewed in this
context, as well as the feminine conservative culture in Saudi Arabia, where it is considered

that women'’s voices should not be recorded and kept with others.
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The final challenge concerned the teachers’ daily discussions in the WhatsApp group.
Although the general findings of this study show WhatsApp to be an effective medium of
VCoP, the researcher can find a limited contribution on the level of discourse or participation.
This could, however, be due to the nature of the discourse itself, rather than the tool, i.e. the
topic is an extension of the members’ work, particularly in comparison to more engaging social
topics. Hence, the subject of the discourse in the VCoP might be interesting professionally, but

not very attractive for frequent engagement.

5.13 Summary of the Chapter

This chapter presented a detailed description of the methodological assumptions underpinning
the current research. Firstly, it discussed the research questions and the adopted designs.
Secondly, it examined the research methods employed in each stage, followed by a detailed
account of the participants and the data analysis frameworks. Thirdly, there was a discussion
of the quality of the data obtained. Fourthly, there was an examination of the ethical
considerations and the challenges of the study. The following two chapters present the findings

drawn from the two research designs.
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Chapter 6

Findings of the Mixed-Methods Stage
6.1 Introduction

This chapter presents and discusses the findings of the mixed-methods stage of this study.
Three major themes emerged from the thematic analysis of both the quantitative and qualitative
data from the questionnaires and semi-structured interviews: (1) the nature of SDPD pursued
by EFL university teachers; (2) factors contributing to SDPD; and (3) factors inhibiting
teachers from pursuing SDPD. This chapter therefore answers the first three research questions,

supported by the data from the participants.
6.2 Information about the Questionnaire

The study employed an online questionnaire to investigate the nature of SDPD pursued by EFL
university teachers, structured as follows. The first part focussed on demographic information
regarding the respondents (i.e. gender, English related major, level of education and years of
teaching experience). The second part focused on the different contexts, models and types of
SDPD activities (i.e. individual as opposed to collaborative). The third part investigated the
factors contributing to teachers’ SDPD. The final part investigated factors potentially inhibiting

teachers from pursuing SDPD.
6.2.1 Participants’ Profile

A total of 260 participants responded to the online questionnaire. Of which, 169 were female
and 91 male (see Figure 6.1). Although male faculty members outnumber female ones in Saudi
universities (MoE, 2017), the rate of female respondents was nearly double that of male ones,

which perhaps indicates their interest in participating in questionnaires and scientific research.
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m Femal m Male

Figure 6.1: Distribution of participants based on gender

The majority (41%) majored in applied linguistics, while (31%) majored in education and
(19%) in English literature, with a minority of (9%) majoring in translation. The majority held
master’s degrees (60%) while the minority (16%) held bachelor’s degrees and (24%) were PhD
holders. The majority had over ten years’ experience of teaching, with the minority having less

than two years’ experience (Figure 6.2).

Columnl
50% 44%
40%
30% 26%

20% 18%
(]
11%
0%

m Less than two years  m From two to five years

From five to ten years m More than ten years

Figure 6.2: Distribution of teachers according to length of teaching experience
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6.3 Nature of SDPD Activities

This section presents findings and interpretations related to the nature of SDPD based on EFL
teachers’ experiences in the Saudi university context, i.e. types, models, characterises and
context of learning. The effectiveness of SDPD or SDL has been the subject of considerable
debate among PD scholars (Raza, 2010), although it remains an under-researched area in the
literature (Section 3.4.1). The analysis of the different sources of data revealed that SDPD is
widely adopted by EFL university teachers and that can be practised through a number of
different forms and models, either individually or collaboratively and in an online or offline

context, as discussed below.

6.3.1 Individually Initiated SDPD Activities

Prior to introducing individual SDPD activities, it is important to establish their usage by EFL
university teachers in Saudi university context through a comparison of individual and
collaborative SDPD activities. The statistical results relating to item (5) of the questionnaire
(What type of SDPD do you prefer to engage with?) reveal that, although teachers frequently
adopted both types, collaborative SDPD activities were less adopted than individual activities

(Figure 6.3).

12%

67% ‘

e

m Individual activities  m Collaborative activities Both

Figure 6.3: Types of SDPD (individual, collaborative or both)
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Figure 6.4 (below) depicts the detailed results of questionnaire items (17) and (24) regarding

the frequency of individual and collaborative activities.

The Frequency of Pursuing Individual and
Collaborative SDPD Activities

50%
45%
40%
35%
30%

44% 43%

32%

25% 23% 2%

20%

15% 12% 10%

10% 7%
R —
0%

Individually initiated activities Collaboratively initiated activities

B Always mUsually mSometimes Rarely m Never

Figure 6. 4: Frequency of pursuing individual and collaborative SDPD

The percentage of frequency presented in the bar chart reveals that: (1) over half the
respondents (56%) practised individual SDPD activities, with 44% stating ‘usually” and 12%
‘always’; (2) less than a third (26%) practised collaborative activities, with 23% stating
‘usually’ and 3% ‘always’; and (3) collaborative SDPD activities are far less widely practised
than individual activities, with 7% stating ‘never’ and 24% ‘rarely’ (Figure 6.4). However, it
should be noted that this result relates to the frequency of use in the context of Saudi higher

education and thus may differ in other contexts.

It is important to obtain a deep insight into the contextual factors influencing this result in order
to establish how each of these forms is employed. The following section therefore presents
detailed accounts from the participants concerning their preference for either individual or
collaborative SDPD activities. This is followed by quantitative data from the questionnaire

regarding the frequency of use of each activity within this context.
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As noted earlier in the literature review chapter, individual models of SDPD refer to any model
or activity personally initiated, planned, implemented and evaluated. It is important to note that
taking part individually in any structured PD activity (i.e. PD courses, conferences and
workshops) in response to personal intentions, interest and need is considered to constitute an

individual SDPD, since it is underpinned by the principles of SDL (Section 3.4.4).

In investigating the reasons behind this tendency, the following major reasons for favouring
individually initiated activities were identified as: (1) freedom of decision-making; (2)
flexibility of time; (3) convenience and comfort of learning; and (4) focusing on the self. These

aspects are discussed in detail below.

6.3.2 Reasons for Adopting Individual SDPD Activities

The following categories and subcategories were answered by the questionnaire’s open-ended

(i.e. qualitative) item (16): Why do you prefer individual SDPD activities?

6.3.2.1 Freedom of Decision-making (Control)

The qualitative responses demonstrate that a considerable number of teachers preferred to
undertake individual SDPD due to it allowing freedom of decision-making during the learning
process. For example, one respondent justified her preference as follows: “because I will have
the opportunity to make every decision”. Participants further elaborated that practising
individual SDPD allowed them to decide upon: (1) the learning style (e.g. activity type); (2)
the learning context (whether online or offline); and (3) the content of learning (i.e. area of
interest and subject matter). One of the respondents justified her preference in the following
manner: “I can choose what activities to do and which areas to improve”. A second added that
“freedom of choice when it comes to subject matter allows me to choose what is more suitable

in terms of the scope of interest, the areas of focus, the material, procedure, medium of learning
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.. etc.”. These statements clarify the practicality of individual SDPD, due to this providing
teachers with a high amount of control over the contextual and external factors of their learning
process. This finding demonstrates a considerable shift in the teacher’s role, i.e. from passive
to proactive learner. Relating this finding to existing theory confirms that the pursuit of
individual SDPD fosters autonomy and control, i.e. a core dimension of SDL (Brookfield,
2009; Candy, 2001; Garrison, 1997). Hence, it can be concluded that a critical motivation for
adopting individual SDPD is the freedom afforded to teachers in relation to learning style, area

of interest and learning context.

6.3.2.2 Time Flexibility

A further feature of individual SDPD is flexibility of time, which can be viewed as arising from
freedom of decision-making, as discussed above (i.e. control). The qualitative analysis of the
open-ended item (16) in the questionnaire (Why do you prefer individual SDPD activities?)
reveals time flexibility to be a major factor for the pursuit of this type of SDPD. This result
confirms that SDL promotes flexible learning schedules (Piskurich, 1993), with twenty-two
respondents emphasising that they preferred this type due to it offering flexibility in relation to
time, highlighting that they found it beneficial to practise SDPD in their free time and at their
own pace. This was confirmed by one respondent, who stated: “I prefer individual-based
learning because it gives me a full management of my time, including when, what and where
to perform such practices”. This reflects how this type of SDPD removes time pressure,

particularly for slower learners who need to repeat the task several times.

Most importantly, the participants confirmed that individual SDPD activities are, in
comparison to collaborative activities, immediate, consistent and less time consuming. A
number of participants reported that they pursued individual SDPD due to this enabling them

to learn immediately when required. Others noted that this also saves time by removing the
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need to wait for others to catch up. One respondent remarked: “I like the individual form
because it’s something I can do in my spare time, and I am not restricted to anyone or
anything.” Another respondent elaborated that individual SDPD facilitates on-going learning,
thus meeting his requirement to constantly update his skills: “we teachers need to update our
expertise constantly. So, we cannot always afford to wait for external PD programmes and

activities ... I am not patient enough to wait if there is some delay.”

The above statements reflect the distinctive aspects of individual SDPD relating to the time
factor: (1) the learner’s full control of his/her time; (2) immediacy; (3) being less time
consuming; and (4) can be pursued on regular basis (see Figure 6.5). This implies that
individual SDPD activities are most appropriate for teachers who find the issue of time as a

barrier to practising PD.

Full control

/N

Flexibilty W e
of time | consuming

Practised
immediately

Figure 6.5: Aspects of time flexibility

6.3.2.3 Convenience and Comfort of Learning

Further incentives for teachers to pursue this type of SDPD were found to be convenience and
comfort of learning. The results of teachers’ qualitative responses to the questionnaire open-

ended item (16) (Why do you prefer individual SDPD activities?) reveal that they preferred
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this form due to its practicality, i.e. as adult learners, they are more likely to learn according to
their own plans, preferences and circumstances (Smith, 2017). One of the respondents to the
questionnaire justified her preference for individual activities as follows: “they are flexible,
and I do not have to be guided by policies or an individual administrator.” Another respondent

stated that individual learning is convenient, according to his preferences and potential:

It gives me the chance to think, learn, achieve and practise without shyness [...] I become
more honest with myself, particularly in realising my limitations [...] I can work in my
pyjamas and feeling comfortable in my own home [...] this is because everything is

planned in a way that is more convenient to my needs and potential, while I can also

repeat things as many times as [ need.

This convenience enabled the respondent to become more productive and self-aware, thus
supporting the view that learning in such an environment can encourage teachers’ learning. In
addition, this extract also reveals that individual learning promotes a lack of stress, as a
comfortable environment results in a more relaxed experience, in which (as noted in the
previous extract) the learner is not forced to engage interactively with others. The teachers
defined a comfortable environment as the absence of peer pressure and formal (and informal)
evaluation, with one participant noting that individual activities have: “less peer-pressure and
lack judgement or evaluation.” The teachers considered that learning in comfort was in
harmony with their personal/psychological attributes, particularly for those less socially

communicative and who did not enjoy speaking in public.

It can therefore be concluded that individual learning can afford teachers with the comfort and
convenience they need for initiating and sustaining their learning. Furthermore, freedom of
decision-making, flexibility of time, and convenience and comfort allow teachers to focus on

self-awareness and developing their self-confidence, as discussed in detail below.
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6.3.2.4 Focusing on the Self

The analysis of the qualitative responses to the open-ended item (16) (Why do you prefer
individual SDPD activities?) reveals that some teachers adopted individual SDPD activities
due to these enabling them to focus on self-development. Govender (2015) noted that this
enables teachers to identify their own needs, set personal plans and targets, thus exercising
agency and increasing their professionalism (p. 490). The teachers explicitly stated that
individual practise of SDPD offers additional space to reflect on their own learning and
teaching practices and to evaluate their overall performance. This was supported by a number
of respondents, with one remarking “I prefer it, since it gives me transparency when finding
out about my own strengths and weaknesses”, while another added: “it helps me to better

understand myself and my needs.”

This focus is therefore designed to assist teachers in identifying their own strengths and
weaknesses. Furthermore, one teacher highlighted that SDPD is informed by a teacher’s own
beliefs: “I prefer this type because it allows me to focus more on what I believe, which can add
to the learning process.” A second also noted that practising individual SDPD prevents her

from being distracted by negative comments or evaluations:

It provides me with a chance for self-assessment, as I do not like being evaluated by
others. It helps me to focus on my own weak points. These could be seen as someone

else's strengths, which can result in a form of comparison I don’t find very helpful.

Thus, individual SDPD constitutes learning in a relaxed manner in the absence of distractions,
providing teachers with the opportunity to focus on the self. This was supported by a
respondent who stated: “I believe in being my own judge and I try to identify my own

weaknesses and rectify them.” When relating this result to theory, it is clear that focusing on
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the self as an appealing consequence of SDPD reflects a key assumption of SDL, i.e. that the
learner has an independent self-concept allowing him/her to focus on the self and direct the

complete learning process (see Section 3.2.3.1).

In addition, one respondent reported preferring individual activities as these matched his
personal characteristics, as well as preventing a clash of interest with peers, i.e. minimising the

negative impact of collaborative learning, Muhammed stated that:

I benefit from it a lot, possibly due to my personality. I can be a bit of an introvert and I
sometimes tend to work more efficiently when I work independently. Additionally, when
I am interested in a topic that may seem odd or insignificant to my colleagues, I am left

to my own devices to pursue the topic.

6.3.2.5 Enhancing Self-confidence

Both the qualitative data from interview one and the open-ended responses to the
questionnaire item (16) (Why do you prefer individual SDPD activities?) reveal that some
teachers preferred individual SDPD activities due to these increasing their self-confidence
by enabling them to take the initiative when it came to problem-solving: “it promotes

confidence and the ability to solve problems.”

The other critical impact of individual SDPD activities concerns teacher autonomy, with

one respondent reporting that:

This type of activity is very important to me and I simply cannot see myself learning
about my practice without it. The sense of autonomy given by individual SDPD is another

beneficial result of its practice.
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This section has established the main reasons for teachers pursuing individual SDPD activities,
i.e. (1) flexibility of timing; (2) freedom of decision-making; and (3) the convenience and
comfort of learning. These aspects enable them to focus on their own learning needs, as well

as enhancing their self-confidence.

This insight into the reasons for the adoption of individual SDPD activities subsequently led
me to investigate the nature of their actual usage by EFL teachers in Saudi university context,

as discussed in the following section.

6.3.3 Models and Activities of Individual SDPD

The overall statistical results of the questionnaire demonstrate that EFL teachers in Saudi
universities employ a range of individual SDPD activities, including: (1) practising reflective
teaching; (2) conducting action research; (3) reading books and papers; (4) attending
conferences and workshops; (5) joining PD courses (either online or offline) out of personal
interest; (6) conducting self-evaluation; (7) conducting self-observation; and (8) consulting

online websites, blogs, or social media platforms (see Figure 6.6).
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Figure 6.6: Frequency of adopting individual SDPD activities
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The following section offers a more in-depth discussion of these aspects through the findings
pertaining to the popularity of these activities in the EFL context in Saudi universities,

including their frequency of use.

6.3.3.1 Reflective Teaching and Action Research

The results of questionnaire item (7) (How often do you practise reflective teaching as an
individual SDPD activity?) reveal reflective teaching to be the most frequently adopted
activity. Thus, 74% of EFL teachers in Saudi universities frequently practise reflective
teaching, while only 4% do not pursue it, with 3% rarely and 1% not at all. Farrell (2015)
emphasised the importance of reflective teaching for allowing teachers to critically examine
their teaching practice, in order to then make logical decisions concerning methods of
improvement. When related to my findings, this high percentage can be seen to reflect teachers’
awareness of the effectiveness of this activity as a model of SDPD for developing teaching

practice.

This raises the issue of whether this high percentage reflects a teacher’s autonomy or whether

reflective teaching can be seen as a method of achieving teacher autonomy.

In this context, action research refers to “teacher-conducted classroom research that seeks to
clarify and resolve practical teaching issues and problems” (Richards and Farrell, 2005, p.171).
The results of item (10) (How often do you practise action research as an individual SDPD
activity? reveal action research to be the least frequently adopted model of SDPD by EFL
teachers in Saudi universities, i.e. it was used by approximately 27%, while 40% of the
respondents less frequently used it, with 20% stating ‘rarely’ and 20% ‘never’ (Figure 6.6).
This shows that action research is not a popular form of individual SDPD in Saudi universities,

particularly in comparison to the growing use of reflective teaching. Balushi (2017) found that
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this was due to work overload, as well as a lack of time and support. This finding is consistent
with Kember and Gow (1992), who noted that, despite being considered effective and feasible
for faculty members, action research is not widely promoted in higher education institutions as

an aspect of teacher development.

This highlights a need for further attention from faculty members as well as the administration.
This failure to support the use of action research can be seen as one reason behind teachers

tending to favour the use of reflective teaching.

6.3.3.2 Reading Books and Papers and Consulting Social Media Platforms, Websites,

Blogs, or Social Media Platforms

Despite the pervasive use of social media platforms for teachers” SDL, it was found that reading
books and papers remained one of the dominant models of SDPD pursed by EFL university
teachers. The results for questionnaire item (10) (How often do you engage with reading books
and papers as a model of individual SDPD?) and item (15) (How often do you use social media
platforms as a model of individual SDPD?) reveal that 63% of teachers consulted social media
platforms and 69% reported reading books and papers (Figure 6.6). This indicates that the
majority of these teachers are active readers and utilise this for the practice of their SDPD.
Although a slight difference (6%) can be found between the two results, this can be interpreted
as confirming that the prevalence of social media does not devalue conventional methods of

learning.

Despite this lack of conflict, it is important to recognise teachers’ preferences and perspectives.
In particular, the pursuit of SDPD through online platforms (i.e. social networking) has

currently become a popular trend in the Saudi higher education context (Alsolamy, 2017). This
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is therefore a central focus of this thesis and will be discussed in more detail in the following

chapter.

6.3.3.3 Attending Conferences and Workshops and Joining PD Programmes

The findings of questionnaire item (11) (How often do you attend conferences and workshops
out of personal choice?) reveal that over half of EFL teachers in Saudi universities (53%)
reported attending conferences and workshops as an activity of their individual SDPD, i.e. 19%
stated ‘always’ and 33% ‘usually’. However, it should also be noted that 12% rarely attend and
5% never attend (see Figure 6.6). The results reveal that this is among the frequently adopted
individual SDPD activity, although it remains less popular than reflective teaching, reading
books and papers and using social media platforms. The results for questionnaire item (12)
(How often do you join PD programmes and courses out of personal choice?) show that EFL
teachers in Saudi universities moderately join PD programmes (i.e. both online and offline) out
of personal choice. While 45% stated that they frequently attended, 19% attended less
frequently, with 14% stating ‘rarely’ and 5% ‘never’ (see Figure 6.6). The overall results
indicate that approximately 50% of teachers join PD courses, conferences and workshops,
which can be considered low for such traditional activities. However, the teachers reported a
number of factors inhibiting their participation, i.e. lack of geographical mobility, lack of
institutional support and the low quality of some courses. These inhibiting factors will be
discussed in detail under the third theme of ‘Challenges and Limitations of SDPD’ (see Section

6.6).

6.3.3.4 Self-evaluation and Self-observation

The statistical results for questionnaire item (13) highlight that a considerable proportion of

EFL teachers in Saudi universities frequently conduct self-evaluation as a form of individual
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SDPD, with 24% stating ‘always’ and 35% ‘usually’. 27% of the teachers reported ‘sometimes’
practising self-evaluation and only 3% stated ‘never’. This reflects teachers’ awareness of the
importance of self-evaluation as a metacognitive activity to assess and develop their

professional practice.

The statistical results for questionnaire item (14) reveal that over half of the respondents (55%)
frequently employ self-observation as a model of individual SDPD. Baily et al. (2001) stated
that self-observation as a means of TPD: “leads to critical reflection ... puts the responsibility
of PD onto us teachers ... implies professional curiosity” (p. 27). While 26% of teachers stated
that they sometimes used self-observation, less than quarter indicated that they either made use
of this infrequently (7%) or (13%) rarely (see Figure 6.6). This result demonstrates that,
although nearly a fifth of the respondents did not make frequent use of self-observation, its use
is currently increasing. Baily et al. (2001) indicated that self-awareness and self-observation
are essential to TPD, functioning as prerequisites to the pursuit of reflective teaching, which

functions as a model of individual SDPD (p. 22).

In summary: The analysis of the findings revealed that the most frequently used activities were:
(1) reflective teaching; (2) reading books and papers; and (3) consulting online websites. There
is less frequent use of self-evaluation and self-observation, along with attendance of
conferences and PD courses. This can be seen as indicating that these activities are viewed as
somewhat challenging or as demanding additional effort and expense. The findings also reveal
action research to be a less popular activity. However, I find this finding somewhat unexpected,
as most respondents were holders of Masters’ degrees (59.62%) and PhDs (23.80%), which
infers that they were familiar with undertaking research and working in higher education

institutions, where there is a focus on academic research.
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This result drew my attention to the culture of research in Saudi universities, particularly
applied research. If promoted, this could be of considerable benefit in assisting teachers and
lecturers to address existing problems without waiting for the intervention of outside agents or

organisations.

6.4 Collaboratively Initiated SDPD Activities

As noted in Section 6.3.1, collaborative SDPD activities appear to be less widely adopted by
EFL university teachers than individual activities. This result does not lessen the importance
of collaborative activities, but reflects their level of popularity in this context. This lack of
popularity led me to explore the reasons why teachers are motivated to use such collaborative

activities, as discussed in further detail below.

6.4.1 Reasons for Adopting Collaborative SDPD Activities

Collaborative learning primarily demands the involvement of other learners. Successful
learning cannot be independent from its surrounding context, although it generally takes place
during interaction with the environment, i.e. materials or people (Serdyukov & Serdyukova,
2015). This demonstrates that learning from others is a reciprocal process benefiting all those
involved in the learning process, enabling them to share and receive knowledge, skills and
experiences. The analysis of the motivation for adopting collaborative SDPD identified three
major subcategories: (1) learning through social interaction; (2) learning from multiple

perspectives; and (3) learning due to external motivation. These are discussed in detail below.

6.4.1.1 I Like to Learn through Social Interaction

The responses to questionnaire item (23) (Why do you prefer collaborative SDPD activities?)

reveal collaborative SDPD to be a socialising activity developing learning through social
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interaction (i.e. communication). Serdyukov and Serdyukova (2015) stated that

communication is:

A key to effective learning as it plays a crucial role by helping develop cognitive skills,
construct and transfer knowledge, socialise and establish a learning community. It also
enables the sharing of information, thoughts and ideas, which contribute to learning.

(Serdyukov and Serdyukova, 2015, p. 87)

One respondent noted that “it means interaction and implies a spirit of cooperation”, while
another added that “it provides a sense of community, which it is essential to be part of, and to
have that friendly environment around you.” These statements indicate that learning through
both on and offline collaborative SDPD activities creates a friendly interactive environment
for learning through: (1) facilitating communication between teachers; (2) promoting the
building of relationships; and (3) developing a sense of belonging to a particular community.
This interaction also promotes learning via constructing meaning and exposing an individual’s
thoughts and experiences to further discussion. This finding aligns with the view found in the
literature that collaborative learning “provides opportunities for social and communication
skills, developing positive attitudes towards co-members and learning materials, and building
social relationships and group cohesion” (Johnson & Johnson, 1999, as cited in Kreihns,
Kirschner, Jochems & Van Buuren, 2004, p. 337). It also develops a sense of cooperation, thus
establishing learning communities, as noted by one participant: “it leads to informal

communities of practice.”

Thus, learning through communicating with diverse learners (teachers) permits a discussion of
the ongoing discourse from multiple perspectives, which is the focus of the following

subcategory.
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6.4.1.2 It Provides me with Multiple Views and Perspectives

The qualitative data from interview one shows that six out of fourteen teachers preferred
collaborative SDPD because it offers various different types of knowledge (i.e. practical and
theoretical). Furthermore, it also provides multiple and distinct views, opinions, perspectives
and experiences concerning a single issue or area of discussion, so expanding the teachers’
horizons when it came to addressing problems. The qualitative data from open-ended
questionnaire item (23) supports this view, with one participant remarking that “it provides me
with the chance to listen to different opinions regarding the same issue and other experiences.”
A second respondent added: “you can benefit from the varied perspectives via engagement with
other teachers.” A further participant noted that the adoption of collaborative SDPD for
addressing problems “shows different ways of doing things and at the same time helps unify
teaching efforts, learning inputs and outcomes.” This also reflects the creation of a shared

culture of learning and problem solving.

An additional benefit is that this allows the teacher to learn as part of a group, even if s/he fails
to participate (i.e. passive learning): “sometimes you get many benefits from only listening to
other people talking about issues they share.” It can therefore be concluded that learning from
multiple perspectives generally reflects the diversity and richness of the type of knowledge
constructed from collaborative SDPD. Govender (2015) argued that collaborative SDPD

allows sharing knowledge and experience and also sources of knowledge.

6.4.1.3 It Is Externally Motivating

Collaborative activities (unlike individual activities) are primarily driven by external
motivation. Garrison (1997) indicated that the motivational aspect of SDL is significant for the

achievement of cognitive goals, stating that motivation firstly, initiates learning and secondly,
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maintains an individual’s effort to achieve his/her goals. The qualitative data from interview
one and the questionnaires indicates that collaborative SDPD activities promote motivation,
with one respondent noting that “working in groups improves my motivation to move forward

and to learn from my colleagues.”

A further teacher suggested that collaborative learning promotes creativity by stimulating
hidden talents: “collaboration always enhances our talents by letting us share and learn from
one another.” Another added that “it is conducive to learning, as it creates an opportunity to
exchange new knowledge and experience.” Thus, collaborative learning can increase external
motivation and facilitate learning. This was highlighted by one of the participants, who noted
that carefully planned collaborative activities can generate effective results: “there are
situations in which, when carefully planned, collaborative efforts give more encouraging

results in comparison to individual self-directed activity.”

The motivation developed by collaborative activities also leads to an avoidance of
procrastination, with one respondent noting that “working with people helps me to avoid
procrastination and focus on the task at hand.” It can also prove beneficial when a teacher
begins to lose his/her motivation toward learning: “sometimes I feel bored of learning and 1
want to share the experience with someone.” However, it should be noted that learning as a
result of external motivation does not necessarily infer the absence of internal motivation. Park
(2008) identified the latter as stemming from: “the need for self-esteem, the desire to achieve,
the urge to grow, the satisfaction of accomplishment, the need to know something specific, and
curiosity” (p.1), which can also drive teachers to take part in collaborative learning

opportunities.

This section has demonstrated that collaborative learning is driven by both external and internal

motivation, unlike individual learning, which is primarily driven by internal motivation.
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6.4.2 Types and Models of Collaborative SDPD

The statistical results from the questionnaire demonstrate that EFL teachers in Saudi
universities adopt a range of collaborative SDPD activities, including: (1) informal teacher
discussions; (2) informal peer observation; (3) peer coaching; (4) collaborative action research;
and (5) informal communities of practice. The following bar chart depicts the popularity of

these activities for EFL university teachers in terms of their frequency of use (see Figure 6.7).
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Figure 6.7: Frequency of adopting collaborative SDPD activities

6.4.2.1 Informal Teacher Discussions

The statistical results of questionnaire item (18) (How often do you use informal teachers’
discussions as a model of SDPD?) reveal a significant preference for informal discussions as a
form of collaborative SDPD. Over half of the respondents stated that they frequently used
informal teacher discussions, with 25% stating ‘always’ and 37% ‘usually’ and only 2% ‘never’
and 6% ‘rarely’ holding such discussions. In comparison with the other four activities, this
result reflects the prevalence of such discussions among EFL university teachers as a form of

collaborative SDPD. However, the results of questionnaire item (24) (How often do you
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conduct collaborative action research as a model of SDPD?) reveal less propensity for
collaborative action research, which was found to be the least adopted activity, with over half
the respondents stating that they ‘never’ (27%) or ‘rarely’ (26%) engaged in this form of
research. This result suggests a limited orientation towards the use of collaborative action
research (co-researching), while also raising the issue of the motivation for teachers’

avoidance.

6.4.2.2 Informal Peer Observation and Informal Peer Coaching

The results of questionnaire item (19) (How often do you use informal peer observation as a
model of SDPD?) indicate the limited use of peer observation. Nearly half the respondents
(49%) did not use this model of SDPD, with 28% stating ‘rarely’ and 21% ‘never’. This
approach therefore appears to be less frequently adopted than informal teachers’ discussions
(8%), communities of practice (36%) and peer coaching (43%). However, there is evidence
that it is undertaken informally, i.e. without the pressure of formal evaluation. In the follow-up
interviews, the participants reported the following inhibiting aspects: (1) lack of experience in
providing constructive and professional feedback; (2) adverse previous experience in formal
observation; (3) the potential to damage friendships; (4) damaging a teacher’s reputation; and

(5) the experience of stress, due to feeling inferior and inadequate.

EFL university teachers appear to employ slightly more informal peer coaching and peer
observation than collaborative action research. The results of questionnaire item (20) (How
often do you use informal peer coaching as a model of SDPD?) reveal that this was not used
by 43% of respondents, with 20% stating ‘never’ and 23% ‘rarely’, while it was only used

‘always’ by 6% and ‘usually’ by 19%.
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This result therefore implies that this model is less popular than peer observation in the context

of Saudi higher education.

6.4.2.3 Informal Communities of Practice (CoP)

The results of questionnaire item (22) (How often do you use CoP as a model of SDPD?) reveal
that CoP is not a popular activity within the Saudi university EFL context, i.e. over one third
of the respondents reported that they did not participate in informal communities of practice as
a form of informal SDPD, with 20% stating ‘rarely’ and 16% ‘never’. This result was
unexpected, particularly given the prevalence of communities of learning in higher educational
contexts (Arthur, 2016). As a member of an existing VCoP via WhatsApp, I investigated this
phenomenon, adopting a qualitative case study design. The findings pertaining to the
potentials, limitations and impact of this VCoP on teachers’ teaching practice will be explored

in further detail in the following chapter.

In summary: The frequency of the adoption of collaborative SDPD activities assisted in
establishing the use of these activities by EFL teachers in the Saudi university context. The
most frequently adopted collaborative activity was found to be informal teacher discussion,
with the second most popular being CoP (27%), followed by peer coaching (25%) and peer
observation (24%). The least adopted was collaborative (i.e. participatory) action research
(19%), which (as noted above) thus requires further consideration. In addition, an examination
of the motivation behind the degrees of popularity can assist in establishing a comprehensive
understanding of the contextual underlying factors potentially transforming the use of these

activities.
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The following section provides a detailed account of the findings regarding the second theme
of this chapter ‘The reasons for pursing SDPD’. This covers SDPD covered both individually

and collaboratively with respect to socio-political and socio-economic factors.

6.5 Reasons for Pursuing SDPD with Respect to the Contextual Factors

This section investigates the second research question, presenting the findings concerning the
motivation for EFL university teachers in Saudi universities to pursue SDPD. Semi-structured
interviews and questionnaires were used to answer this question. Brockett and Hiemstra (1991)
highlighted that learning in general, and SDL in particular, are influenced by the social context
in which they take place. The overall findings therefore demonstrate that teachers reported
being influenced by social, psychological, economic and political dimensions. In general, the

majority of these arose from teachers’ real experiences of SDPD.

6.5.1 Personal Reasons

6.5.1.1 Teacher Autonomy and Empowerment

e Teacher Autonomy

Caffarella (1993) emphasised that autonomy is a personal attribute of self-directed learners.
However, the qualitative data from interview one identified teacher autonomy as a main reason
for pursuing SDPD. This supports the concept that learner autonomy can function as (1) a
means of learning (i.e. autonomous learning) or (2) an end of learning (i.e. learning to become
autonomous) (see Section 3.2.3.2). A number of participants agreed with the first point,
asserting that teacher autonomy is essential to the practise of SDPD. This can be seen as
indicating that autonomous teachers are generally more likely to pursue SDPD. Leen confirmed

this argument stating that:
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I am an independent kind of person, and practising SDPD made me more autonomous in
my learning [...] I do not wait for the department to instruct me to improve myself in a
certain area. Instead, whenever I find myself in need of development, I go for it and learn

everything I need off my own back.

Emma confirmed this view, stating that: “in order to undertake SDPD, we need to be
autonomous. It makes you independent and responsible.” This aligns with Candy’s (1991)
interpretation of the concept of ‘autonomous learners’ as referring to self-regulated learners

working independently of the support or supervision of their institutions (p. 343).

Although autonomy is a fundamental element of implementing SDPD, the findings of the
current study show that it can arise as a consequence of its practise (i.e. an end in itself). Zack

highlighted that the development of autonomy taking place as a result of practising SDPD:

In terms of myself, I can feel a growing sense of autonomy, a feeling of independence,
and that I have done something for myself on my own account. And when it succeeds or

becomes effective then this encourages me to continue.

Furthermore, Saud believed that autonomy forms a core quality of professional teachers,
encouraging self-reliance to grow professionally. Saud implied that, in order to be professional,

teachers need to develop autonomy:

I believe that teachers have to depend largely on themselves to develop their skills
professionally. I cannot imagine a good teacher who does not wish to improve or seek to
develop new skills or rectify weaknesses. Therefore, autonomy and being an independent
learner forms a core quality of teachers, which is manifested by SDPD forms and

techniques.
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The quantitative results of questionnaire item (36) (Rank teachers’ autonomy as a reason for
pursuing SDPD according to the level of importance), support this, as the majority of

respondents (81%) agreed on its importance when practising SDPD (Figure 6.8).

Importance of teacher's autonomy
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Figure 6.8: Frequency of importance of teacher’s autonomy

The previous findings led me to conclude that the relationship between teachers’ autonomy
and SDPD is direct, intrinsic and interrelated. Thus, if a teacher is autonomous, s/he will
continue to practise SDPD, while a sense of autonomy will also increase when teachers practise

SDPD.

e Teacher Self-empowerment

The issue of empowering learners also represents a main principle of autonomy (Brookfield,
1993). The qualitative data from the interview one and questionnaires indicates that, in
developing teachers’ autonomy, SDPD is also empowering. During the analysis of the
interviewees’ responses, I found that the participants lacked any shared understanding of the
concept of the teacher’s self-empowerment, and thus conceptualised it in relation to their
experiences concerning SDPD. Firstly, Emma noted that taking the initiative in learning is of
itself empowering, remarking that “it is empowering when you do something for yourself,
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instead of waiting for someone to tell you that you need to do something. It is okay, I am
motivated to do this on my own.” In addition, Leen related an increase in a teacher’s confidence

to the results of self-empowerment arising from the pursuit of SDPD, claiming that:

Of course, it empowers me. It makes me feel more confident in my abilities. I see how I
have confronted my personal challenges, which no one else can understand. I have more

power, especially with the informal activities I am undertaking.

Moreover, Maria related self-empowerment to an increase in knowledge and subsequently a

teacher’s confidence, decision making and ability to take the initiative:

Knowing more about pedagogy and how to teach each skill professionally gave me
power. | became more confident about my teaching, as well as the decisions I make
during and after class. After I became myself coach and leader, I got used to planning
and implementing useful and innovative strategies to differentiate my teaching without
any need to consult the programme leader. I also got used to taking the initiative to apply
and try out anything I believe may prove efficient. I no longer wait for others to help me

develop my instructional skills.

This clarifies the results concerning teacher empowerment. In addition, I believe that so long
as teachers enjoy a level of self-empowerment, its impact goes beyond the level of the teacher
to also reach the students and the educational context. Thus, confidence in her/his competencies

can encourage a teacher to take further initiatives to improve current education conditions.

Correspondingly, the results of the questionnaire item (37) (Rank teacher’s self-empowerment
as a reason for pursuing SDPD according to the level of importance) demonstrate that the

majority of participants (87%) believed that their adoption of SDPD was due to their desire for
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empowerment (Figure 6.9). This high percentage indicates the importance of teacher’s

empowerment as a motivation for pursuing SDPD.

The importance of teacher’s self-
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Figure 6.9: The importance of teacher’s self-empowerment in adopting SDPD

However, although teachers’ self-empowerment can develop as a consequence of practising
SDPD, a number remain unaware of this development. Maha clarified that she had previously
practised SDPD unconsciously and was therefore unable to decide whether self-empowerment

was the reason for, or a product of, her SDPD:

I feel a difference, but I cannot decide if it is empowerment or something else. In fact,
I’ve only just become aware of the existence of SDPD as a concept, after I became a
member of an informal online learning community and started to pay attention to it
intentionally. During last semester, I began to return to learning and implemented
multiple strategies. However, one semester is not enough to decide whether it is

empowering. If you ask me two years from now, I may be able to answer you.

This demonstrates the positive impact of this informal learning community on this teacher’s
perception, and realisation, of SDPD. Although time is needed to determine the nature of this

impact, Maha can already feel the difference.

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 186



However, there remains some disagreement regarding the impact of SDPD on teacher’s self-
empowerment. While, as noted above, such an impact was confirmed by the first group, the
second group rejected it, claiming that they will be unable to see any noticeable empowerment
so long as they work in a top-down system in which their institutions control such aspects as

courses, materials, methods and work duties.

When I asked Mark about the level of impact he had experienced on his empowerment as a
teacher from practising SDPD, he stated: “not much. I prefer the promotion of academic
courses that can lead to greater empowerment and professional development.” Omar agreed
with Mark, elaborating that teacher empowerment should be formally supported by the
institution, even if the teacher is evolving informally through SDPD, commenting: “if I am
allowed to select the course, then definitely it will be empowering, and will help me a lot. But
if they force me to do something, then I wouldn’t feel any empowerment.” However, as noted
earlier, the participants revealed no shared understanding of the concept of teacher self-
empowerment, tending to employ the terms °‘teacher self-empowerment’ and ‘teacher

empowerment’ interchangeably.

It is therefore clear that these two concepts require clarification.

1. Teacher self-empowerment: within the context of SDL, this refers to a teacher’s ability to
make decisions in an independent manner and take further action according to her/his abilities

and competencies.

2. Teacher empowerment: this refers to “involving teachers in decision-making, making sure
they feel good about their teaching ability, allowing them to have control over certain aspects
of their career, and ensuring that they believe they have an impact on the organisation” (Squire-

Kelly, 2012, p. 23).
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Thus, SDPD can be seen as empowering, due to the teacher being personally in control of
her/his learning. At the same time, this cannot be achieved at the occupational level without

assistance from the relevant administration.

6.5.1.2 Teachers’ Professional Identity

The professional identity of teachers remains an implicit reason for pursuing SDPD. The
majority of the participants agreed with the statement: ‘I pursue SDPD because I want to be a
professional teacher.” Marwan supported this finding, stating that “SDPD motivates me to
innovate my instructional skills and boosts my morale as a university faculty member.” This
was also supported by Leen, who noted that “self-directed learning builds my professional
identity. It fills the gaps that need improvement. These gaps are identified as I teach, or intend
to teach, a specific aspect.” Ivanova and Skara-Mincl.ne (2016) argued that “a teacher with a
strong and positive professional identity will be an effective teacher, who will be self-directed
to acquire knowledge and skills necessary for teaching throughout their life.” (p. 530). This has
led me to consider the presence of an interrelation between these two dynamic processes (i.e.

SDPD and a teacher’s professional identity), which therefore develop in parallel.

The results of the questionnaire item (38) demonstrate that the majority of the responses (87%)
confirmed the importance of professional identity for practising SDPD, with only 2% viewing
it as unimportant (see Figure 6.10). This result thus confirms the interrelated relationship

between professional identity and the practice of SDPD.
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Figure: 6.10: The importance of teachers’ professional identity

Moreover, Saud also acknowledged that it was his wish to become a professional university
teacher that motivated him to pursue this form of PD. This highlights a growing sense of
responsibility of being a responsible representative of the profession. This finding suggests that
adopting SDL to develop the overall professional performance enhances a teacher’s

professional identity and can thus be identified as a motivating factor.

6.5.1.3 Teacher Motivation

SDL supports Knowles' (1980) premise that adult (self-directed) learner is internally motivated
(Marriam, 2001, p. 5). However, the results of my own study indicate that a self-directed
learner can be both internally and externally motivated, i.e. by means of collaborative SDL,
during which learners motivate each other (see Section 6.4.1.3). The qualitative data from both
the open-ended items of the questionnaire (16 + 23) and the interviews indicate that teachers’

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation is a major reason for practising SDPD.

Marwan supported the view that SDL is internally motivating: “my intrinsic, rather than any
extrinsic motivation urged me to join the DELTA course. Doing PD courses definitely

augments informal SDPD. I undertook my DELTA due to my passion for the profession.”
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Additionally, the positive outcomes appear to inspire teachers to continue pursuing SDPD. This
is demonstrated by Saud and Omar, who agreed that the direct positive (i.e. practical) impact

of practising SDPD prompts teachers to continue the learning process. Omar stated:

The reason I chose online forms of SDPD was their clear positive impact. As a teacher,
there were always tasks or dilemmas I managed to overcome. This was thanks to the self-
motivated activities of reading books and online articles, attending webinars on different

platforms, as well as watching scientific and research-based documentary movies.

On the other hand, extrinsic motivation appears to motivate teachers towards SDPD. Zack
stated that it was the positive reaction from colleagues to his presentation of informal PD

sessions (i.e. self-directed initiatives) motivated him to continue, noting that:

For days afterwards, teachers continued to pop in to thank me for these sessions, telling
me that the discussions were really effective. This in itself is therefore encouragement

for me to continue.

This reveals that, alongside internal motivation, external motivation is manifested as a result
of the pursuit of SDPD (e.g. verbal appreciation from teachers). This can be seen as motivating
and sustaining the pursuit of SDPD, with Zack indicating that he was now intending to continue

offering such informal presentations and discussion sessions.

A positive result can encourage me to act more independently and develop other areas of
teaching. It can also encourage me to continue using a consistent pace to pursue my PD.

There is no magic here. It takes time to get things done.

Leen thus highlighted the importance of external motivation to sustain self-directed efforts,
potentially contradicting Knowles’ (1980) assumption that internal motivation is the only

element required for SDL. The primary triggers appear to consist of investigating ways SDPD

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 190



can prove motivating, encouraging a thirst for knowledge, offering flexibility and being a

needs-based PD.

Knowledge as a Source of Motivation

The data from interview one reveals that the majority of the teachers acknowledged that SDPD
increased their motivation to learn. Omar noted that he considered knowledge to be a source
of motivation: “SDPD is motivating, this is because the more you learn, the more you wish to
gain further knowledge and all the books and other sources and programmes are unable to

satisfy this thirst.”

Thus, pursuing SDPD motivates learners, as the more they learn, the more they realise that they
need to continue to learn, so they are encouraged to maintain an ongoing engagement with
learning. Furthermore, Mark described SDPD in terms of long-life learning that stimulates the
brain. A teacher’s motivation to pursue SDPD is therefore not necessarily simply to address
practical issues related to his/her teaching practice, but rather to satisfy intellectual curiosity.

Mark stated:

To a certain degree, apart from the benefit of ‘life-long learning”, SDPD also motivates
the brain. For example, at present, I am reading Dostoevsky’s ‘Notes from the
Underground’, providing a social history of Russians during the mid-1800s, and O
Henry’s short stories with both audio and visual elements, again showing a social history
of the USA at the turn of the twentieth century. The stories can be used for English
literature, but also for providing viewpoints from different parts of the worlds, both from

the past and as they are now.

These extracts support the argument that it is the flexibility of SDPD that enhances teachers’

motivation towards learning, as it enables them to undertake activities that match their interests
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and needs. This, in turn, inspires them to sustain their learning in a self-directed manner.

Harvey supported this argument with the following example:

When you join PD courses in response to a personal choice, it matches your interest and
encourages you to become more involved with the course, including increasing your
concentration and improving your understanding. This is because it is related to

something you need. If you are being forced to go, then the motivation is not there.
6.5.1.4 It Fits my Learning Style and Needs

The qualitative data from interview one and the questionnaire reveals that the majority of
teachers pursued SDPD due to a match between its features and their learning characteristics,
needs and interests. This was confirmed by Zack: “I like informal study circles as a form of
SDPD, because it fits my character and my interests, and because I am a person who likes to
work with a small number of people in groups that are highly focussed.” Furthermore, this
result supports the analysis of quantitative data from questionnaire item (34), which revealed
that over three quarters of the respondents (79%) confirmed the importance of the match
between the characteristics of learning style and those of SDPD (Figure 6.11). This reflects its

significance as a personal psychological motive for practising SDPD.
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Figure 6.11: The match between the SDPD characteristics and individual learning styles
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Moreover, a number of further participants emphasised that they practised this form because it
addressed their needs. In response to questionnaire item (16) (Why do you prefer individual
SDPD activities?), one of the respondents claimed that “through individual SDPD, I am able
to identify what I need to learn, because I know my own weak points.” Saud supported this
claim by linking this aspect to adult learning characteristics: “we teachers are adults, so
everyone knows the exact weak spots that need to be addressed. Furthermore, self-directed

efforts are usually precise, rather than investigating general topics.”

The ability to identify areas of weakness reveals an advanced level of thinking (i.e. reflection)
in a self-directed learner. This interpretation supports the assumption proposed by Knowles
(1980) that the adult learner “has an independent self-concept and can direct his or her own
learning” (as cited in Merriam, 2001, p. 5). Zack confirmed Knowles’ assumption that SDL is
“problem-centred and interested in the immediate application of knowledge” (as cited in

Merriam, 2001, p. 5):

When I do something on my own, and I find something that interests me, then I
implement this into my practice. When I find it to be effective, this encourages me to do

more and to build on those practices.

It should, however, be noted that not all adult learners have the ability to identify areas of
weakness. A small number of participants confessed to experiencing difficulties in identifying

their weak points. Harvey noted:

At a personal level, I do not know where to pinpoint the development. I also find it

difficult to recognise my needs and the areas in which I need to improve.
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Therefore, despite Knowles’ (1980) statement that adult learners are able to recognise (and
address) their needs, this was found not to be the case with all self-directed learners, as

demonstrated by Harvey.

6.5.1.5 Teacher Self-evaluation

The qualitative data from interview one reveals that eleven of the fourteen participants agreed
that they employed self-evaluation as a consistent activity of their SDPD, in order to facilitate
their professional growth throughout their careers. Marwan emphasised the importance of self-

evaluation as a symbol of professionalism, as follows:

Undeniably, self-evaluation is the hallmark of a successful professional. I regularly
conduct self-assessment. As a matter of fact, [ am a reflective practitioner. In other words,
I persistently evaluate, take stock of, analyse, think back about and contemplate my

performance on a daily basis.

Marwan thus implicitly related self-evaluation to reflection, viewing a reflective practitioner
as entailing constant self-evaluation. Zack elaborated that self-evaluation is an opportunity to
identify learning needs, particularly if the teacher does not realise a need for further learning
or where to focus if s/he wishes to enhance his/her teaching practice: “this provides a good
opportunity for reflection, which can lead teachers to identify their needs. This is important,
as teachers can sometimes fail to realise that they need to develop themselves in certain
areas.” The above discussion has led me to the conclusion that teachers should learn how to
conduct critical reflection, so as to improve their practice. Emma was in agreement with Zack,
adding that setting new goals requires her to perform self-evaluation. She demonstrated when,

and the motivation for, undertaking such evaluation:
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I usually ask myself: what is going to happen for next year? What are your plans, what
are your goals? This is because I am someone who sets my own goals and then check
how far I have come to achieving my goals and whether or not I have fulfilled them. This
is what prompts me to undertake self-evaluation, it is to understand both where I am

going and where I need to go.

The analysis of the interviewees’ responses from interview one revealed a number of strategies
for conducting self-evaluation, including:

1. Employing a checklist for short-term and long-term goals. Thus, Emma stated that
“regarding the way I used to use to evaluate my work, I have a list of my goals and 1
look at my list and then I measure it that way.”

2. Measuring students’ achievement to evaluate performance. Ledia noted: “I measure
my students’ examination outcomes throughout by applying the university matrix
standards that measure students’ achievement in the different skills I teach.”

3. Receiving feedback from colleagues.

4. Asking students to develop quizzes, e.g. Zack stated:

I used to ask my students to develop quizzes individually and in groups. Then, I
collected them and extracted questions from the quizzes they developed. I would
then return it to them, showing how I selected questions from each group (or each
student). This gives me an idea of my effectiveness.

5. Writing reflective reports. Marwan reported that: “I keep track of my informal SDPD
by documenting what I have gained from these activities. I also periodically revise these

documents and evaluate my achievements in practical terms.”
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It is therefore important to highlight the importance of external feedback as a complementary
strategy/tool for self-evaluation. This is supported by Butler and Winne (1995), who argued

that the accuracy and explicitness of internal feedback may not be sufficient.

Saud demonstrated that taking part in the interview for the current study inspired him to
practice self-evaluation: “honestly, until conducting this online interview, I have never
critically evaluated my informal methods of self-development. Maybe, this study would
encourage me to reflect more on that in the future.” Saud highlighted the positive impact of
the current study for the participants, i.e. raising teachers’ awareness regarding the critical role

of their SDPD in general, and self-evaluation in particular.

However, some participants commented that, despite valuing self-evaluation, they found it
difficult to be professionally performed, i.e. Maria explained that undertaking self-evaluation

leaves her with plenty of unanswered questions:

[ usually evaluate my teaching, because I am the first person I am able to evaluate. When
I fail to evaluate myself in a certain area, then I need to rely on my colleagues [...] As
long as I am responsible, I feel a need to evaluate my work to meet my job requirements.
Self-evaluation allows me to think of how I can make things better. However, the main
challenge that I face when I evaluate myself is having a large number of questions and
not finding the answers [...] Sometimes, when I use a certain strategy to address a
problem, I cannot evaluate how much it might be useful, due to my limited experience in

evaluation. This means I could have an adverse impact on myself or my students.

Maria thus reveals a critical challenge, in that some teachers lack the support of the required
systematic knowledge on methods of efficiently conducting self-evaluation. This lack has the

potential to result in a failure to improve the evaluation process. Saud also added that
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“nonetheless, the difficulty of self-evaluation is that it is a process that is slow and takes time
. one might not be able to see his/her own problems easily.”
This section has revealed that, despite self-evaluation being one of the most important reasons

of SDPD, it is not straightforward, and can also prove beyond the ability of some teachers.
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6.5.2 Academic Factors

6.5.2.1 To Improve my Knowledge

The qualitative data from interview one and the questionnaires reveals that almost all of the
participants concurred that their main reason for practising SDPD was to refresh their existing
theoretical and practical knowledge. Some also clarified they needed to refresh their minds and

learn how to teach using up-to-date strategies. Harvey elaborated that:

I do some reading to refresh my mind about what I have learned in the MA. Things like
how to write a report or an abstract, or teach a student how to write a report. This is
something I know, but I need to keep myself updated with recently implemented
techniques, particularly as I teach first and second year Bachelor students in (X)
university. This includes learning more about what areas they need to cover, and what it

should contain, etc. I see it both as a recap and a development.

This indicates that the change in the academic context (i.e. majors, level of students, and
degrees) prompts teachers to develop themselves self-directedly in certain areas, as in the
example of Harvey. In addition, a further motivation to pursue SDPD is to keep up to date with
any newly discovered concepts in the field. Mark confirmed that: “SDPD consists of keeping
abreast of theoretical concepts and updating my knowledge in areas required for my work.
This includes academic reading in my specific area.” Mark’s statement highlights another
motive for practising SDPD, i.e. developing theoretical knowledge to improve practical
performance and assist teachers in applying theory to practice. This reflects the critical role of
theory in developing teachers’ practice, including the potential benefits of current published

educational research.

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 198



6.5.2.2 To Conduct Research

A significant factor in pursuing SDPD was found to be the undertaking of research. The
quantitative results of questionnaire item (29) (Rank conducting research as a reason that
prompts you to pursue SDPD according to the level of importance) suggest the vast majority
of participants viewed research as an important factor in the practise of SDPD, i.e. 87% agreed
on its importance, while only 9% ‘slightly’ believed in its importance and approximately 4%

expressed no belief in its importance (see Figure 6.12).
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Figure 6.12: Importance of research in pursuing SDPD

Similarly, the qualitative data from interview one reveals that conducting research and
publishing papers appear to be a contributing factor for pursuing SDPD. Zack, for example,

highlighted that he commenced learning about any new subject through conducting research:

When I develop an interest in certain topics, | just research that topic. Sometimes, I try
to do this in the form of a study, developing research questions and downloading reading
materials (such as papers) and consult those working in the field about the authenticity

of the topic.

Zack therefore found such research beneficial for making presentations to disseminate and
discuss the findings of his research with colleagues. He further elaborated on how practising

SDPD through making presentations encouraged him to conduct further research:
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Three weeks ago, I did a brain-based presentation regarding language learning. This was
my initiative, no one asked me [...] This presentation required me to search for, and read,
updated theories, to enable me to identify any criticism of previously used methods,
theories or techniques or that a particular theory had been invalidated. In this way, I tried
to keep myself updated with what is out there in both the research community and teacher

learning communities.

This outlines the relationship between SDPD and research, particularly that firstly, the pursuit
of some SDPD activities can require the undertaking of research and that conducting research
forms a model of SDPD. It is significant that Zack’s actions were self-initiated, as a result of

recognising his responsibility, thus reflecting the essence of SDL.

6.5.2.3 Contributing to Curriculum Development

Contributing to the development of the curriculum was not a popular motivation for pursuing
SDPD in this context. However, the qualitative data from interview one reveals that Omar was

motived by this aspect:

A self-motived and self-directed learner can definitely contribute to the PD of EFL
teachers. For example, I taught modern English drama for one complete semester [...]
As English literature is my passion, I keep reading in this area as a form of my SDPD. I
then composed a handbook covering major topics in modern English drama, which my
students still use as a required material. This indicates my contribution to the
development of the curriculum as a result of self-directed work. No one asked me to
undertake this, but once they found it useful and applicable, they adopted it as part of the

programme materials used by other teachers.
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Although this represents only one participant, I found it to be an interesting example, reflecting
the professionalism of this teacher, as well as the central role he likes to play in improving
teaching materials. Omar’s willingness to inform the curriculum system can therefore be seen
as representing Knowles’ (1980) view that a self-directed learner “has learning needs closely
related to changing social roles” (Marriam, 2001, p. 5). When I asked Omar why he pursued
SDPD, he stated: “I have never allowed myself to remain stagnant as a professional ... because
I want to be a better teacher and I believe that I have the courage to change the scenario of
language teaching.” This indicates that the contribution to curriculum development can be part

of long-term goal, i.e. that of changing the scenario of EFL teaching.

6.5.2.4 The Introduction of a New Curriculum

The introduction of any new curriculum or technology appears to stimulate teachers to use
SDL, as this enables them to cope efficiently with meeting the new course/curriculum
requirements, particularly in the absence of institutional support. Omar noted how a change in
the curriculum had led him to practise SDPD, in order to enhance his competence in a specific

area of teaching:

I spent a decade doing the same job until the introduction in 2010 of E-learning and E-
testing. Since then, my focus has shifted towards a new world of technology, particularly
EFL with ICT (i.e. information and communication technology). To cope with this
requirement of the course, I had to teach myself how to conduct my lessons from a new
perspective [...] So, now I am now 50% language teacher and 50% computer
professional, specialising in E-learning and E-testing. This means that my offline SDPD
activities (such as delivering seminars and workshops) are all now basically done through
ICT. Last semester, I delivered a presentation on ICT in ELT. From next month, I will

be working on a different project, which is entitled ‘Class(room) Wall Technology with
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Teachers’. This covers the struggle between teacher and technology and attempting to
ascertain which is superior and who will prove the most successful in the long run. This
means that all of my SDPD is basically focussed on benefiting this innovative field of E-

learning and E-testing.

Thus, SDPD immediately fulfils the needs of Omar in terms of: (1) learning how to use
technology (E-learning in the field of EFL); (2) how to teach students by drawing on a new
perspective; and (3) how to become an expert in a new field through SDL, i.e. participating in
conferences and publishing academic papers, which indicates a high level of knowledge and
professionality. This highlights how the introduction of any changes to the curriculum or
methods of teaching can prompt teachers to pursue SDPD in an attempt to meet the

requirements of these changes in an efficient manner.

6.5.3 Administrative Reasons

6.5.3.1 Teacher Evaluation Report

The qualitative data from interview one shows teacher evaluation reports motiving teachers to
develop themselves through SDPD. Zack confirmed this aspect, noting that the reason that he
had commenced pursuing peer observation as an activity of SDPD was to prepare himself for
formal observation: “I used to ask my friends to attend my classes and give feedback before
having the formal observation. This worked well and I started to get used to being observed.”
The results of questionnaire item (39) reveal that over half of the responses (65%) emphasised
the importance of evaluation reports as an external factor contributing to their SDPD, with only
8% stating it to be only slightly important and 5% as not at all (see Figure 6.13). This high

percentage reflects the advantage of teacher evaluation and the key role it indirectly plays in
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encouraging teachers to pursue SDPD. Subsequently, these reports have an indirect impact on

teacher SDL and in some cases can work as an external motivation.

Importance of evaluation reports
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Figure 6.13: Importance of evaluation reports

6.5.3.2 Obtaining Administrative Positions

The quantitative data from questionnaire item 25 shows that a small proportion (28%) of the
participants practised SDPD to obtain promotion and high ranking administrative positions.
However, this proved less frequent in comparison to other listed purposes. The statistical
results reveal that the most popular consist of academic purposes (85%), then cultural and
environmental purposes (49%), followed by administrative purposes (i.e. obtaining promotion)
(28%), and social purposes (e.g. social reputation) (23%) (see Figure 6.14). The most
interesting of the other purposes mentioned by the respondents was the ability to ‘think outside

the box’.
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Purposes of SDPD
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Figure 6.14: Purposes of SDPD

Furthermore, according to quantitative data derived from questionnaire question (26) (Based
on your experience, rank the following factors that drive you to pursue SDPD according to the
level of its importance,) the overall results show all the reasons mentioned are important to

varying degrees (see Figure 6.15).

80%
68%
70%

60% 56% ca%
50%

47% 47%
50% 0% ’ 200, 40% 43% b
20% 5% 2% 6% ’ 39% 379
30% 7% 26%27% 24%939
20% 5% 5% 5%
% % % %
10% Y % 040, o, °
’ Vikver g Iz ® 07 e | FRE A I"/Z% Ia%_% 1%
0% [ _ o _ _ m . - B

Willingness Willingness Willingness Willingness Willingness Willingness intest in the flexibility of occurrenec

tolearn  toidentify to read to solve to achieve toinform content area the learning in respectful
my learning problmes self-efficacy teaching pattern  environment
needs related to policy
teaching system
practice
m Very important ® Important m Moderately important m Slightly important m Not important

Figure 6.15: Reasons for pursuing SDPD according to level of importance

Willingness to learn was revealed as the most important reason for pursuing SDPD with (95%).
This was followed by a willingness to solve problems associated with teaching practice,

willingness to achieve self-efficacy, and willingness to read at (90%) each. Identifying
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learning needs came after at (82%), followed by flexibility of learning pattern at (80%), and
interest in content area at (79%). Occurrence in a respectful environment chosen by the teacher
was also important at (71%). Although informing the policy system is not an academic factor,
(65%) of teachers considered it an important reason to pursue SDPD. Thus, we can understand
that reasons pertaining to academic and pedagogical development received significantly greater
importance than personal and political reasons, such as contributing to teaching policy system,

learning for interest, and learning in a respectful environment.

In summary: This section has presented the findings regarding the contributing factors to, or
reasons for, pursuing SDPD, based on the experiences of EFL teachers in Saudi universities.
The data identified three main categories: (1) personal reasons; (2) academic reasons; and (3)
administrative reasons. Personal reasons included the following six areas: (1) autonomy; (2)
self-empowerment; (3) motivation; (4) learning styles; (5) self-evaluation; and (6) professional
identity. The academic reasons were focussed on two areas: firstly, improving teaching
knowledge and secondly conducting research. Finally, there were a number of administrative
reasons, which focussed on the following three areas: firstly, teacher evaluation reports;

secondly, the introduction of a new curriculum; and thirdly, obtaining administrative positions.

Other practical reasons were also important but to a lesser extent than the above-mentioned
ones. The following section will present findings pertaining to the challenges and limitations

of SDPD.

6.6 Challenges and Limitations of SDPD

This section examines the findings from the semi-structured interview one and online
questionnaires related to the third question of this research, which focuses on the challenging

factors potentially inhibiting teachers from pursuing SDPD. The data reveals that participants
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demonstrated a variety of factors inhibiting them from pursuing this form of PD (including
contextual factors), which vary according to the learning context. The challenges were
therefore broadly divided into two main categories, including the challenges concerning offline

SDPD and the challenges pertaining to online SDPD.
6.6.1 Challenges Pertaining to Offline SDPD
6.6.1.1 Time Issues

The teachers found the lack of time and the inflexibility of the timing of some PD sessions? to
be challenging. The quantitative results from the questionnaire item (45) (To what level do you
agree that time constitutes an inhibiting factor for pursuing SDPD?) reveal that the majority of
the respondents agreed that a lack of time is an inhibiting factor preventing them from pursuing
their SDPD, i.e. 47% agreed and 30% strongly agreed, while only 8% disagreed and 1%
strongly disagreed. The remainder of the respondents (14%) did not report an opinion either

way (see Figure 5.16).

The level you agree that time constitutes an
inhibiting factor for pursuing SDPD
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Figure 6.16: To what level do you agree that time constitute an inhibiting factor for pursuing

SDPD?

2 The PD sessions that being attended out of personal choice.
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Furthermore, the qualitative data from interview one shows time as an issue in the pursuit of
SDPD. Marwan asserted that time represents a major challenge when it comes to practising
SDPD, commenting that: “the major hurdle I encountered was that I had to find the time ... to
complete a learning course while being fully occupied already with job-related duties and
responsibilities.” Nouf concurred, adding that family responsibilities leave her with less time
to practise SDPD: “finding time for SDPD is a big challenge for a working woman, especially
when you have kids.” An additional factor was found to arise when offline PD sessions take
place during times that conflict with the teacher’s teaching schedule. Leen noted that “what
prevents me from attending morning PD courses is that the time often conflicts with my
lectures. This can mean I end up cancelling my attendance, because I have to do my work no

matter how important the PD session.”

When the participants were asked how they would be able to overcome the challenge of the
lack of time, they provided two strategies: (1) setting regular schedules to remind themselves;
and (2) pursuing SDPD via online platforms, i.e. due to these being accessible at all times. For
example, Marwan proposed formulating daily plans for practising SDPD, noting that “the time
factor poses a challenge at all times. Therefore, I overcome this problem by setting a schedule

each day for informal SDPD.”

Harvey supported this strategy, noting that:

In term of individual development, if teachers can organise their time well, they can
develop themselves quite a lot [...] regarding offline PD sessions, this is very difficult in
the UK, and development can only take place in fixed weeks within the year. In the UK,
teachers are very busy throughout the year. In Saudi Arabia, you can have time to

undertake SDPD, things are more flexible there and we are able to go home once we have
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finished our work commitments. This flexibility means that no one is constrained by time

when it comes to PD, particularly Saudi EFL university teachers.

However, it should be noted that this is Harvey’s personal experience within specific contexts.
Harvey’s view is contradicted by previous statements that EFL university teachers in the Saudi
context face difficulties in finding time for SDPD as a result of their heavy workload and/or
family responsibilities. These contradicting claims reveal a disagreement regarding the issue
of time. However, an observation of the social circumstances of these teachers reveals that
female teachers with children have a far higher level of caring responsibilities, while male
teachers have less responsibilities and thus have a greater amount of time to set up plans for

learning, particularly when free from teaching duties.

It is significant that the findings from interview two of the case study demonstrate that this
issue related to time can be overcome by practising SDPD via online platforms such as
WhatsApp. HKM (who is a mother of two children) confirmed that VCoP as a model of online

SDPD has addressed the problem of time:

Our teaching loads and busy lives can mean we can’t find the time for our PD. But being
in the WhatsApp learning group has reduced the challenge of time for me. Before, I could
never find the time, but now, especially as my phone is always with me, I can do things
when my kids are sleeping. I have access whenever I find I have a bit of free time. I used
to tell myself that I would read about this or whatever when the semester was over, but

being in this learning group has given me the opportunity to avoid postponing such things.

In summary: Although the majority of the teachers found time a challenging factor, they were
able to apply a number of strategies to address this issue, i.e. practising SDPD by means of

online platforms, setting daily schedules, or pursuing it during long breaks.
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However, further challenges tend to emerge once the issue of time has been addressed,

including geographical mobility, which is discussed in detail below.

6.6.1.2 Geographical Mobility

Pursuing some forms of offline SDPD (i.e. joining PD courses, workshops and conferences)?
can result in a number of obstacles. The qualitative data from interview one shows that, for
some of the participants, travelling to attend or pursue any type of SDPD was a challenge.
Emma (who works as an EFL teacher and a programme leader in a small remote city)
confirmed that the geographical mobility for the purposes of SDPD can prove difficult,
particularly in the absence of institutional support, i.e. funding and permission to take time off

from work to travel:

Just needing to travel to attend face-to-face courses is an issue. Location is a big factor,
especially if you are working in a less developed or remote city. Being in (X) city is not

like being in Riyadh or Jeddah, where you can easily attend any of the courses available.

Travelling between locations requires time, money, effort and, in some cases (i.e. during
working hours), official approval. Saud confirmed Emma’s point, highlighting that the
number of PD courses in his city is limited, so attending other high quality courses or
conferences requires travelling, which incurs additional cost: “usually such courses would
not be for free, and they might cost a bit, especially in my case where there are not many

courses in my city, which means additional costs.”

3 Joining PD courses, workshops and conferences out of personal choice/self-directed decision.
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In addition, the TPD policy system in Saudi universities does not appear to support
travelling abroad for the purposes of SDPD. Emma asserted that university regulations do

not permit travelling for attending SDPD during work periods:

We are not permitted to travel abroad to attend SDPD. We can do it during our vacations,
but that is our time to relax and spend more time with our families, not for PD. This isn’t
helped by the removal of the short vacations, which means we can’t use them for personal

development.

This highlights the impact on SDPD of the new changes in the national vacation system, i.e.

the reduction in the number of short breaks.

6.6.1.3 Lack of Institutional Support

The qualitative analysis of the interview one and the questionnaires reveal that a lack of
institutional support (i.e. a contextual factor) constitutes a major issue preventing teachers from
pursuing SDPD. Challenges regarding institutional external support were grouped under three
sub-categories, as discussed in further detail below: (1) lack of morale support; (2) lack of
financial support; and (3) lack of political support (i.e. flexible work policies).

e Lack of Moral Support

The qualitative data from interview one reveals that the lack of morale support from university
administration discourages teachers from continuing SDPD. Leen (an active self-directed
teacher) argued that, although SDPD is self-initiated, the institution needs to support teachers’

morale through the creation of a conducive learning environment and offering rewards:

Sometimes, even when we do things informally, we still need the administration’s
assistance and support. There is a lack of this in most cases, which discourages and

demotivates us from doing things by ourselves, especially when we are given no

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 210



recognition or incentives. A positive outcome could encourage me to do more things
independently and develop other areas of teaching, including increasing the pace, and
also practising my PD consistently, because there is no magic here, it takes time to get

things done.

This suggests that, although SDPD is grounded on SDL, administrations retain an indirect
impact on this kind of learning. In particular, supporting morale can work effectively in
motivating teachers to pursue SDPD. Mackenzie (2007) emphasised the importance of
teacher’s morale and its impact on the quality of teaching. Lumsden (1998) argued that
administrators can improve teacher’s morale by empowering and acknowledging their
expertise, thus increasing their productivity, resulting in a positive influence on students’
attitudes and achievement. Collaborative learning has been found to facilitate emotional
support from peers, particularly in the form of “thanking, complimenting and congratulating”
(Cansoy, 2017, p. 291). Cansoy (ibid) also emphasised the importance of emotional support
from peers (in particular from other teachers) for creating a culture of trust and support within

the community (p. 291).

However, although I recognise the importance of peer emotional support, I feel that it is unable
to compensate for a lack of support for morale from the administration, which may be due to a
lack of recognition of SDPD as form of PD. At the same time incompetent or resentful
administrators may compromise teachers’ morale, inhibiting the undertaking of professional
improvement. This was highlighted by Mark, who stated that jealous programme leaders can
refuse to offer any form of support, in order prevent professional growth in others: “many
leaders do not like their workers to be highly qualified and will prevent workers from
upgrading their skills.” McNamara (1999) also highlighted that supervisors can have an

influence over self-directed learners in the workplace by encouraging them to build positive
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attitudes towards learning. However, the results of the current study reveal that there can be a
negative influence from supervisors or programme leaders, working in these academic
institutions. This results in a need to introduce specific regulations to minimise their negative
impact, in particular to guarantee teachers’ rights to practise PD, thus creating a fairer working

environment.
¢ Lack of Financial Support

Lack of (or inadequate) funding proved to be a central issue for most teachers, inhibiting them
from taking part in some PD courses, workshops and conferences. The statistical results of the
questionnaire item (43) show that more than half of the participants agreed that a lack of
funding constitutes a major challenge, in particular for pursuing the PD, i.e. 66% agreed and

2% strongly disagreed, with only 10% disagreeing (see Figure 6.17).

The level of agreement concerning the
issue of funding
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Figure 6.17: The level of agreement concerning the issue of funding

This challenge increases for foreign (i.e. non-Saudi) teachers. Omar (an Indian university EFL
teacher), complained that, despite his strong desire to attend PD courses, even if this required
travelling outside the country, his administration fails to provide any kind of financial support.

Furthermore, this lack of support was attributed to the regulations of TPD in the Saudi higher
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education system, which only provides a financial commitment to Saudi teachers. This infers
that teachers such as Omar would need to personally cover the costs of attending any PD event,

Omar stated that:

Sometimes, it is all related to financial support and lack of funding. When you go to a
conference, there tend to be fees, which is off-putting. Even if we go in order to present
a paper, we have to pay a registration fee. Who is going to recompense us for this
expense? In India, where education is very cheap, I pay only 1000 INR for a conference
[...] which means it is affordable. However, when they know I’m coming from Saudi
Arabia they charge me more. In this case, should I pay it from my own pocket and use
the college name? This happened on one occasion when I attended a conference under
the name of my university, but when I asked for recompense on my return they did not

give anything. As an institution, they are not financially supportive.

Harvey agreed with Omar, stating that “in terms of cost, Saudi Arabia does not pay for foreign
teachers, only for Saudis. This means there is a money issue ... So, when it is expensive, I tend
not to go.” This finding highlights the need to provide financial support for all, and that policy
makers should recognise this need, due to the role such support can play in encouraging
teachers to continue developing their professionalism. A further important point concerns the
issue of justice. Considering the cases of both Omar and Harveys, it highlights that all teachers
need to have equal treatment when undertaking the same job and no discrimination should take
place in any educational institution. This is particularly important as I believe that the impact
of this limitation is not confined to teachers’ PD but also has an impact on the students and the

overall outputs of these academic institutions.
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e Lack of Political Support (flexible work policies)

Qualitative data form the interview one reveals that a heavy workload and the absence of TPD
policies facilitating and promoting teacher’s SDPD represent major challenges for almost all
teachers within this context. Harvey (a British university EFL Preparatory Year teacher),
emphasised this issue by comparing the situation to his previous working conditions in the UK,

stating that:

The greatest challenge in Saudi Arabia is getting away from work. You say to your
manager ‘I have a class on the day, I have a course I want to attend. Can I leave early?’
or ‘can I not teach on Thursday?’ The trouble is that they tend not to be flexible in Saudi

Arabia.

Harvey’s statement reflects the lack of flexibility in the policy system of Saudi universities,
which fails to support the pursuit of SDPD during working hours. This lack of any official
system contributing to teacher’s SDPD is therefore a discouraging factor, as teachers can
assume that participating will have a negative impact on the quality of their teaching and the
overall outcome of these institutions. Emma suggested that, in order to overcome such

challenges, universities could reward teachers undertaking SDPD with other kinds of support:

Universities could give incentives for teachers to perform SDPD, even if it is something
for their own benefit, because, in the end, it will enhance the out-put of the university.
So, if the university does not offer PD itself, it should give incentives for pursuing it
externally. Even if they do not give financial support, they could give time, or tell us to
use our emergency leave time to attend. Teachers need to be supported by their

administrations and departments.
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6.6.1.4 SDPD Means Nothing When You Apply for a Job

A further concern relates to the issue of the acknowledgement of SDPD, which is entirely self-
driven and, in most cases, pursued informally. The qualitative data from interview one shows
that some teachers avoided SDPD due to it being an unacknowledged factor when applying for
jobs. Mark asserted that he pays little attention to SDPD because of its limited potential, i.e. its
lack of influence when it comes to securing a job, promotion or other credits. Mark remarked

that:

In reality, I do not care much for informal SPDP, because it means nothing when one
applies for a job. It is like little discussions where one delivers something they have tried

(often) twenty years previously and have not changed since.

Theoretically speaking, Mark is demonstrating the argument of Brookfield (1984) that self-
directed learners assume their learning is neither significant nor valid, as a result of the
predominant belief that valid learning only takes place within formal educational institutions
(p- 68). Brookfield further asserted that this influences the learner’s ability to make a change
at both individual and social levels. As long as the belief that SDPD is not valid remains, it

indicates that there is a need to address this matter.

Omar insisted that SDPD needs to be acknowledged, appreciated and rewarded, in order to

ensure that teachers maintain their engagement:

The only thing we need is acknowledgement, whatever we do (either formally or
informally), in order to encourage us to do more. Everything needs to count, even if [ pay
for it from my own pocket. Something should be done regarding this matter. The
administration and those in charge should understand the importance of submitting a

paper or undertaking a presentation and should therefore encourage such activities,
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particularly as they can’t be imposed on us. Non-Saudi teachers should also be supported,

otherwise the system will lose many brilliant professionals.

This highlights the issue of encouraging EFL university teachers to engage with additional
academic work that, while beneficial, is not officially required, i.e. writing papers,
presenting at conferences and joining up-to-date PD courses. This requires the issuing of

specific regulations to support and value SDPD and informal efforts made by teachers.

6.6.1.5 A lack of Job Stability and Security

The rapid political changes taking place in Saudi Arabia, along with the introduction of new
educational policies, have resulted in university faculty members (particularly non-Saudi
nationals) experiencing a lack of job stability and security. This can also lead them to avoid

pursuing any further SDPD. Harvey commented that:

For me as a foreign teacher, I feel a lack of stability, which might not exist with Saudi
teachers, due to the changes happening in Saudi Arabia. Some foreign teachers think that
they might not remain here for much longer, so ask themselves they should undertake
such self-development. They tend to prefer to save money for the future and move on

back to a country where they have stability and security.

This indicates the critical role of political stability on the continuity of teacher’s SDPD, which
requires a stable environment in which teachers feel safe and have a sense of belonging. Thus,
job security is essential for motivating teachers to pursue PD in general and SDPD in particular.
Again, the political changes and economical reformation taking place in the country (as noted
by Harvey) may cause foreign teachers to leave, particularly when they feel unsure as to
whether their contracts will be renewed for the following year. This can have a negative impact

on their SDPD, along with the quality of teaching and the future diversity of EFL university
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teaching staff. I believe that these changes should work for, and not against, the development

and improvement of the higher education system.

6.6.1.6 The Low Quality of PD Content

The qualitative data from interview one further highlights the issue of the low quality of the
content and presenters of some PD courses and workshops in Saudi universities, which can
result in teachers’ lack of participation and negative attitudes. For example, Saud stated that he
finds “low quality of the content” challenging, which leads to him avoiding such courses. He
added that a further concern was the incompetence of some presenters, i.e. “not to mention the
challenge of the incompetence of presenters.” This indicates that the low quality of available
formal PD opportunities may reflect the lack of effort exerted by administrations and the PD
providers on TPD, particularly those designed for EFL teachers. Leen agreed with Saud, adding
that “repeating the same content of the PD workshops and courses every semester is

frustrating. I start to think of it as a waste of time and so lose interest.”

Leen’s statement reveals a critical shift in a teacher’s perception of PD courses and workshops,
i.e. from being meaningful sessions to meaningless events that waste teachers’ precious time
and efforts. This negative result needs to be taken into consideration, otherwise it will have a

negative influence on teachers’ perceptions of SDPD.

Furthermore, according to the quantitative data drawn from questionnaire question (41): (Based
on your experience, rank the following factors that inhibit you from pursuing SDPD according
to the level of agreement), the overall results show all of the factors mentioned appear to be

challenging; however, varying degrees of level agreement were noticed (see Figure 6.18).
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The challenging factors to SDPD
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Figure 6.18: The challenging pertaining to offline SDPD

Personal responsibilities appear to be the challenging factor that most inhibits teachers pursuit
of SDPD (83%), followed by daily chores at 80%. As mentioned earlier in this section,
although lack of time represents a major challenging factor at (77%), being under stress exerts
a similar influence as an inhibitor (74%). Practically speaking, almost two thirds of the
participants appear to agree that the low quality of PD programmes offered by their universities
prevent them from attaining these opportunities (out of personal choice) (71%). Looking into
the contextual factors, inadequate financial support appears to be a critical factor affecting
teachers’ engagement with SDPD at (65%), followed by lack of motivation at (63%). Lack of
physical energy is another factor influencing teachers’ engagement with SDPD, but it is not as
significant as previous factors. Socio-cultural factors, surprisingly do not score highly; despite
the research having been conducted in a Saudi conservative context where a lot of practices
remain subject to social and cultural restrictions. For example, there are restrictions placed on
females’ traveling abroad, and separation between male and female teachers in collaborative

offline SDPD activities. The findings showed that although 57% agreed that social restrictions
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are an inhibiting factor, only 37% agreed that sex segregation is an inhibiting factor. This result,
in my view, could be due to the prevalence of social networking platforms, upon which
collaborative learning becomes feasible and accessible to anyone regardless of gender, which
is particularly relevant in the Saudi context (Alsolamy, 2017). Teachers’ academic and social
reputation was also identified in the literature as an inhibiting factor (Althobaiti, 2012);
however, only 49% appeared to agree that this factor might prevent EFL university teachers
from engaging in SDPD. From this comparison, we can see that reasons pertaining to socio-
cultural context (e.g. female traveling issues, sex segregation), were of much less influence
than personal factors (e.g. daily responsibilities), psychological factors (e.g. motivation, stress),

or contextual factors (e.g. funding, time, quality of PD).

6.7 Challenges pertaining to online SDPD

In relation to the previous category, the data from the semi-structured interview one
demonstrates that contextual and personal factors have an impact on teacher’s online SDPD.
This section will therefore present the issues present in undertaking SDPD by means of online
platforms. Although technology has facilitated learning and practising PD, teachers continue
to encounter a number of challenges, including: (1) that it is time consuming; (2) the validity
of online content; (3) a lack of privacy; and (4) misunderstanding online discourses. These

aspects are discussed in further detail below.

6.7.1 It Is Time Consuming and Sometimes Distracting

Despite the previous finding that online SDPD saves time and is available at all times, teachers
also experience it as time consuming. This is confirmed by the qualitative data from interview
one and elaborated by Emma, who stated that the abundance of online sources and materials

results in it taking a considerable amount of time to identify specific, or relevant content:
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YouTube is the same. There are a lot of good sources if I want to teach certain topics,
but it takes time to watch several YouTube videos, to find out if it works with you and
matches your needs. This means you are often going on to the next one to see if you can

find better content. It’s time consuming.

Harvey agreed, adding that the huge amount of online data requires time to consider and can

thus be distracting:

I used to use apps and online platforms a lot, but now I cannot find the time. This is why
I stopped using many of them, like the Facebook and WhatsApp. I could find myself
getting over 300 messages in a two-hour period, and it was impossible to read and reply
to all of these messages. WhatsApp could be beneficial if used for the purposes of
development, and many people use social media for PD, but I personally do not use such
tools as they distract me from what I need to do [...] I also avoid having online

discussions because they are time consuming.

The finding suggests that, despite time flexibility being an advantage of online SDPD, it can
be time consuming, particularly when having to deal with the huge deluge of information
available on those platforms. Moreover, the difference in the time zone of some online courses
can prove challenging. Leen revealed that time differences led her to withdraw from an online
course, stating that: “I registered once in an online course and had to drop it because it started
at midnight.” Hence, we can understand that, although the difference in the time zone presents

a number of challenges, these tend to be confined to interactive sessions or live courses.

6.7.2 Validity of Online Content

The validity of learning content is of prime importance. The qualitative data from interview

one reveals a serious issue with the quality of the content available on some online platforms.
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Five out of fourteen participants highlighted that the validity of content cannot be guaranteed
for most online sources, due to a lack of references, or not being peer reviewed by experts.
Thus, teachers need to go through the additional process of verifying any information they wish
to use. This issue was highlighted by Emma, who works as an EFL university teacher and a
programme leader, in particular in relation to an incident with a novice teacher who relied
heavily on information available on the Internet. This led to the frequent use of inaccurate

information:

In my case, I have a new Saudi teacher, who used to ask a lot of questions regarding
grammar, and when I asked her where, as a native speaker, she obtained a particular rule
or point, she replied that it was from online websites. I told her ‘this is garbage, do not
get anything else from these sites because they are inaccurate’. So, I think this is the
limitation with regard to online sources, because there is so much stuff out there and you

have to be careful where you get your information.

Deem also questioned the objectivity of online information, noting that “online information
may be subjective, unlike other sources of information, such as books, which can be more
objective.” Although this is a highly personal viewpoint, it reflects the fact that not all online
content is valid and confirms the previous limitation of the time necessary to validate the
available information concerning online platforms, as well as to find reliable sources. Marwan
added that in-App advertisements appear on the whole screen during searches, which can take
time to remove, and sometimes cannot be blocked: “some inauthentic materials and news creep
into such apps.” Such irrelevant content can prove irritating when time is limited, as well

disturbing a teacher’s concentration.
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6.7.3 Misunderstanding of Online Discourse

The qualitative data from interview one clarifies the issue of misunderstanding in relation to
discussions on online platforms. The discourse here refers to teachers online written
discussions. Harvey asserted that, unlike face-to-face discussions, those online can be
misinterpreted or difficult to understand. This leads him to prefer traditional face-to-face

discussions and to see them as more effective:

One disadvantage of online discussion is the issue of misunderstanding. This is despite
being a face-to-face discussion, when you are able to clarify things and ask questions.
However, people have now started to use voice notes to make it more communicative
and active [...] as you can misunderstand a lot of things in a message. I also do not find
it easy to grasp a concept just from reading, I prefer to listen and discuss it with someone,

in order to understand.

Harvey emphasised the importance of context in facilitating understanding. Emma agreed,
adding that this limitation occurs in online courses: “I once joined an online programme, but 1
did not like it that much because I realised that I prefer face-to face courses.” My impression

was that Emma found the online course somewhat tedious, due to it being less interactive.

6.7.4 I Need to Protect my Privacy

Despite the feasibility of maintaining anonymity on many online platforms, some require the
handing over of personal information, including telephone numbers and email addresses. These
applications therefore cannot guarantee participants’ privacy, a factor that prompted some of
the participants to avoid their use. Mark stated that he did not wish to use online platforms

because of his belief in his need to protect his privacy:
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Social media platforms are becoming a means of disseminating information. However,
as these are generally informal means of relaying or gaining information, they create
issues with regards to relevancy, privacy, and what is, and is not, work related. As there
is world-wide concern over the lack of privacy, I attempt to avoid them except in formal
situations that do not involve individuals using my private phone or email. I’ve no wish
for students or work colleagues to phone me at 10 pm to ask about some work-related
issue.
This suggests that some individuals have abandoned the use of online platforms that may
compromise their privacy. This finding supports the findings of Rashidi et al. (2016), which
identified the issue of privacy in relation to mobile instant messaging, and is thus a factor that
needs to be considered by the developers of these online platforms. Leen, for example,
highlighted that she only participated in online platforms where she was able to hide her identity
because she does not wish to publicly share her points of weakness, even to her colleagues: “/
do not want my colleagues to know that I have a skill that needs improvement. So, it is a sensitive
issue.”
This section has established that a safe online environment, with guaranteed privacy, would
create a more appealing context for teacher’s learning, particularly for those for whom privacy

is paramount.

6.8 Summary of the Chapter

This chapter presented a detailed account of the research findings drawn from different sources
of data (semi-structured interviews and questionnaires), in order to answer the first three
research questions. The analysis of both quantitative and quantitative data (including
comparing, contrasting and synthesising) contributed to enriching the interpretation of the

findings. These were classified under three main themes: (1) The nature of SDPD activities

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 223



(both individual and collaborative) pursued by EFL university teachers, including a full
description of the main features of each type. (2) The reasons EFL university teachers pursue
SDPD activities. (3) The challenges and limitations impeding EFL university teachers from
pursuing SDPD activities. The following chapter outlines the results pertaining to the fourth

theme, i.e. investigating the impact of adopting VCoP via WhatsApp on teachers’ practice.
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Chapter 7

The Findings of the Case Study Stage VCoP

“... maybe if WhatsApp is used for the purpose of development, then it might be beneficial,

and many people could use social media for PD...”
Muhammed, from the mixed-methods stage
7.1 Introduction

This chapter is devoted to presenting findings pertinent to the second stage of this study in
order to answer the fourth research question: ‘How does participating in a virtual community
of practice (VCoP) through a “WhatsApp group’, as a form of SDPD, relate to EFL university
teachers’ teaching practice? It presents the teachers’ qualitative accounts of their experiences
— taken from the interviews conducted and supported by data from the online observation
(screenshots of the teachers’ discussions) — regarding (1) the conceptualisation of WhatsApp
as a context of virtual learning and its importance for the teachers; (2) the potential of the VCoP
via WhatsApp to facilitate the teachers’ SDL; (3) the limitations that affected the teachers’
learning; and (4) the impact of SDL via WhatsApp on their actual teaching practice. The reason
for investigating these areas is to contextualise the findings and make more sense of them in
order to understand the impact of learning in this context on teachers’ practice, and to
complement and triangulate the findings from the first mixed-methods stage regarding online

collaborative SDPD with evidence from actual practice.

Prior to introducing the features of WhatsApp as a medium of collaborative online SDPD, it is
important to determine how the teachers conceptualised learning via a WhatsApp group. As

mentioned earlier in this study, WhatsApp is an instant messaging platform for mobile devices
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that allows its users to conduct individual or group chats as well as exchange a wide variety of
content (see Section 4.5). As Gerber et al. (2017) emphasise conceptualising the learning
process in an online setting, AHA conceptualised WhatsApp as an online round table meeting,
noting that “this WhatsApp group is like an online meeting table where the English teachers
gather to share their experiences, give their opinions and learn new teaching techniques and
methods.” In this way, AHA’s definition provides a basic summary of how EFL university
teachers consider WhatsApp and how it functions in terms of learning rather than just
communication. In other words, it reveals the potential of establishing a VCoP via WhatsApp,
which is a model of SDPD that is investigated thoroughly in this chapter. This model in
particular has been selected due to its innovative features, as well as its current popularity as a
learning method in teachers’ collaborative learning communities. Moreover, it is a notable
method because teachers participate voluntarily in learning through sharing their own practices
and mutual emotional support (Cansoy, 2017; Macia & Garcia, 2016). In the Saudi higher
education context, a study conducted by Alsolamy (2017) found that WhatsApp was regarded
as “the main social platform that attracted significant usage among academic respondents
(88%), Twitter (84%), Facebook (78%), and YouTube (63%)” (p. 245). Furthermore, that
(94%) of faculty members in Saudi universities considered WhatsApp a useful and supportive
tool for learning and improving their teaching practice, in addition to facilitating

communication among faculty members and their students (Alsolamy, 2017).

7.2 The Importance of WhatsApp as a Context for Learning

7.2.1 The Nature and Content of Activities Used in the VCoP

In order to investigate the importance of the VCoP group thoroughly, it is important to examine
the nature and focus of the activities conducted in the group in order to determine the level of

its contribution to the teachers’ practice. When asked about the nature of the activities
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conducted in the group, HKM revealed that they took the form of discussions and suggestions.
To explain, she gave a general description of the nature of participation and how discussions

were held, as shown in the following extract:

They are like suggestions and replies and teachers actually doing something. Like when
BSA mentioned the mind maps strategy, she went and gave a workshop voluntarily on
that topic, then teachers shared their own experiences with their students and pictures of
the mind map developed by their students. So, I think it starts with a suggestion, and then

teachers build up on the other experiences.

AHA described the quality of the content of the activities as rich, diverse, and difficult to
classify. She also indicated that they should target both teachers and students. A brief account

of her observation is presented in the following extract:

There are a lot and it is hard to describe each one, but in general some of these activities
target both the students and teachers to help them in their teaching, such as ‘the mind

maps’ that BSA suggested.

Results of the thematic analysis conducted to examine and classify the content of the WhatsApp
discussions reveal five major areas of focus: (1) teaching methodology and theories (e.g. using
L1 in L2 teaching, reflective teaching); (2) teaching materials (e.g. idioms, test banks); (3)
student assessments (e.g. peer assessments, sharing and developing evaluation rubrics); (4)
student motivation (e.g. using mind maps, using games, giving bounces); and (5) issues related
to policy (e.g. unifying exams questions, teaching students the same skill throughout the
academic year). However, as the focus of the WhatsApp discussion was open and not structured
according to a predetermined agenda, the data were diverse and stemmed from the teachers’

needs, interests, and everyday incidents. For this reason, I am not able to provide a detailed
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description of the content in this section because the findings do not belong to one category.
Instead, I present a detailed account of each area under the relevant subtheme or category in
order to contextualise the interpretation of the interviews and support this with the relevant

evidence from the primary data.

7.3 Reasons for Implementing a VCoP via WhatsApp

My online observation of the teachers’ daily discussions on WhatsApp revealed that what made
this model of self-directed VCoP (via WhatsApp) effective was the combination of online and
collaborative learning features. When I asked the teachers in interview two about their reasons
for participating in the WhatsApp group, I found that allowing collaborative learning, ease of
accessibility and use, informality of environment, and informality of language were the most

common reasons for participation.

7.3.1 Allows Collaborative Learning

The qualitative data from interview two reveals that all the nine teachers in the group
perceived it to be an important and useful medium, as it provided a wide range of
opportunities for learning. Indeed, WhatsApp allows collaborative learning, and HKM
argued that learning from others’ experiences is the best way to learn, which reflects the

way learning was conducted in this group. HKM stated:

I believe that the best way to professional development is to build on experience, whether
our own experience or others’. So, having a group where some people are trying

something out leads the way to other ideas you have never tried and things like that.

HKM’s words indicate that learning collaboratively was an effective way of learning in the
group because it allowed each member to take advantage of others’ experiences by

implementing different ideas and knowledge that may have been new or never practised before.
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Interestingly, this finding supports a previous finding from the mixed-methods stage that
collaborative learning allows learning from multiple perspectives, views and experiences (see
Section 6.4.1.2). It also supports the findings of previous research regarding teachers’
collaborative learning, which has demonstrated that it helps to reduce isolated learning efforts.
Furthermore, this finding emphasises that collaborative learning develops a shared culture
among teachers in terms of addressing student needs based on the shared goals and policies of
academic institutions. In addition, it also helps to develop a mutual understanding of teachers’

instructional goals, methods, problems, and solutions (Chong & Kong, 2012).

Professional growth was another reason given by the teachers for their participation in the
group. AHA remarked that “the main reason behind my participation is to develop myself in
my career by being interested in my colleagues’ teaching methods, especially those who have
a degree in TESOL.” This quote reveals the positive impact of having teachers with diverse
educational backgrounds in the same group. It is important to note that the participants in this
group were from different English-related majors: (3) education (TESOL), (4) English
literature, and (2) translation. So, having teachers with a TESOL educational background
benefitted other teachers who had never taken any TESOL course; i.e., those who were
specialised in English literature or translation — as in my case — and hired to teach English
because of their high GPA in English (see Section 2.4.1). As the following extract shows, AHA
provided an example to justify her claims that the diversity of the teachers’ educational

backgrounds in this group was useful:

I would say that it is very important because it functions now like a TESOL reference.
Although I am not participating in every discussion, I do search for some of the teaching
techniques that teachers have mentioned; for example, the mind maps: I searched for it

and I asked my students to do mind maps for the grammar rules [...] I normally read
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teachers’ contributions in my office hours. I have also attempted to directly apply some
of the recommended teaching techniques, such as introducing some idioms to the

students.
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Figure 7.1: Shows two screenshots A&B of a sample of the teachers’ daily WhatsApp
discussions, and my translation of the Arabic in the first screenshot.

The screenshots show some of the teachers’ suggested strategies for motivating students
during long lectures by introducing a variety of useful and interesting English idioms
(visualised with pictures and short clips from a free Instagram account called Idiom Land).
The idea behind this activity was to motivate students through the unconscious learning of
useful English content, thereby changing the atmosphere of the lecture. These screenshots

reveal that student motivation was one of the major areas that attracted the attention of this

group.
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7.3.2 Ease of Accessibility and Use

According to the teachers’ responses, ease of accessibility and use appears to be the main
reason for participating in this VCoP. All nine teachers stated that the VCoP via WhatsApp
was accessible anywhere and anytime through their phones as long as they were connected to
the internet. HKM remarked that: “it is there at your fingertips,” and she supported her claim

with an example:

Today, for example, when I brought up the grammar issue, the students were just in the
exam, and it just crossed my mind, the issue of using the first language in teaching the
second language. It was a question, and I needed to know how other teachers deal with
this issue or if they have any evidence regarding certain ways or theories that have been

tested on this matter.

This example illustrates a key feature of WhatsApp, which is asynchronisation.
Asynchronisation allows content to be posted and retrieved easily and directly, without the
need to wait for a specific time. At the time she needed to enquire about a particular issue,
HKM posted it in the group and knew that replies would come later if no one was available to
discuss it at the same time of posting. This example demonstrates another feature of WhatsApp
groups, which is that anything can be shared when it comes to mind, before it is forgotten. In
this way, asynchronisation reduces the chances of postponing learning, which can be
considered a positive feature that facilitates immediate access to the learning context, and
consequently keeps teachers engaged in learning. HKM supported this interpretation by stating
that “sometimes, even if we want to look for a certain issue or ask about it, we forget later
because of our busy lives. Having the WhatsApp group facilitates posting about any issue
easily, when I do not want to forget to discuss it.” HKM also highlighted another useful feature

of WhatsApp groups, which is the availability of the chat history, observing that:
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[...] not only this, but it allows me and others to revisit the chats when we are free or
when we need specific information. This feature, I think, does not exist in other offline
mediums. I can look at their replies as soon as I am done with my work. It is also
convenient; i.e., whenever an idea pops into your head, you can ask about it and share it
immediately. The ease of using WhatsApp and the variety of its features are the main

attractions for using it.

Samantha confirmed HKM’s view and commented that she found learning via WhatsApp very
convenient because it did not require her to separate herself from her social life for the sake of
learning. She elaborated that sometimes she read and replied while she was dealing with her

daily responsibilities, stating that:

I can just text you while I am feeding my child, ‘What do you guys do with below average
students?’ and I will get multiple answers while they are busy with their families but still
thinking and sharing, and that's the idea, learning and adding to the others’ knowledge

through this WhatsApp group.

In the above extract, Samantha highlighted two critical features of learning through
WhatsApp: (1) the convenience of learning while carrying out multiple other tasks; and (2)
the immediate access whenever the teacher needs to know about something. Linking this
finding to the characteristics of individual SDPD as discussed earlier, in Section 6.3.2.3, it
appears that these features also existed in the collaborative self-directed VCoP, especially
when it was used informally, under no external control or predetermined conditions. This
supports an earlier finding by Rashidi et al. (2016), who argued that the ease of contact and
sharing content through WhatsApp facilitates its usability and adoption as a means for
teachers’ learning (see Section 4.5.). The following diagram summarises the online features

that contributed to the ease of using VCoP via WhatsApp.
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Figure 7.2: Online features of VCoP via WhatsApp

7.3.3 Informality of Environment

The informality of the environment (friendly environment) was a distinctive feature of the
VCoP studied. According to the participant experiences, learning in an informal collaborative
environment allowed them to learn comfortably. As the following extract shows, HKM
emphasised that learning within an informal community made her feel comfortable during

learning:

Because it is an informal community, it is more comfortable, it gives the space to express
things freely, talk about any issue I like any time I like, with the language I like, and not
really worry ‘Am I saying this right or not?’ ‘Did I make a typing error or not?’ as we

are all friends, no one is above others and there are no judgements.

The above extract indicates that learning collaboratively in a friendly environment leads to the
use of friendly language as a medium of communication, which is discussed in detail in the
following section. Furthermore, the absence of formal external evaluation appears to be another
reason for learning through this type of informal environment. HKM highlighted the freedom

from being judged by others as a result of all the group members being friends. Furthermore,
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AHA agreed with HKM and added that “being informal makes you free and open to share
more.” Consequently, this indicates that an informal learning environment results in freedom,
which in turn encourages teachers’ openness to share ideas and personal experiences, and

eventually their participation.

On the other hand, AHA contradicted the view that learning in this context meant no evaluation,
claiming that even in the informal learning context of the group she sometimes did not share
her experiences, because she was afraid that the teachers might tell other teachers outside the
group — such as the programme leaders or coordinators — about the strategies she used,
leading to criticism or negative feedback that affected her overall evaluation and academic
reputation. She explained that “I did not participate in every topic because I am afraid I will
be misjudged if I share a teaching technique, or it will affect my job performance evaluation.”
Although this example was given by only one participant, it may also be true for teachers who
are more reserved. This example also indicates that the bureaucratic administrative system in
Saudi universities might indirectly inhibit teachers from learning through sharing experiences
and applying up-to-date teaching strategies. Thus, it can be concluded that such fears might
work against the creation of a culture of shared teaching practices through the exchanging of

teaching strategies even in informal learning environments.

7.3.4 Informality of Language

As mentioned above, informality of language represents a critical feature of this self-directed
VCoP. According to the qualitative data obtained from interview two and the online
observation, as the WhatsApp group was an informal context for learning, the teachers used
informal language in their discussions, which consequently made them feel free, relaxed, and

more comfortable. Furthermore, this informality or freedom of speech seems to have
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encouraged daily interactions between teachers regarding their learning. In addition, the
language used for the discussions and communication revealed a unique feature of this learning
community. Informality of language occurred at different levels: (1) using simple everyday
language (e.g. simple form of English, contractions, and emotional faces or Emojis *(see Figure

7.3 C&D); (2) using Arabic (the mother tongue of all group members) (see Figure 7.3);
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Figure 7.3: WhatsApp screenshots C & D showing the use of both English and (informal)
Arabic and my translations of the teachers’ Arabic comments.

4 Emojis: “any of various small images, symbols, or icons used in text fields in electronic communication (as
in text messages, e-mail, and social media) to express the emotional attitude of the writer, convey information
succinctly, communicate a message playfully without using words, etc” (Merriam-Webster, 2019).
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(3) using code-switching’ (e.g. when participants talked in Arabic and referred to certain
concepts in English) and transliteration® (see Figure 7.4); and (4) using no titles when

addressing each other (e.g. thank you Samantha or MIS, etc.)

3 “The switching from the linguistic system of one language or dialect to that of another” (Merriam-Webster,

2019).

¢ “Transliteration: to represent or spell in the characters of another alphabet” (Merriam-Webster, 2019).
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Figure 7.4: A WhatsApp screenshot E showing the use of transliteration, code-switching and
informal Arabic

Again, according to the participants, learning in this informal community created a friendly
environment, in which teachers could focus more on their cognition (the construction of
knowledge) rather than on the formality of their language when communicating. This finding
confirms the essence of Tasker, Johnson and Davis’s (2010) argument that the cognitive
abilities and skills of teachers can be developed through social interaction with their peers,
indicating how the sociocultural context contributes to teacher’s cognition and learning.
Moreover, it also indicates that being required to use formal language when communicating
might affect the level of teacher participation (i.e. it might make them hesitant to use English
all the time due to the fear of committing language mistakes), or it might distract their attention

from the most main task, which is learning.
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Interestingly, teachers in the WhatsApp group studied were not required to use any standard

language or call each other by titles. According to Samantha:

Drop and say whatever. I find it a friendly environment, it is good and approachable. I
can say whatever, call teachers without titles, and I noticed that when you suggested to
change the language into Arabic, teachers started to write freely in Arabic as it is their
first language and more expressive than English. In general, it made us more relaxed. I
know that everybody is able to chat in English, but asking other people to use their own
language is different [...] because the main purpose is not to test the language and put
teachers under further pressure but to learn from each other and exchange information.
Sometimes I want to say things but informally, using Arabic helps me to be more
expressive and to ask about what comes to my mind at the same moment. I do not need
to go and check if the terminology is correct because I do not want to show my friend
that I am less able to express things correctly in English even if I am talking about
something new. So, using Arabic — my native language — is the best way to do things

immediately.

Furthermore, HKM, FAA, NFA agreed that they were free to use English and Arabic, code-
switching, and transliteration, which facilitated their interaction. HKM emphasised that using
Arabic, the mother tongue of all group members, facilitated and encouraged teachers’
involvement in most of the discussions. HKM argues for using Arabic in learning, although

she is a bilingual and has a good command of both languages. She stated that:

Personally, I have no problems speaking in Arabic or English, but sometimes we use our
mother language in the discussions in order to make our ideas clearer. For me, it is fine
to have the discussion in Arabic or in English because I grew up in the States and I

acquired the English language when I was little [...] However, I noticed that the other
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teachers became more engaged and interested and willing to participate once the
language changed. I think they feel more comfortable and more expressive due to their
command of Arabic because it’s our native language, and no one avoids discussions in

Arabic as we all speak it all day and it’s friendlier than English in our context [...]

Thus, the teachers’ experiences indicate that using L1 facilitated the learning process and
encouraged interaction among the group members. FAA provided an example of her two
daughters to support this argument, explaining that “one grew up outside in an English-
speaking country and the other one here in Saudi Arabia ... when it comes to arguing or
discussing important issues, the oldest one starts to talk in English unconsciously, while the

youngest keeps talking in Arabic.”

On the contrary, although MNR agreed that Arabic was more practical for daily discussions,
she argued that using English was necessary when discussing academic or theoretical issues.
Hence, the findings show that the informality of the discussion medium contributed to the

sustainability of teachers’ informal learning in this VCoP.

7.3.5 Level of Engagement in WhatsApp Discussions

When I asked the participants about their engagement in the informal discussions, the majority
(seven out of nine) responded that although they liked the group, they did not participate in
every topic. However, the remaining two teachers confirmed that they tried to participate in
every discussion because they wanted to learn. For example, HKM — one of the two teachers
who always participated due to her willingness to learn — justified her involvement by
explaining that she wanted to see how other teachers reacted to her ideas, i.e. whether they

supported/validated them or not. She elaborated that:
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Yes, I tried, and I think so far I’'m engaging in all the discussions. What makes me
participate is that I’'m going to learn, because if I do share an idea with someone they can
confirm it with some results from empirical research, personal experience, or someone

will add to it.

In HKM’s case, learning from other’s experiences and opinions motivated her to share more
and participate in every discussion. Nevertheless, the fact that the rest of the teachers only
participated occasionally prompted me to ask about the factors that affected the level of their

participation and engagement, the results of which are presented in the following section.

7.4 Limitations of Using WhatsApp as a Context for a VCoP

Discussing the features of WhatsApp as a viable setting for a VCoP does not mean it is without
limitations. Thus, it is necessary to investigate the limitations and challenges that teachers may
encounter when learning through this model. Understanding the limitations will help to develop
alternative strategies to minimise the number of challenges and increase the effectiveness of
learning within this context. Qualitative data obtained from interview two and the online
observation reveal a number of challenges and limitations faced by the teachers when learning

via WhatsApp, which are presented in the following section.

Although all participants in interview two agreed that they did not encounter any significant
challenges when participating in the WhatsApp group, they did identify a number of common
limitations that may occur in other learning contexts. NFA stated explicitly that she had not
encountered any major challenges, arguing that the existence of technology made the learning

process easier:
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[...] there are not really any major challenges, especially now with technology. When
you try it, then you can just use the microphone and the phone writes it for you. If you

find something online, you can just click the link and just copy the link to the group [...]

In fact, NFA highlighted the merits of technology — particularly smartphones — and how it
facilitates learning through its various features. However, the accounts presented in the
following section show that (1) less participation; (2) lack of nonverbal cues in online
discussions; (3) changing topics; (4) the huge number of WhatsApp groups; (5) the low level
of students’ English proficiency; and (6) the absence of discussions in exams and vacation

periods were the major limitations of learning in this VCoP.

7.4.1 Less Participation

Although all the nine teachers participated in this group, the overall rate of their participation
was considered low. Thus, teacher’s lesser participation, as relating to their reaction to the
topics being discussed, seems to be a general issue in informal online discussions. In my view,
as the topic for this group is an extension of their work ‘PD’, it might not be as attractive as
other social life topics that would otherwise entice teachers to participate regularly. However,
it is noteworthy that teachers’ lesser participation does not mean that they did not benefit from
the group. Six teachers confirmed they had benefitted a lot from just reading other teachers’
discussions (e.g. posts, notes, replies), which prompted them in most cases to learn more
individually, and added to their knowledge and skills. This indicates that learning

collaboratively can foster further individual learning.

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 241



7.4.1.1 Lack of Experience and TESOL Knowledge

The qualitative analysis of interview two responses reveal several factors that discouraged
teachers from participating in the WhatsApp discussions. First, a lack of experience and
knowledge in TESOL was the main reason given to explain lower participation. WMB, FAA,
MNR, and AHA noted that a lack of participation was an issue with the group, but WMB
argued that some teachers’ lack of experience and knowledge could be the reason behind their
lack of participation: “the limitation of this WhatsApp group is represented in the lack of
participation, not all the teachers participate and this might be due to a lack of knowledge and
experience”. Samantha agreed with WMB, confirming that this was the main reason behind

her low level of participation, explaining that:

Another reason is because I also graduated from the translation department and I have
not taken any educational courses or in-service training. So, I acknowledge that my
teaching knowledge and experience is a bit limited because I was prepared to be a
translator not a language teacher, but that doesn't mean that I’'m not a good teacher. For
example, I already knew that one of the teachers is majoring in education, she is the most
active one, later on I learnt that she took professional courses in TESOL (e.g. DELTA)
from Cambridge and I was surprised by her knowledge. I believe that as long as I'm
developing my teaching knowledge and experience, I will improve. This group has taught
me a lot and maybe in the future I will become a specialist in education as a result of

being a member of this educational community.

This factor seems to be significant, as the majority of the participants (6) were not specialised
in TESOL and only three were specialised in education (as mentioned earlier in Section 7.3.1).
This reflects a gap in the EFL university teachers’ professional knowledge, which could be

filled by continuing to learn through this group. In addition, having a huge number of teachers
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who were not specialised in TESOL reflects a critical limitation in the university EFL teacher-
hiring system, which should recruit TESOL teaching professionals for the benefit of students
and the university (see Section 2.4.1). Thus, the benefit of being in this group was twofold:
first, it prompted the sharing of educational knowledge (practical or theoretical) by teachers
with TESOL expertise; second, it drew teachers’ attention to areas of learning that they had not
previously realised needed development. This view was supported by HKM, who stated that
“in fact, these activities shed light on areas of need, where I did not know that I needed to

improve myself.”

7.4.1.2 Negative Peer Pressure

In addition to a lack of knowledge, negative peer pressure was another issue that affected the
teachers’ participation in the group. For example, receiving few or no comments regarding
their participations was identified as demotivating and caused them to hesitate before they
engaged in any further discussion. When I asked NFA about the challenges, she identified a
lack of replies to posts, regardless of reason, as a limitation. Furthermore, she highlighted that

this limitation might be interpreted as being culturally rude:

Culturally speaking, it is considered rude not to answer, and people start questioning you
if you do not start answering quickly. So, I guess we lack some ethics when it comes to
answering online or responding to social media. The ethics we have is for talking face-
to-face and we just transfer it to social media, but I know that is wrong because when
you talk to me face-to-face, naturally I am going to answer you immediately, but it is not
the same case online, actually, you do not know what the other person is doing. So, maybe

they are not in the mood or they have no time [...] and people may misunderstand you

[...]
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This extract suggests that no response to teachers’ participation might be interpreted as

culturally rude, and as a result might cause teachers to avoid future participation.

7.4.2 Lack of Discussion Skills

In addition to a lack of knowledge and negative peer pressure, a lack of discussion skills
appears to have discouraged teachers from participating in discussions. MNNR emphasised the
importance of having the confidence to giving a point of view even if it went against the
existing discourse, and observed that some teachers seemed to lack this attribute, which in turn
may have affected their participation. She stated that: “I think it is not enough to share your
experience and your opinions, you also need to be able to answer questions and to have the
freedom and courage to agree and disagree”. This finding indicates that a lack of discussion
skills and a culture of free argumentation and giving counter arguments may have negatively
affected teachers’ participation and involvement in the group. However, interestingly this could
also reflect the teacher’s high sense of criticality as she has a low tendency toward engaging

with or participating in straightforward and less argumentative discussions.

7.4.1.4 . Lack of Nonverbal Cues in Online Discussions

In addition to the limitations previously identified, a lack of nonverbal cues in online
discussions might be an issue for some teachers. For example, NFA stated that: “writing in
WhatsApp lacks feelings, and, in some way, it is kind of formal. So, people can read it a
thousand ways and become angry due to their interpretation”. This challenge identified by
NFA, that misinterpretation can occur in a VCoP, confirms a perspective identified in the
mixed-methods stage by Harvey, that a significant limitation of online discussions is
misunderstanding (see Section 6.7.3). However, the observations revealed that although the

group discussions were friendly, some teachers tended to use Emojis (emotions icons) to
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make them affectionate and dynamic whereas others did not (Figure 7.5). In that, the use of
Emojis can show a kind of feeling within such online discussions, thereby delivering the
sense of a less formal tone. This challenge identified by NFA, that lack of nonverbal cues
can occur in a VCoP, confirms a perspective identified in the mixed-methods stage by
Emma, that a significant limitation of online (SDPD) courses is the lack of nonverbal

interactive communication as in the case of face-to-face interactions (see Section 6.9.3).
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Figure 7.5: A WhatsApp screenshot (F) showing the use of Emojis
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7.4.1.5 Changing Topic

Changing topic at certain points was another limitation of the WhatsApp group identified by
the participants. Samantha commented on this issue, stating that: “... maybe if one of the
participants took another path of discussion that would have been a problem for everybody
...7 HKM agreed with Samantha, adding that late participation prevented her from

participating when she saw that the topic of discussion had changed:

[...] Sometimes, I say I will discuss this with the group but then I do not find the time to
follow up or be there when the rest are discussing it, and then the topic changes and they

start to talk about something different.

However, although late participation was identified as an issue, especially if the topic of
discussion had changed, there is a new feature in WhatsApp called ‘reply’, which allows group
participants to reply to a specific statement or content by quoting that content and writing
directly underneath it (see Figure 7.6). Nevertheless, although this feature facilitated
commenting on specific past posts, the teachers in this study still found changes in the topic of

discussion challenging, especially when they participated later.
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Figure 7.6: A WhatsApp screenshot snowing the reply feature

7.4.1.6 Large Number of WhatsApp Groups

A large number of WhatsApp groups is another factor that might affect teachers’ participation.
Being a member of many groups might have a negative impact on the teachers’ enthusiasm for
participating in all of them. It is worth noting that most WhatsApp groups are established for
social communication; nevertheless, the large number is still an issue. For example, AMJ stated
explicitly that what sometimes prevented her from participating was “the amount of WhatsApp

groups! Too many groups.”

In addition to identifying the large number of groups as a reason for not participating in
WhatsApp discussions, the teachers in this study also noted the long message threads. Indeed,
MNR stated that: “I try to avoid long WhatsApp discussions”. This quote indicates that some

teachers do not like long WhatsApp discussions because they are confused by the number of
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messages they receive per day and do not have time to read and concentrate on all of them,
even though they might be important. Interestingly, this result supports a result from the mixed-
methods stage of this study, that online SDPD activities are time consuming and sometimes
distracting (Section 6.7.1), as well as a finding from a recent study by Hayward and Ward
(2018), that the “overload of WhatsApp” messages negatively affected participants’

contribution to discussions, as they were members of several other groups (p. 569).

7.4.1.7 Low Level of Students’ English Proficiency

Apart from the personal and technical reasons identified, the interviews also reveal some
external contextual factors that may also affect teachers’ involvement in such discussions.
Samantha explained that what prevents her from engaging in every topic is the low proficiency
level of her students. Although not being interested in some topics is natural and occurs with
all learners, Samantha confirmed that having students with low levels of proficiency

demotivated her from learning innovative ways of teaching. She stated that:

I do not engage in every topic because I do not see myself in some of the topics. As you
know, most of our students are below the average and their English is very weak. So, |

do not see myself looking for a more advanced or elevated style to teach them.

Samantha’s claim that the proficiency level of Saudi EFL undergraduates is below the average
concurs with the finding by Alharbi (2015), that the proficiency level of Saudi EFL students
is low due to the lack of “authentic language learning situations outside the classroom” (p.
105). However, although Samantha found students’ low proficiency level demotivating, HKM
presented an opposing view to Samantha, noting that although she had avoided teaching
students in the college due to their low level of English proficiency, being in the group had

changed her attitude, and she became very interested in challenging herself and her
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assumptions through tackling the low proficiency of her students by utilising different

strategies:

I used to avoid teaching the beginner courses in my college, focusing instead on advanced
courses in other colleges, in which students tend to be at a higher level and the courses
are more rigorous. But I have now changed. Before being in this group, I was less
motivated and more frustrated and disappointed that I was no longer working in the
writing centre or in the foundation year. My attitude has now changed. I have become
more motivated and realised that the problem might not be from the students or from the

environment itself, but as long as we have motivation, we can make a huge difference.

7.4.1.6 Absence of Discussions in Exam and Vacation Periods

The final limitation of teacher discussions conducted via WhatsApp, as identified by the
participants was the absence of discussions during exam periods and vacations. An
investigation of the factors that prevented the teachers from continuing discussions during such
periods revealed two sets of reasons — one concerning exam periods and the other concerning
vacation periods. On one hand, regarding the absence of such discussions during exam periods,
all nine teachers agreed that completing the work required (preparing for exams, correcting
students’ papers, and releasing final results) was more important than seeking PD during this
time. For example, AHA stated that: “my absence during the exam periods is due to the huge
number of papers I am correcting. I have around 56 students in each class, and correcting
their papers will take time”. Furthermore, she added that being a member of two to three
committees carrying out administrative work during exam periods also caused her to be busy:
“some of us are members of two to three committees that require a lot of work during exam
time”. FAA and NFA also prioritised their specific job-related tasks over participating in the

discussions, and highlighted that this is what they were paid to do. NFA in particular stated
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that “in exams period I am busy, I get paid to do my job. So, I better do that well”. Likewise,
AMLJ agreed that she was busy preparing for the exams, and she also believed that exam periods
were an appropriate time for “preparing for the exams, having a break from WhatsApp
discussions”. In addition, WMB noted that the lack of motivation which occurred by the end
of the year or semester could be another reason for the lack of participation in the group, stating:
“by the end of the semester I become less motivated to do any SDPD”. This might explain

AMJ’s desire to take a break from WhatsApp discussions at exam times.

On the other hand, regarding the absence of such discussions during vacations, the participants
identified a lack of realisation that SDPD is important and can be practised any time as a key

factor. HKM acknowledged that:

[...] I think it was an absence of realisation. We needed to hear this from anyone in the
administration, e.g. the PD providers, we needed to be educated about the value of SDPD
and such discussions in vacations. Actually, I do some readings in vacations but not in
exam periods. This reading is because a question pops in my mind [...] and a small

percentage for PD, but I think I should read more for my PD.

Samantha agreed with HKM, and suggested that teachers should motivate each other because
they have a plenty of time in which they can concentrate on theoretical matters. As the

following extract shows, Samantha said:

In vacations, I think we should take advantage of the free time we have and remind each
other. I think in vacations it is a good time for discussing theoretical issues because we
have a lot of free time to read and we are away from students and teaching problems, and

we have the chance to concentrate on theoretical issues.
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However, NFA insisted that vacations are the times for relaxation, and PD should only be

carried out if it is a matter of interest:

[...] vacation that is my time so, in vacation it depends on what you are doing. If your
attention is just to put your feet up and relax, then put them up and relax. If your attention
is that let’s relax for a little bit and then do some research or publish something, then do
it. It’s related to nature of the teacher b/c some teachers like to do PD in vacations b/c

it’s their interest and a kind of a hobby.

WMB added that “having no idea about the upcoming courses which one is going to teach”
was another reason for ignoring SDPD during vacations. Thus, it appears that a lack of
realisation of the importance of conducting SDPD during vacations and having no idea of
upcoming teaching courses were the most critical factors that might prevent the teachers from
carrying out SDPD during vacations. If upcoming courses and timetables were considered

ahead of time, this might encourage teachers to use their free time for self-development.

7.5 The Impact of the VCoP (via WhatsApp) on Teaching Practice

Investigating the consequences of joining the self-directed WhatsApp group in the interviews
led to clarification of their major impact, which was acknowledged by the participants to have
a direct effect on their teaching practice and on themselves (in terms of professional identity,
attitudes, and motivation) and an indirect effect on their students (in terms of comprehension,
attitudes, and motivation), as shown in (Figure, 7.7). The participants confirmed that the
WhatsApp group (1) enhanced their teaching practice; (2) changed their attitudes towards
learning and teaching; (3) enhanced their motivation towards learning and teaching; and

consequently (4) enhanced their students’ motivation and overall performance. In fact, each
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teacher demonstrated the impact of learning via the WhatsApp group with an example taken

from their own experience, which is described in detail in the related subsection.

The
teaching
prcatice

An impact
(o]}

Figure 7.7: Impact of the self-directed VCoP via WhatsApp on teaching practice

When asked about the nature of the relationship between SDPD via WhatsApp and teaching

practice, HKM identified it as direct:

[...] they are directly related because when we suggest any method or activity, we try to
implement it immediately and apply it in our classes. As you know, the results are not
something that happens within one day or a week, it requires much time to see the

difference.

Interestingly, this quote reflects the immediate impact of SDL highlighted by Knowles (1980)
and also indicates how the participants in this study were influenced by their learning in the
WhatsApp group. The following section presents findings related to the impact of the VCoP

via WhatsApp on the teachers’ practice.
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7.5.1 The Impact of the VCoP via WhatsApp on Teaching Practice

As mentioned previously in this study, a qualitative analysis of teachers’ responses to the fourth
research question (How does participating in a VCoP through a ‘WhatsApp group’, as a form
of SDPD, relate to EFL university teachers’ teaching practice?) revealed that learning in the
VCoP via WhatsApp enhanced teachers’ practice in terms of: (1) the acquisition of knowledge;
(2) refreshing their teaching styles; (3) learning how to assist students with different learning

styles; and (4) using it as a teaching/learning resource.

7.5.1.1 The Acquisition of Knowledge

All the nine teachers observed that being a member of the VCoP offered them an opportunity
to acquire new knowledge and develop creative ideas about teaching. They reported that, had
they not been part of the group, they would not have been aware of many of the practical
matters being discussed. This also led them to undertake immediate implementation of such
aspects in their classrooms. For example, AHA stated that: “some of these discussions
enlightened me about ideas I wasn’t aware of before, ones that will attract my students’
attention and motivate them to learn English.” Similarly, HKM confirmed that learning
collaboratively in the group facilitated the emergence of new ideas and strategies regarding
teaching, explaining that: “having a group where some people are trying something out leads
the way to other ideas you have never tried and things like, for example, the use of mind maps
in teaching grammar.” This finding supports the argument proposed by Hayward and Ward
(2018), that a VCoP via WhatsApp allows faculty members to share their experiences and raise

questions about their teaching practice.
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7.5.1.2 Refreshing Teaching Styles

It emerged that participating in the VCoP via WhatsApp not only affords teachers new
knowledge, but also facilitates their ability to abandon some outdated and conventional
teaching methods and strategies. They stated that refreshing their styles enhanced their teaching

practice. For example, Samantha noted that:

It enhanced my teaching performance, especially with the methods I used to rely on, but
have now stopped using, employing new ones instead. You guys gave me good advice. I
needed to refresh my teaching style, and this helped me to recognise that I needed to read
and learn more about these teaching methodologies. Being in this group allows me to see
more than one way of teaching, evaluating, and grading students, and I have learnt all of

this from this group.

In this way, Samantha implied that being in the group encouraged her to engage in reflective
teaching, through which she exchanged outdated teaching methods with effective ones. This
supports Braun and Crumpler’s (2004) notion that if a teacher does not engage in reflective
teaching, they may keep using the same “ineffective teaching strategies” (p. 61). Thus,
Samantha began to update/change her teaching methods as a result of learning informally in
the group, which aligns with Govender’s (2015) findings that learning through sharing

knowledge and expertise in an informal context drives teachers to change their practice.

7.5.1.3 Learning about Student Learning

Participating in the VCoP via WhatsApp offered teachers the opportunity to learn more about
the characteristics of their students, and how to assist them with their different learning styles.

FAA acknowledged this aspect, stating that:
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It had a positive influence because it helped me [...] I was teaching thirty years ago, and
I realised that the mentality of current students differs from how it was five or ten years
ago and that we need to understand and respond to this difference. A couple of times, I
talked about different situations I have faced with my students and asked the teachers in
the group how they would have reacted if they had been in my place. They gave me good
ideas. Now, my students have started to express themselves and realise what types of

learners they are.

7.5.1.4 Using it as a Teaching/Learning Resource

Having constant access to the content of the VCoP (i.e. the history of the teachers’ chats,
including a wide range of content) provides teachers with the information they require,
whenever they need to improve their teaching practice or acquire new skills. Figure 7.8 is a
photograph of BSA’s notebook, showing how she documented important notes taken from the
group. WMB described the group as “a good source to go back to when I need it, and it relates

positively to my teaching”. NFA also gave the following example:

Sometimes, they post names of books, articles, techniques, examples of the work and
games. So, [ usually take screenshots just in case I’m in the library and need to read about
something, and I can check out their suggestions. This means that you can check every

activity in your group whenever you wish.
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Figure 7.8: Photograph of a teacher’s notebook documenting key notes taken from the

WhatsApp group.

This indicates that participants like WMB and NFA took advantage of the group by using it
as a resource for furthering their individual learning. Having a list of readings and a list of
topics to research contributed to their individual SDL/SDPD. Thus, the WhatsApp group

promoted not only collaborative learning but also individual learning.

7.5.2 The Impact of the VCoP via WhatsApp on the Teachers

7.5.2.1 Teachers’ Professional Identity

This subsection examines the impact of the VCoP on the teachers’ professional identity. In
interview two, seven out of nine participants confirmed that learning in the VCoP appeared to

enhance the teachers’ identity, improve their confidence in their performance, and enable them
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to view themselves from a professional perspective, i.e. as a university EFL lecturer rather than

simply an EFL teacher. Samantha stated that:

I see myself climbing the ladder of professionality. Although I am at the beginning of
my career, | can recognise an improvement [...] I feel an improvement in my professional
identity as I become more confident about my performance [...] I have also begun to see
myself not only as an EFL teacher but as a university EFL lecturer, one who should have

high levels of all types of knowledge regarding the teaching of English.

FAA agreed that being a member of this group influenced her identity, stating that:

I have changed the idea of being a teacher to the idea that I am still learning and need to
be professional in this context. I have become more open to new ideas and trends. I have
changed a lot of my practices to meet the professionality that suits me as a university

teacher although I have been teaching for almost 30 years.

HKM also asserted that her perception of her professional identity changed. She also supported
what Samantha observed regarding the realisation of the need to be more professional in the

field of academia:

This community enhanced my identity as a university lecturer. The difference is here in
my mind, but what I realised is that I do need to be more of an academic than I am,
because we do not do anything that makes us like academics, like having theoretical
discussions and evaluating educational research, holding seminars and workshops, and
we as colleagues need to remind each other even if teachers participation is not expected,
but I can see a change. This group is like a seed which starts to grow not only in our

minds and but is also reflected in our practice.
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The extracts presented above clearly reveal that the teachers’ sense of professional identity
increased, although some may not have been aware of this as they were focused on pursuing
SDPD through the WhatsApp group. This finding supports the argument presented by Ivanova
and Skara-MincLne (2016), that learning contributes to the formation of a professional identity,
and teachers tend to be self-directed learners who consistently seek to improve their
professional knowledge and skills. This finding also confirms the theory proposed by Govender
(2015), that when teachers engage in professional discussions regarding their teaching and

learning, they begin to realise who they are and what they represent.

7.5.2.2 Teachers’ Attitudes towards Learning

Culturally speaking, most of the teachers in this study consider having a postgraduate degree
(MA or PhD) to be at the end of their learning journey. Moreover, the lack of institutional
support in terms of providing constructive PD programmes for EFL teachers and educating
them regarding the importance of PD for EFL university teachers meant that a lot of the
participants were unaware of the critical role PD played in their professional lives. In relation
to the previous subsection, the qualitative interview two data showed that participation in the
VCoP via WhatsApp enabled the teachers to develop positive feelings and attitudes towards
learning and teaching. A considerable change was observed in the nine teachers’ attitudes
towards learning as university teachers (lecturers). This was demonstrated by HKM, who gave
the following example of how being a part of this group had transformed her attitude towards

teaching:

I used to avoid teaching the beginner courses in my college, focusing instead on advanced
courses in other colleges, in which students tend to be at a higher level and the courses
are more rigorous. But I have now changed. Before being in this group, I was less

motivated and more frustrated and disappointed that I was no longer working in the
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writing centre or in the foundation year. My attitude has now changed. I have become
more motivated and realised that the problem might not be from the students or from the
environment itself, but as long as we have such motivation, we can make a huge

difference.

Interestingly, this extract reflects how SDL in this WhatsApp group led to transformation
through engaging in critical reflection (Mezirow, 1991), in that a change occurred in the
teachers’ thinking and attitudes towards teaching and the teaching context, which confirms that
SDL can foster transformational learning. (see Section 3.2). Similarly, MNR stated that “being
a member of this group showed me that teaching English can be really interesting. I learnt that

there are plenty of teaching methods besides the traditional ones I keep using.”

Therefore, the teachers’ feelings were directly influenced by their participation in the VCoP,
with WMB remarking: “I love this group. It gives me the opportunity to express my teaching
philosophy, while encouraging me to be more confident about my strategies and how to tune
that to a better fit.” Likewise, AHA related her feelings and change of attitude towards learning
to participating in the group: “I am grateful for being in this group, I learnt many new things,
such as that learning is required in my case, and it is an endless process through which I can
improve my teaching.” Samantha also appreciated the group because it has enhanced her
teaching, stating that “... thanks to the group, these discussions have improved my teaching a
lot. I was thinking of this group, and I was saying I wish it would last as long as I am in the
profession.” Thus, it can be concluded that the VCoP developed the teachers’ attitudes to, and

appreciation of, informal learning, which contributed to developing their teaching practice.
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7.5.2.3 Teachers’ motivation

Related to the previous subsection, the interview data shows that the collaborative learning

facilitated by the VCoP improved the teachers’ motivation to learn. HKM noted:

I get a great feeling when I see replies to my posts or experience participation, because I
feel that the teachers are more engaged and they like my ideas and are interested in the
aspects I am discussing. This motivates me to learn more, share more, and to be more
effective in this community [...] I can say that this group is currently a source of
motivation compared to my attitude before engaging in professional development via

WhatsApp.

This example demonstrates how the teachers were motivated externally by interactions with
the other group members. When describing her reaction to the replies, AHA stated: “I become
very happy and overwhelmed. In fact, that’s what keeps me motivated to share all of my
methods.” Therefore, the positive comments received by the participants when they were
chatting prompted them share and learn more. WMB confirmed this point by explaining:
“when I read replies to my thoughts and opinions, it keeps me engaged and allows me to realise
how they are actually relevant to others.” This result supports a result from the mixed-methods
stage of this study, that collaborative learning activities constitute a primary source of teachers’

extrinsic motivation (see Section 6.4.1.3).

Moreover, this result confirms Joyce and Calhoun (2010) argument that collaborative learning
has a positive effect on teachers and their perception of this learning method, which
consequently can be transferred to their students, as the findings presented in the next section

show.
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On the other hand, NFA highlighted that not all of the replies were positive, and their effect
depended on the reply itself and whether it made sense or not: “if the reply makes sense, then
I am more than happy to read it, and when the reply is nonsense then it will piss me off.”
Similarly, WMB acknowledged that counter arguments and opinions affected the level of her
continued or future participation: “if the participants agree with me, [ become more confident
to engage in other discussions. If they do not, I usually keep silent.” These extracts indeed
support an earlier limitation of the WhatsApp group, which is the negative peer pressure.
Moreover, this may reflect the particular nature of Saudi culture, which generally relies on

sharing successes rather than failures or weaknesses.

In contrast to the viewpoints given by NFA and MNR, Samantha asserted that she was open to
criticism from the other teachers and replied even if they disagreed with her stance, justifying

this by stating:

[...] as long there is something to discuss, there is something to think about, things to
offer [...] this group functions as a reminder, source of motivation, a way for discovering
new things. I think there is not something that is not good about this group. We all share
the same interests, have same level of education, belong to the same environment. It’s

purely educational and friendly at the same time.

This extract reveals another significant factor related to motivation, which is that learning via
a group in which all members belong to the same context and have similar educational
backgrounds and share similar interests is motivating. This finding aligns with those of Good
and Weaver (2003) that the effectiveness of learning groups increases when they exist within
similar teaching contexts; in particular where teachers are of a similar level educationally, and
in terms of age and background, teach the same subjects, and use similar curricular; thus,
meaning they are likely to have similar professional needs.
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In addition to the positive feelings the teachers expressed in relation to participating in the
group, all nine teachers asserted that they felt satisfied and appreciated when they saw replies

to their posts and participation, which reveals another source of external motivation.

7.5.3 The Impact of the VCoP via WhatsApp on the Students

The qualitative interview two data reveals the effect of pursuing SDPD via WhatsApp was not
confined to the teachers, but also reached their students. A qualitative analysis of the teachers’
responses to the fourth question (How does your participation in the VCoP through WhatsApp
relate to your teaching practice?) show SDPD via WhatsApp influenced students in terms of
enhancing their (1) understating of the subject matter; (2) general motivation; (3) level of

engagement in the class; and (4) attitudes towards learning English.

7.5.3.1 Enhancing Students’ Understanding of the Subject Matter

The improvement of students’ understanding demonstrates the positive impact of adopting a
VCoP via WhatsApp as a model of SDPD. In one of the WhatsApp discussions, BSA suggested
using mind maps as a technique for teaching and learning grammar to motivate students and
enhance their learning. She shared her experience of using this technique, and revealed how it
was effective with the majority of her students; accordingly, other teachers decided to try it by
asking their students to formulate mind maps to summarise certain grammatical rules. Figure
7.9 shows screenshots of the teachers’ discussions with my translation for the Arabic

comments.
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w3 = 11:08 am @ 7@ C)34% 0 4
w20, Eng. teaching community

AHA, £

HKM. (30 Jan 2018)
1 wish to attend your mind map workshop, BSA.
All of those who attended it liked it. So, if you are
going to present it again to us and to our students, I

will definitelv attend.

HKA 30 Jan 2018
Laaddl baslysdl 3,90 past sag oley o Ul
38 lgisg=aas agras> Ul JS BSA aus

i o] asl Jolw BT ldlall of W lg>,has
bl

NFA

In the induction week, I gave my students a lecture
about mind maps. Then, we all applied it to a
number of examples and today we finished the first
chapter, and I asked them to do the homework on
the ‘present simple’ using mind maps

NFA
Lil,sdl e Jo¥l & sl Gl cube Gl
Jls a5 Ule b auundll
wlg pgiibacls Jodl Jadll luals pgudls
present simple Lle duad a5 gloss agil

Me: Woooow

Parvo, so you applied it immediately

How did you learn about it

G) (G Eng.)

Figure 7.9: WhatsApp screenshots G of teachers’ discussions regarding the use of mind maps
and my translation for their Arabic comments.

The exchange of knowledge and experiences in the VCoP not only led to the suggestion to
introduce new strategies, it also resulted in their implementation in the classroom. This was
found to contribute to students’ understanding, as seen in the following example given by NFA

of the use of mind maps during grammar teaching:

After using mind maps, I noticed an improvement in my students’ understanding of
grammar. This was due to becoming more involved in the process of explaining and
retaining the rules, particularly after they had created their own individual mind maps.

Thanks to mind maps, they no longer forget the rules.

The above quotation clearly shows the teacher perception that applying mind maps directly
contributed to the students’ understanding and retention of grammatical rules, which seems to

be one of the areas that students generally tend to forget quickly. A study conducted by
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Borovkova (2014) used mind maps to teach vocabulary and asked students to use mind maps
in their learning. Although the study did not focus on grammar learning, the researcher reached
the same conclusion: mind maps were a very effective and comprehensive method for
understanding and retaining vocabulary. Moreover, although the students found the method
time consuming, they also acknowledged that it was fun and motivating, and that they would
continue using it. This indicates that the teachers who participated in the group worked hard to

enhance their students’ learning by adopting more effective ELT strategies.

7.5.3.2 Enhancing Students’ Motivation

The results presented in the previous subsection indicate that the enhancement of the students’
understanding increased their motivation to learn in this case. Six out of nine teachers reported

that they have noticed an increase in their students’ motivation, as expressed by HKM:

I have noticed that my students have become more motivated than ever before. I know I
haven’t imagined it, as one of my students actually expressed it verbally, saying, “Miss,
I really love how we are doing these mind maps because the grammatical rules are

sticking in my mind now.”

Thus, receiving positive feedback explicitly from the students motivated the teachers to
continue learning and enhanced their confidence in implementing new strategies, which
consequently enhanced the students’ engagement. This is shown in Figure 7.10 with my

translation for the Arabic comments.

The Level of Student Engagement in the Class

The teachers also reported that, after they had started to differentiate their teaching methods,

their students became more engaged in the classroom. According to AHA:
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This had a positive influence. I found that my students started to become more engaged

when we used the mind maps and the games suggested in the group, including when I used

Arabic while teaching grammar. Students told me that they liked this change and asked me

to keep using the new strategies, as these helped them to understand more than they had

before. It was very beneficial. I also noticed that their grades improved, as well as their

attitude during lessons.
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< 6 ('«.zf{) Eng. teaching community

AHA, AMJ, BSA, FAA, HKA, MIS, MNR, NFA, Sama...

HKA 10 Dec 2017
| think the biggest issue with the
students of our college is motivation.
Since it's not their major, most of them
see at as a required course that they just
want to get through with

| think it would be useful if we shared the
different strategies each of us use to
motivate the students.

AHA

HKA
| think the biggest issue with the students of our
college is motivation. Since it's not their major,

most of them see at as a required course that th...

| totally agree with you

For me ,| love to motivate my students
by giving them extra marks”bonus “ .
At the beginning of the semester | tell
them that | will give them “3 marks
bonus ” if they participate with me.
And it really works!!

(H)
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AHA, AMJ, BSA, FAA, HKA, MIS, MNR

NFA, Sama

AMJ 14 Dec 2017

L adlell aSiasy

Sude aS>,b

pasiwl Gl motivation g subse) 4wl

ge o5 JS leisbl 5 oley oo wlal¥ly clbslall
lige= 9 2o Osleliny 050 5 Wl

gaiye Gl bhuwgic palgive U Logas

9 X&0 2 Ul g Tic Tac Toe paskiwl

055 byin Jox B lgish= 5 OlalS pasaul
> tenseJU (ueS=as (p)adsi g

Tea Pot du=) 448

OSladSII 4

9 Wlegaxall ddy )b Coasiwl (nolal
a)lian adlb LJlell (3 leader lg) acda=s JS
U Slsmo ¢l Ghsd B paaclud §s<S
03l pe>s 5 pgiless Lle alki 5yl
Gl o Lgilal gauns Ul desazall 5 ma
S paiss ped 02 rub 5 5945

5 il oyl e weiss wilslgisl ,us¥l 8 g
ple JSi palsiue 5 Sllall aaub

ey

AMJ (14 Dec 2017)

Thank you all

A very useful discussion.

Regarding the issue of motivation, I use games and
activities from a long time ago, and I apply them each
semester and the students like it very much and
engage with it, especially those who are average and
excellent. I use Tic Tac Toe, Tea Pot, guessing
games, | use words and ask them to put them in
correct sentences according to the tense we are
learning. Last semester, I used the group strategy,
whereby each group has a leader, usually an
excellent student, to help them to overcome any
difficulties during the semester, learn about their
proficiency levels, and guide them with my
assistance. The group that improves its performance
take a bounce as a reward. In the end, it is all my
efforts and it depends on the circumstances of
semester, the students, and their overall level

(I Eng.)

Figure 7.10: WhatsApp Screenshots H&I of Teachers’ Discussions Regarding Enhancing
Students’ Motivation and my Translation for their Arabic Comments.

7.5.3.3 Enhancing Students’ Attitudes towards Learning English

Diversifying teaching methods and strategies did not only motivate students and enhance their

engagement, it also changed their attitudes toward learning English. Samantha noted that:

Regarding my students, I noticed positive attitudes towards learning in the classroom,

especially when I started to diversify my teaching methods and styles, because they were

willing to learn. Some of them were very active in learning, and when they saw me

working hard, and changing my style, they started to work harder to meet my level and

to meet my expectations.

Interestingly, what Samantha mentioned is supported by an earlier view of Muhammed taken

from the mixed-methods stage of this study; when he was asked about the impact of SDPD
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on his teaching practice. At the end of his account, he stated: “I can say that the students are
very much reflection of the teacher”. This can explain the relationship between teachers’ and
students’ motivation and attitudes to learning, particularly students’ attitudes towards learning
English. Guskey (2002) suggests a five-level model for evaluating the effectiveness of PD,
focusing on students’ learning outcomes as one main level for evaluation. Guskey (ibid.)
elaborates that when teachers apply new practices, they need to receive feedback regarding
their students’ learning to evaluate the practices’ effectiveness. This feedback can be in the
form of (1) students’ regular feedback; (2) students’ learning outcomes; (3) students’
involvement; and (4) students’ feelings of confidence or self-growth (p. 387). The current
study found that teachers reported that a VCoP via WhatsApp had an immediate positive
impact on students’ comprehension, motivation and attitudes towards learning English. Thus,
it can be inferred that this VCoP is effective for students. Hence, the enhancement of these
areas motivates teachers to continue using SDL to achieve similar results. Thus, the results

make a valuable contribution to the argument for adopting VCoP as a form of SDPD.

The next chapter includes a discussion of the main findings of this study in relation to its social

and political context, along with highlighting its contribution to the literature.
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Chapter 8

Discussion of the Research Findings of both Stages
8.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the key research findings in light of its aims and objectives, with
particular reference to the theoretical framework and existing literature and current Saudi
higher education. It focuses on the contribution of the findings to: (1) the understanding of self-
directed professional development currently pursued by EFL university teachers within the
Saudi university context, and (2) the ability of TPD policy to advance the pursuit of SDPD
within this context. The chapter is divided into three parts. The first section discusses the main
findings concerning the nature of SDPD activities pursued by EFL university teachers in
relation to SDL, with an emphasis on individual learning. The second section focusses on the
main findings concerning the impact of SDPD on teachers’ practice in relation to the social
dimension (collaborative SDL), with particular emphasis on VCoP via WhatsApp as a
collaborative model of SDPD. The third section discusses the findings pertaining to the reasons
for adopting, and the challenges of, SDPD activities in relation to the social and political

dimensions.
8.2 SDPD and Individual Learning
8.2.1 Individual SDPD and Teachers’ Autonomy

This study revealed that the participants expressed a preference for individual as opposed to
collaborative SDPD, due to: (1) the freedom to make decisions; (2) flexibility when it came to
time; (3) the convenience and comfort of learning; and (4) the ability to focus on the self. These

all come under a main dimension of SDL, i.e. personal control over the learning process
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(Garrison, 1997). Most importantly, the participants asserted that they found the most attractive
features to be the practical aspects of individual learning, (i.e. convenience of time and place)
and feeling comfortable (see Section 6.3.2.3). On the one hand, the study found that this greater
degree of autonomy resulted in a high level of convenience, particularly in comparison to
collaborative SDPD. This convenience resulted in teachers being able to make decisions
regarding the learning process, including: (1) focussing on the subjects they considered
beneficial; (2) learning methods; (3) time; and (4) location. These results are generally in line
with Weir’s (2017) findings; i.e. that individual SDPD leads teachers to experience
emancipatory professional learning, through which they are able to control the time, context
and content of their learning. On the other hand, when we compare this finding to the dominant
approach to PD for EFL teachers in Saudi university, i.e. other-directed PD, we find that
teachers in this format lack autonomy and they cannot make decisions regarding ‘task
management’ based on their needs, competencies and interests. Alshahrani (2017) and
Alssalahi (2016) agree with this, confirming that their research found that in other-directed
institutional PD, EFL teachers lack autonomy, voice and involvement in the design and
implementation of PD due to a top-down policy and a culture of compliance, which
consequently affects teachers’ participation and establishes negative perceptions towards PD.
By contrast, these issues were not encountered by the participants in the current study; and this
is due to the potential features of individual SDPD, except the lack of institutional support in
some cases. In that, [ agree with Kennedy’s (2014) arguement that the use of PD activities that
promote teacher autonomy leads to enhancing the quality of teaching, thus resulting in greater
agency. Individual SDPD can therefore be seen as more effective than the other-directed PD
opportunities provided by the universities and more convenient than collaborative SDPD due
to facilitating a higher degree of teacher autonomy and agency, which enhances the quality of

teaching.
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Earlier findings have demonstrated that the preference expressed by some teachers for
individual SDPD arises from the freedom to make personal decisions at all times, i.e. to take
full control of the learning context (see Section 6.3.2). However, it is important to note that this
freedom may not be sufficient to make informed decisions regarding the learning process.
Therefore, if a teacher lacks sufficient self-awareness, s/he may fail to engage in effective
learning, as discussed in more detail in Section 8.2.5. Baily et al. (2001) suggested using
Freeman’s (1983) model to make informed decisions concerning teachers’ PD, made up of: (1)
a high level of awareness; (2) a positive attitude towards the self and the other; (3) the
improvement of teaching skills; and (4) the development of various forms of knowledge. Baily
et al. (2001) argued that traditional models of PD are based on transmitting knowledge and
thus address only the development of skills and knowledge. At the same time, SDPD (being
informed by SDL) requires the development of all the four components, commencing with
teachers’ awareness (i.e. responsibility for learning) and a positive attitude to developing skills
and knowledge. This highlights that teachers’ self-awareness is fundamental to SDPD,

particularly when it comes to a need for change.

8.2.2 Individual SDPD and Stress-free Environment of Learning

The findings of the mixed-methods stage highlighted the practicality and popularity of
individual SDPD for EFL university teachers. The participants reported that individual learning
enabled them to control the process, based on their interests, needs and competencies, resulting
in a less stressful, non-evaluative, non-argumentative environment more conducive to learning
(see Section 6.3.2.3). MacKeracher (2004) argued that adult learners can experience stress,
anxiety and other negative emotional responses when learning in the company of others. In
addition, MacKeracher (ibid) noted that this can result in increased anxiety, distress and

resistance to learning (p. 126), potentially resulting in a negative impact on the learning
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process. The participants of the current study indicated that their main reasons for avoiding
collaborative activities were: (1) negative peer pressure; (2) a lack of discussion skills; (3) fear
of implicit evaluation by others; and (4) information overload (see Section 7. 4). These results
are in agreement with those of MacKeracher (ibid), who noted that stress can arise in the
presence of others in the form of “information overload, competition, exposure of
inadequacies, discounting of persona” (p. 126). Regarding the relationship between SDPD and
individualism, the findings of the current study concur with those of Braman (1998), who found
that learning individually enhances the readiness for SDL. Braman (ibid.) elaborates that the
interests and goals of the individual learner may conflict with the interests and culture of the
group, thus hindering SDL. Similarly, this finding supports Govender’s (2015) findings that
learning in professional communities can constrain teacher’s SDL. Thus, individual SDPD can
be seen as a beneficial approach to minimising the negative aspects of collaborative SDL (i.e.
distraction, the negative influence of peers, and external power). At the same time, this could
indicate that collaborative learning as a form of learning does not prove effective for all

learners, in particular those wishing to learn in a less distracting environment.

8.2.3 Individual SDPD and Reflection

The participants stated that individual SDPD and flexibility in relation to time encouraged them
to become more productive and self-aware. In particular, this allowed them to focus deeply on
themselves (i.e. learn through the self) and improve their performance by identifying their
personal strengths and weaknesses. The teachers stated that this enabled them to make plans
and set goals to address their needs (see Section 6.3.2.4). Thus, learning individually enhances
engagement with the self through critical reflection, resulting in increased levels of creativity
and innovation. This finding aligns with those of Minott (2010) that SDPD promotes reflection

and Govender (2015), who stated that SDPD allows teachers to learn through the self, taking
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responsibility for their own professional development. Govender (ibid) elaborated that self-
learning promotes control, agency and the transformation from being a teacher to professional,
by staying “up-to-date on the latest developments in teaching and learning” (p. 490). This
finding also supports Caffarella’s (2000) argument that SDL leads to reflection, which in turn
fosters transformational learning, demonstrating the relationship between the two theories.
Moreover, Rozimela and Tiarina (2018) emphasised that engaging in reflective teaching does
not only allow language teachers to evaluate their teaching practice, but it increases their
awareness regarding unrecognised teaching problems (see Section 3.4.3.1). In addition, Hao et
al. (2016) stressed that engaging in reflection by evaluating and generating ideas enhances
learner creativity. This indicates that individual SDPD encourages creativity by prompting
greater engagement with reflection, particularly in comparison to the distractions inherent in
collaborative SDPD. The current study therefore suggests that learning within a less

constraining environment results in reflection aimed at enhancing teacher creativity.

8.2.4 Individual SDPD and Teacher’s Personal Traits

A further key finding of the current research is that a number of its participants found individual
SDPD to match their learning style, i.e. as a result of being an introvert by nature, or, as in the
case of Harvey (see Section 6.3.1.1), disliking speaking in public. Individual learning can
guarantee engagement in learning according to individual preferences without the impact of
the social presence of others. Jensen (2015) clarified that introversion is based on a number of
personality facets, i.e. being “reserved, seeking solitude (a loner), physically passive, quiet,
sober, unfeeling” (p. 92). Jensen (ibid) found that introverted learners tend to learn through
reading, rather than strategies demanding a social presence. This might explain the finding of

the current study that the personal traits of teachers (e.g. being an introvert) can result in a
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preference for individual SDPD. It is thus significant to consider the personality traits of

teachers when suggesting the most appropriate types of learning.

8.2.5 Individual SDPD and Teacher Self-awareness

The findings of this study reveal that over half of the participants reported an improvement in
their teaching practice as a result of reflective teaching, self-evaluation and self-observation
(see Section 6.3.4). Candy (1991) and Garrison (1997) highlighted that the cognitive dimension
of SDL tends to be neglected in comparison to the contextual and motivational dimensions.
Garrison (1997) argued that most research into SDL focuses on self-management (control) and
motivation while ignoring self-monitoring (cognitive). This frequent use of reflective teaching
and self-observation reflects a high level of teacher awareness, i.e. an essential trigger for
pursuing SDL. Freeman (1989) defined the concept of awareness as “the capacity to recognise
and monitor the attention one is giving or has given to something. Thus, one acts on or responds
to the aspects of a situation of which one is aware” (p. 33). Baily et al. (2001) related self-
awareness to PD, arguing that “self-awareness and self-observation are the cornerstone of all
professional development ... (and) prerequisites to practising reflective teaching” (p. 22). This

suggests awareness is essential for engagement in any meta-cognitive SDPD activity.

It is also important to highlight that Bandura (1986) considered self-observation (a known
model of SDPD) to be a process of self-regulated learning, followed by self-judgement and
self-reaction. Furthermore, these processes all take place during the self-monitoring stage
(Garrison, 1997). The participants of the current study reported that practising SDPD
encouraged them to think critically about both their learning and teaching practice. This led

them to practise reflection as a means of evaluating their teaching practice (see Section 6.3.4.4).

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 273



Garrison (1997) argued that increased control of learning improves awareness of individual
responsibility. I believe that this heightened awareness has the potential to function as the
driving force to assist teachers in sustaining their SDPD. Psychologically speaking, this process
is viewed as the cognitive stage of SDL. Piaget (1896—1980) defined this as being concerned
with a learner’s responsibility to construct meaning, in order to enrich and modify the existing
repertoire of knowledge, or develop new schemes of meaning (as cited in Garrison, 1997).
Knowles’ (1980, p. 47) assumptions of SDL considers that a self-directed learner has
“accumulated a reservoir of life experiences that is a rich resource for learning” (as cited in
Merriam, 2001, p. 5). Piaget’s perspective on constructivism reveals that the cognitive
construction of knowledge in SDPD takes place by means of two processes: (1) assimilation
(i.e. new knowledge accords with a teacher’s existing structures of knowledge or, if these do
not exist, in creating a new schema (structure)); and (2) accommodation (i.e. new knowledge
conflicting with a teacher’s existing knowledge prompts the teacher to adopt a new schema).
In this way, a teacher’s responsibility to construct meaning is undertaken in relation to previous
knowledge and experiences, followed by deciding which aspects to add or change within
existing professional knowledge. It is important to indicate that such awareness is triggered by
this process of reflection. In linking this to individual SDPD, the findings of the current study
suggest that learning in an individual manner enables teachers to concentrate on the cognitive
and metacognitive processes of learning through the construction of personal meanings, while
at the same time raising their awareness of personal responsibility towards learning, i.e. the
achievement of goals. My analysis of the interviews of the mixed-methods stage focused on
highlighting the role of teacher cognition (i.e. awareness) during the pursuit of SDPD, thus

contributing to an essential component of teacher’s SDPD in the literature.

My examination of the main aspects underpinning individual and self-directed learning
identified that this relies heavily on the use and development of intrapersonal skills, thus
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implying the internal use of language. The language used in internal thinking is consequently
manifested in the reflection process, and, as noted above, takes place while applying the
activities of reflective teaching to improve performance. The quantitative results from the
questionnaire revealed reflective teaching to be among the most frequently adopted models of
individual SDPD (see Section 6.3.1.2). This result emphasises the importance of teacher

awareness in the practise of SDPD.

I therefore believe that self-awareness can lead to self-determination. Thus, teachers’
awareness of the status of their own teaching/performance enables them to determine how it
can be improved, and to freely pursue SDPD. This identifies a critical dimension of SDPD, i.e.
its promotion of a level of freedom through the process of self-control, guaranteeing teachers
the right to choose learning goals based on their needs and interests. Teachers can therefore
control the SDPD process according to their personal attitudes, skills and knowledge.
Synthesising the findings of practising individual SDPD reveals self-awareness as vital for
promoting the pursuit of SDPD, while also empowering teachers through internal or external
feedback to promote an understanding of themselves and their performance. This allows them

to recognise and act upon their responsibility for learning.

It is important also to note that individual SDPD does not contradict collaborative
constructivism. Garrison (1997) highlighted that individual learning is consistent with a
collaborative constructivist view of learning, i.e. individual learning does not infer
independence from the surrounding context. Garrison (1997) stated that “the individual does
not construct meaning in isolation from [a] shared world” (p. 23). When related to individual
SDPD, this implies that a teacher learns individually and self-directedly, to construct meaning
influenced by the surrounding world, in the form of: (1) materials; (2) people; or (3) materials

and people. This suggests that control over learning does not imply social independence from
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the contextual influence (Garrison, 1997, p. 23). The impact of the social context on SDPD is

discussed in the following section.

8.3 SDPD in Relation to the Social Context

SDPD is, as discussed above, deeply rooted in the theory of SDL. However, SDL is not
confined to individual learning independent of the societal context. Both Brockett and Hiemstra
(1991) and Candy (1991) emphasised the influence of the social context on SDL. Brookfield
(1984) criticised SDL research for ignoring the influence of the social, cultural and political
contexts and for focusing instead on the single dimension of task management (i.e. control of
learning). Brockett and Hiemstra (2018) highlighted that research into SDL should involve the
process of developing and implementing policy, an aspect currently overlooked. The current
research therefore contributes to the literature concerning SDL by gaining insights into the
nature of SDPD pursued by EFL university teachers in relation to the socio-political context.
The following sections discuss firstly, the main findings from both stages in relation to social

context, and secondly, the findings pertinent to the political context.

8.3.1 SDPD and Collaborative Learning

The results of the mixed-methods stage identified that collaborative SDPD appears to be less
favoured in comparison to individual SDPD. However, multiple research studies have
concluded that the latter is both important and effective (Ardichvili, 2008; Balushi, 2017,
Chong and Kong, 2012; Kuusisaari, 2013; Lassonde and Israel, 2009). The current study
viewed both forms as being of equal importance, while at the same time placing additional
focus on one online collaborative model, i.e. VCoP through WhatsApp. This was employed to
estimate teachers’ views of the impact of collaborative SDPD, both on themselves as

professionals and their teaching practice, including the output of their students. The aim was
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to answer the fourth question of this research (How does participating in a virtual community
of practice (VCoP) through a ‘WhatsApp group’, as a form of SDPD, relate to EFL university
teachers’ teaching practice?) This section therefore discusses the findings regarding general
collaborative SDPD (both on and offline) in relation to its context, with a particular focus on a
single model (i.e. ‘“VCoP’ via WhatsApp), as a current trend within the context of Saudi higher

education.

Collaborative learning is informed by the sociocultural perspective (Johnson, 2009) and closely
related to SDL. Vann (1996) asserted that SDL opportunities occur in a social context through
interaction with others, i.e. it is grounded in the concept of learning by means of social
interaction. Park (2008) highlighted the tendency of self-directed learners to learn together.
However, as discussed in the first section of this chapter, this is not always the case. The
findings of the current study have identified that EFL university teachers practise a number of
collaborative activities, including: (1) CoP; (2) VCoP; (3) informal teacher discussion; (4)
informal peer observation; (5) informal peer coaching; and (6) collaborative action research,

although generally to a lesser degree than individual activities.

The current study found that the most popular collaborative SDPD activity pursued in this
context to be teachers’ informal discussions, potentially due to practicality and simplicity of
use. In agreement with this, Govender (2015) argues that teachers’ discussions are very
important for teachers’ everyday learning, as they lead to educational change and contribute to
boosting teachers’ confidence through sharing knowledge with others (p. 489). Eraut (2004)
stated that informal discussions can form an aspect of informal or accidental/unplanned
learning, i.e. they lack any predetermined agenda. In addition, Eraut (ibid) noted that this can
function as a complementary type of learning, which can take place during the practice of both

formal and informal learning, which can explain its popularity and practicality in this context.
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As discussed in detail below, my own membership of a VCoP through a WhatsApp group
allowed me to gain an insight into the nature of teachers’ informal discussions in this virtual

community and its relation to teaching practice.

The findings of the current study revealed that, in practice, collaborative SDPD promotes
communication between teachers, thus contributing to their learning and teaching practice by
means of knowledge sharing. Serdyukov and Serdyukova (2015) highlighted the importance
of social interaction for effective learning, due to its contribution to the development of
teachers’ cognitive skills, as well as helping to “establish a learning community” (p. 87). This
allows teachers to share different perspectives and extend their thinking beyond the boundaries
of their own experience and knowledge. Most importantly, it places teachers into a more
interactive environment encouraging the exchange of knowledge. Thus, collaborative SDPD

has the ability to facilitate the transformation of both knowledge and practice (see Section 4.2).

Most importantly, collaborative learning promotes external motivation. While individual
learning is driven primarily by internal motivation, collaborative learning can be result from
both internal and external motivation. Jensen (2016) argued that motivation leads to successful
learning, thus indicating that collaborative SDPD promotes effective learning. The current
study found that interaction through collaborative SDPD generates external motivation,
encouraging teachers to sustain their SDPD to achieve their goals (see Section 6.4.1.1). This
aspect could be absent during individual SDPD, as indicated by Lopes and Cunha (2017), who
found that a teacher who practises individual SDPD loses motivation to sustain learning effort
over a long period of time and thus requires support from the social context. Such a conclusion
supports Garrison’s (1997) argument that motivation plays a critical role in both initiating and

sustaining SDL to achieve the cognitive goals of learning.
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8.3.2 Virtual Communities of Practice (VCoP)

The concept of VCoP represents both networking and collaborative SDL taking place in this
WhatsApp group. This study has explored the impact of teachers’ participation in a WhatsApp
VCoP as a form of collaborative SDPD on their teaching practice. The findings from the current
study are in line with previous research, in which VCoP has been identified as an effective
medium for learning, facilitating the process of: (1) the exchanging and generation of
knowledge; (2) enhancing innovation; (3) enhancing teachers’ teaching practice; (4) improving
teachers’ communication; and (5) promoting collaboration between teachers (Alsolamy, 2017,

Hayward and Ward, 2018; Ozmen, 2013).

However, the WhatsApp group in this study was informally self-initiated (i.e. self-directed).
This differs from previous studies, due to the VCoP not having been created by an outsider (i.e.
a programme leader or PD provider), but emerging naturally from the teachers themselves.
This subsequently proved to be a context for informal (i.e. unplanned) learning, arising from
teachers’ daily discussions. Alenazi’s (2017) study in the context of a Saudi university
investigated the extent of the engagement of pre-service teachers’ in an ‘other-initiated’ (i.e.
by the researcher) WhatsApp group as a VCoP for learning. Although this group was only for
pre-service teachers (including the researcher as a non-participant observer), the rate of their
participation was unsatisfactory (i.e. 57%). A number of reasons were found for this low level
of participation, including: (1) negative peer pressure; (2) untypical usage of WhatsApp as a
context for learning; (3) struggles with certain types of posts; and (4) the absence of any

instructor (Alenazi, 2017, pp. 4-5).

Although the findings of the current study also identified negative peer pressure as a limitation,
this was not the case when it came to the absence of an instructor and the untypical use of

WhatsApp. Thus, all nine teachers in the current study found WhatsApp to be very effective
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context for collaborative learning (see Section 7.5.2). In addition, being an experienced teacher
entails a sense of responsibility towards learning, resulting in the advantage of learning in a
more convenient and friendly environment. Alenazi (2017) found that negative peer pressure
tends to occur in the form of adopting passive attitudes (i.e. a lack of any serious approach to
learning), with a negative impact on the attitudes of adult pre-service teachers. However, the
current study found that a lack of any comments from their peers had a negative impact on the
level of teacher participation. The differing kinds of passive peer pressure may be due to the
different academic and occupational levels of the participants in both studies. While Alenazi
(2017) focussed on pre-service teachers, the current study examined faculty members holding
a variety of educational degrees. They can thus be seen as having experienced different

responsibilities, leading to higher levels of self-regulation.

Alenazi (2017) asserted that a lack of self-regulated learning skills led to lower levels of
participation in his study. By contrast, the findings of the current study highlight that, due to
the VCoP being self-initiated, rather than imposed on the teachers, the absence of an instructor
proved beneficial in the creation of a friendly learning environment, i.e. the situation was the
total opposite of the WhatsApp group of EFL university teachers. It can generally be assumed
that, as adult learners, teachers have previously experienced an adequate level of responsibility
and are therefore capable of establishing a level of self-regulating skills, thus removing the
need for a guide or facilitator. This identifies how this group was informed by the premises of
SDL (i.e. self-initiated, self-regulated and self-controlled). The teachers also noted that they
were encouraged to participate due to the general equality of qualifications and positions
among the members of the group, resulting in a lack of any hierarchy and or any evaluation or
controls being imposed from outside the community. This demonstrates that the teachers’
participation was on a voluntary basis, resulting in an effective collaborative culture. Garet et

al. (2001) asserted that when teachers are drawn from an identical educational context (i.e.
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teaching the same subject at the same level), they will develop a shared understanding of their
instructional goals, teaching approaches, problems and solutions. Consequently, both the
environment and the language of communication in this group were friendly and comfortable,
encouraging the participants to be open and share their experiences, both successful and

unsuccessful.

This discussion highlights how the nature of learning through this self-directed VCoP was
effective in this particular context. The following section discusses how it impacted on the

teachers themselves.

8.3.3 The Impact of VCoP on Teachers

The findings of the current study revealed that teachers reported participating in WhatsApp
group discussions enhanced their attitudes towards learning, as well as improved their
motivation, i.e. as in the case of HKM (see Section 7.5.2), changing their attitudes towards
teaching from negative to positive. This positive impact on teachers’ feelings, motivation and
attitudes toward learning and teaching has the potential to increase teachers’ confidence, so
enhancing their practice. With the lack of research on the impact of self-directed VCoP on the
practice of teachers in general and EFL teachers specifically, the results of the current study

were found to contribute to the literature by revealing its impact on the psychology of teachers.

Furthermore, the findings of this study reveal that teachers prefer to use WhatsApp, due to its
ability to create a private context for online learning. This concurs with the findings of
Alsolamy (2017), suggesting that WhatsApp allows the creation of a private, safe and friendly
environment, capable of motivating faculty members within the conservative Saudi community
to practise learning in a free and open manner. However, this finding also partially agrees with

the findings of an earlier study by Rashidi, Vaniea and Camp (2016), which revealed that,
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although one group of Saudi WhatsApp users liked the current level of its privacy, another
group expressed dissatisfaction and wished to be given further options to control their privacy,
particularly as users not in their phone lists were able to obtain access without mutual
agreement. However, this differs from the current case, in which participants were members of
a private group, where no one was able to join without an invitation from the group
administrator and which only existed in the accounts of members of the group (WhatsApp,

2019).

It is noteworthy that with the dearth of research on self-directed VCoP and teachers’ reflection,
the findings of the current study revealed that occurrence of critical reflection is not confined
to individual SDPD but it also occurs in collaborative SDPD, as in the case of their learning in
the WhatsApp group. Although it might not be of the same depth and focus as in the individual
learning, but teachers’ discussions in VCoP, according to participants reports, stimulate them
to reflect on their practice in order to share their views and experiences regarding the topic of
discussion. So, teachers learning in this group is not only to enrich their existing knowledge
but also to evaluate learning outcomes through reflection as well as feedback, so which perhaps

facilitates developing shared understanding and new strategies for future learning.

8.3.4 Impact of Teachers’ VCoP on Students

The findings of the current study revealed that teachers experienced the positive impact of
teachers’ collaborative SDL through VCoP via WhatsApp on students’ learning in four areas:
(1) understanding content; (2) motivation; (3) their level of their engagement in class; and (4)
attitudes towards learning English. Joyce and Calhoun (2010) supported this finding, stating
that “teachers’ collaborative learning can lead to positive changes and can have a serious
positive impact over students learning in a relatively short period of time” (p. 62). They added

that, when teachers have positive experiences of collaborative learning, they tend to pass this
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attitude on to their students (Joyce and Calhoun, 2010, p. 64). This supports the account of the
participants in the current study, when they stated that the motivation of their students had
increased, including greater involvement in the classroom. This finding therefore indicates the
effectiveness of teachers’ learning by means of WhatsApp on practice, including its positive
impact on students’ performance, i.e. the ultimate goal of any teacher. Thus, this finding is in
line with Joyce and Calhoun’s (2010) argument regarding the impact of teachers’ collaborative

learning on students’ learning.

8.3.5 VCoP and the Informality of the Language of Communication

The VCoP in this study was informed by the premises of SDL being self-initiated and self-
controlled, according to the characteristics, competencies and interests of the learners. EFL
university teachers were thus able to use a less formal medium of communication, i.e. their

first language, since not all are native English speakers.

Most importantly, the findings of this study revealed that being in an informal community of
learning, giving the freedom to use a range of Arabic, English and code-switching, as well as
transliteration if required, provided teachers with a conducive environment for discussion. This
highlights the effectiveness of this virtual community for the learning of non-native EFL
teachers. Davis (2010) supported this finding, arguing that the use of friendly language is a key

factor in establishing a successful VCoP.

When I asked the participants about their experience of using Arabic (L1) for the majority of
their discussions, they all stated that they found it motivating, as well as maintaining
engagement and facilitating the sharing of experiences. They considered the Arabic language

to be more expressive, while also asserting that they could not avoid discussing things in
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Arabic, due to the pressure of holding a discussion in English potentially leading to

embarrassing mistakes, consequently limiting their participation (section7.3).

During my consultation of the literature regarding the use of L1 by non-native EFL teachers
while learning within VCoP, I was unable to find any research investigating this phenomenon.
However, I found a considerable degree of research regarding the use of L1 by EFL learners.
For example, de la Colina and Mayo (2009) argued that, as it has been found to cognitively
support learners: “the L1 shared by learners provides cognitive support that allows them to
work at a higher level than that which would be possible if they were just using the L2 (p.
325). Although the context of Colina and Mayo’s (2009) study focussed on EFL learners rather
than teachers, this finding supports the view that the use of L1 can effectively facilitate the

learning of non-native EFL teachers.

Most importantly, the absence of studies in this area results in this finding contributing to the
literature of non-native EFL teacher learning (i.e. cognition), including the use of L1. From
this, it can be seen that the current study promotes the use of L1 by non-native EFL teachers
while learning in VCoP, due to it being effective, while also providing a comfortable medium
for communication and motivating teachers to continue learning. It is therefore vital to raise
the awareness of policy makers, PD providers and teachers regarding the effectiveness of the
use of L1 as a medium of communication while engaging in collaborative learning in general
and collaborative SDL/SDPD in particular. In addition, this area provides a fruitful subject for

future research.

8.4 SDPD with Respect to the Political Dimension

This study found that SDPD, being informed by SDL, has the potential to promote social

change and thus implies a critical perspective. SDPD is therefore underpinned by a democratic
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ideology guaranteeing teachers’ rights to both individual and collaborative learning. Brookfield
(1984, 1993) supported this argument, relating the act of learning in general, and SDL in
particular, to changes made by an individual, in order to reconstruct his/her social environment.
Brookfield (1993) was the first scholar to consider the political aspect of SDL, arguing that it
is naturally rooted in the political concepts of control and power. This accords with the findings
of the current study that teachers are empowered through the act of taking control of their
professional learning during the pursuit of SDPD. At the same time, Brookfield (1993) and
Brockett and Hiemstra (2018) criticised educational researchers for decontextualising and
depoliticising the concept of SDL by ignoring its socio-political dimension (see Section 3.2.1).
Thus, the findings of the current study contribute to research into SDL by considering the

political and social nature of SDPD with respect to the specific context of university EFL.

The participants in this research reported experiencing a sense of empowerment when control
over learning was transferred from educators and trainers. This enabled them to conceptualise,
design, implement and evaluate their learning, as well as select appropriate sources to achieve
their goals. Brookfield (1993) noted that this reflects a democratic approach, freeing teachers
to set their agenda in response to personal needs, abilities and competencies (p. 233). The
current study found that, although working under a bureaucratic (i.e. top-down) system, which
prevented them from contributing to educational change, the participants reported that the
pursuit of SDPD led to an improved sense of self-empowerment. Furthermore, this permitted
them to develop their competencies and thus confidence in their ability to improve their

teaching practice.

The findings of the current study revealed the development of teachers’ self-empowerment
through a WhatsApp group, including: (1) enabling the same teacher to teach a whole courses

developing the same skill; (2) presenting mind map workshops for students; and (3) developing
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evaluation rubrics to unify assessment criteria (see Section 7.2.1). This finding reveals that this
form of PD allows teachers to bring about a practical change (however limited) in teaching,
evaluation and policy. It is notable that none of these decisions had been taken by the

participants prior to joining the WhatsApp group.

As noted previously in this thesis, Saudi society is traditionally governed by bureaucracy,
covering both the macro context (i.e. governmental organisations) and the micro context of the
family. This results in difficulties in locating external support for social change. However, the
pursuit of SDPD, alongside the current socio-political reforms taking place to liberalise and
modernise Saudi society, has the potential to reduce the power of bureaucracy and increase the
role of the individual, in order (particularly in the case of women) to make the required changes.
Hence, the adoption of SDPD can give teachers, as adult learners, control and power potentially

absent from other forms of learning.

8.4.1 SDPD and the Policy System

The third research question of the current study focussed on identifying the potential challenges
impeding teachers from pursuing SDPD. Brockett and Hiemstra (2018) stated that
“unfortunately, in our view, there have been far too few reports in the literature of efforts to
think through the implications, policy needs, and programmes changes related to self-direction
in learning” (p. 280). Furthermore, Fraser-Seeto et al. (2015, p. 10) highlighted the need to

investigate “the factors that impact the ongoing effectiveness of SDPD.”

This section therefore discusses the issues highlighted by the participants concerning the policy
system of TPD found in Saudi universities. It should be noted that working in a bureaucratic
educational environment in which policymakers tend to be unfamiliar with current PD

requirements, can result in a lack of structural integrity (i.e. intolerant work polices) as well as
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obstructing the aims and objectives of these institutions. The participants reported that they
found the lack of flexible work polices challenging, particularly when needing to pursue SDPD
during working hours (Section 6.6.1.3). This infers that, if these universities continue to fail to
recognise SDPD as form of in-service PD, teachers will continue to miss opportunities to serve
their professional needs. Moreover, the failure of policies supporting TPD in the Saudi
university context seems to be not confined to self-directed initiatives, but rather includes some
formal ones. Alshahrani’s (2017) study found that the university administration failed to
adequately support EFL teachers attending external PD activities, such as conferences.
However, he did not indicate whether this failure of policy affected both Saudi and non-Saudi
teachers, or one group only, because the regulations of the Saudi Higher Education Council
only allow Saudis to avail themselves of such opportunities. Hence, the findings of the current
study, in addition to those of Alshahrani, reflect a remarkable lack of political support for TPD
for EFL university teachers, which if taken into consideration might contribute to their SDPD

enhancing their professionalism in these universities.

Furthermore, the findings of this study identified discrimination in the legal provision
concerning institutional financial support between Saudi and non-Saudi teachers, resulting in
the TPD policy system in Saudi universities working against foreign teachers (Section 6.6.1.3).
This raises the critical issue of discrimination, which has no place within an academic context.
Optional PD training programmes, workshops and conferences are funded and approved by
universities, meaning that the regulations set by university councils only support the attendance
of Saudi teachers (Statutes and Regulations of The Higher Education Council and Universities,
2007). These regulations constitute a challenging factor for foreign teachers wishing to pursue
SDPD and may result in the development of a negative attitude. I therefore believe that teachers
undertaking identical duties should have equal rights, including access to PD/SDPD
opportunities. Although Alshahrani (2017) highlighted lack of financial support as a
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challenging factor, he did not establish whether this lack affected Saudi or non-Saudi teachers

more, as demonstrated in the current study.

Socioculturally speaking, it is important to indicate that this lack of equality in foreign TPD
works against the principles of Islam, the source of all policies formulated in Saudi Arabia,
including work policies. Islam is a religion of equality that sees all people as equals and makes
no differentiation between individuals, except by piety (personal integrity). In the Prophet
Muhammed’s (peace be upon him) farewell speech, he affirmed that “all people are equal like
the teeth of a comb, and no Arab is superior to a non-Arab, nor is a white person superior to a
black person, unless by virtue of personal integrity and moral rectitude” (Ibn Hanbal, 2001, p.
474). The fact that it forms one of his farewell messages reflects its critical importance, i.e.

rejecting racism to guarantee a peaceful and equal society.

Moor (1999) highlighted the importance of managing diversity and equality in the workforce
as a result of its impact on all members of the community in relation to increased opportunities,
productivity and competitiveness. This signifies the importance of ensuring equal opportunities
to enable PD to create an appealing working environment, in which all members enjoy the
same rights. This is also considered vital for increasing the productivity and diversity of

workers (Riccucci, 2018).

However, it is important to recognise the difficulties inherent in managing the diversity and
equality of faculty members. Sharma (2016) argued that effective management of the diversity
of university teachers (both nationals and non-nationals) requires specific rules and regulations
(p- 2). In addition, Alian (2014) highlighted the recommendation of international experts that,
in order to benefit from diversity in culture, experience and skills, 25% of staff in all
universities should be made up of foreign faculty members. In addition, this ensures a

multilingual context, which also contributes to the diversity of university educational life. Alian

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 288



(ibid) identified that foreign teachers currently make up 40% of the staff within Saudi
universities. Although this may be seen to work against the principles of the Saudisation
employment system (i.e. to fill vacancies with Saudi nationals), the presence of diverse
international professional faculty members creates a healthy academic environment (Collins

and Kritsonis, 2006).

8.4.2 SDPD and the Saudi higher Education Employment System

8.4.2.1 Acknowledgement

The current study found that, as a result of being self-determined, SDPD currently lacks official
recognition as a form of in-service PD. The teachers reported that they tend to avoid pursuing
SDPD as result of its lack of practical recognition during evaluations or when applying for a
job or promotion. Omar called for an appreciation of SDPD, in particular through
acknowledgment and reward (see Section 6.6.1.4), as this would contribute to its promotion
and sustainability. However, I feel that the absence of measures to evaluate and appreciate
SDPD arise from its lack of acknowledgement within this context. The current study therefore
addresses this gap by offering a number of implications and recommendations, as discussed in

the concluding chapter.

8.4.2.2. Lack of Job Security

A further critical challenge identified by this research concerns the lack of job security
experienced by foreign teachers, arising primarily from the current economic reforms.
Teachers need to work in a stable teaching environment to maintain their productivity and
motivation to grow professionally, and in particular one in which they feel secure and
experience a sense of belonging (Khan, 2011, p. 151). Job security also stimulates and enhances

innovation and creativity when it comes to problem-solving, particularly among highly
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educated employees (Neumann, 2016). Thus, Neumann (ibid) stated that a lack of job security
has a negative impact on innovation and lowers creativity in relation to problem-solving. In
addition, high levels of job security are considered primary socio-psychological factors

facilitating the realisation of creative potential (Neumann, ibid, p. 598).

Moreover, this problem has been increased by the current reduction in government expenses
in Saudi Arabia (including for the higher education sector), along with the current employment
reforms. Thus, the new Saudisation employment system dictates that faculty members should
be Saudis. The only exceptions are in cases of insufficient qualifications in rare specialisations,
or an individual being temporarily absent for the purposes of undertaking a scholarship, when
positions can be filled temporarily by non-Saudis until qualified Saudis are available (Ministry
of Civil Service, 2017). Five participants of the current study (particularly non-Saudi teachers)
reported that this has resulted in feelings of insecurity and thus a loss of interest in SDPD. This
finding also corresponds to those set out by Alshahrani (2017), which state that the policy
system regarding foreign teachers’ contracts in Saudi universities causes insecurity; i.e. the
“policy of short term contracts and late contract renewal confirmation, leading to a sense of
insecurity which discouraged engagement with CPD” (p. 207). However, despite the current
policy to reduce unemployment by offering more jobs to Saudi nationals, this study feels that
higher education needs to maintain the diversity of its staff members, particularly those too
highly educated and experienced to be replaced by new Saudi graduates. This would ensure

stability for such faculty members, thus enhancing the quality of these institutions.

As discussed above, the current reforms of the socio-economic sector have led foreign
university teachers choosing not to pursue SDPD, thus highlighting the critical role of social
and political dimensions on the status of SDPD in Saudi universities. However, I hope that this

situation will improve when, as set out in Saudi 2030 vision, higher education begins to
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privatise its institutions to improve their quality of education, as well as enhancing international
partnerships with world-leading universities (see Section 2.3.2/ 2.3.2). This lack of an
atmosphere of discrimination would enable Saudi higher education to enhance its status by

attracting globally recognised experts.

8.5 SDPD and Educational Research in Saudi Higher Education

This study found that action research remains an unpopular form of SDPD (both individually
and collaboratively) within the Saudi university context. This raises the issue of the reasons
behind such avoidance, particularly given its critical role in improving learning and teaching
practice (Ulvik and Riese, 2015). This study identified teachers’ belief in the critical role of
research in the pursuit of SDPD. This raises the issue of the reasons behind such an avoidance,

including whether it is seen as difficult, or teachers are unaware of its existence.

I feel it is significant that, as a university EFL teacher with an MA in applied linguistics, I was
unaware of action research, or its potential for focussing on teaching practice and addressing
its problems (Taylor, 2017). I only became aware of its existence when I started my MSc in
educational research in the UK. This may indicate a lack of knowledge regarding action
research as a genre of educational research in general, and as a form of SDPD in particular.
The current study included EFL university teachers, with a minority holding a bachelor’s
degree (16%), who, it can be concluded, may never have been made aware of the existence of
action research. On the other hand, the majority of the study sample held postgraduate degrees
(60% having a master’s and 24% a PhD), and it can therefore be assumed that the majority of
the participants were familiar with undertaking research. Action research is primarily employed
to improve performance and practice, and therefore its lack of popularity can be seen as
reflecting a limited use of applied research in Saudi universities to diagnose and address

existing problems. Ulvik and Riese (2015) noted that action research is somewhat complex and
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requires specific contextual support, but that it is also efficient at addressing teaching problems
(McNiff, 2017). This, consequently, raises the further issue of how educational problems can

be addressed in this context.

Politically speaking, promoting the use of applied research in general, and action research in
particular, aligns with the aims and objectives of the Saudi National Transformational
Programme. As noted above, this programme was introduced in 2016 with the aim of
privatising Saudi public universities by changing the current bureaucratic system that limits
their ability to: (1) attract international competencies (i.e. highly qualified members to work in
the universities or take part in their research projects); (2) develop their resources; and (3) form
international partnerships (Alkhraif, 2018). The new orientation towards improving Saudi
universities’ performance primarily focuses on establishing autonomy in universities and
research centres through restructuring the orientation of existing universities and establishing
new ones. A draft proposal released in Makkah newspaper, on 14" September 2017 revealed
that the new university structure will be placed under three main categories: (1) research-based
universities; (2) applied universities; and (3) educational (teaching) universities. This reform
aims to firstly, meet the requirements of the labour market and secondly, reduce competition
and imitation arising from the existence of similar universities (Alesa, 2017). (1) Research-
based universities focus on research and postgraduate studies. (2) Education (teaching)
universities focus on the delivering of bachelor and master’s degrees. (3) Applied universities
focus on applied teaching of diploma and bachelor’s degrees. The use of action research is not
limited to one type, i.e. research-based universities. Thus, the culture of conducting research
as a form of SDPD should be promoted in all universities, regardless of title or orientation.
This forms a successful model of PD allowing teachers to critically question their teaching

practices (Taylor, 2017), as well as satisfying other purposes of conducting research. Thus,
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they should raise the awareness of faculty members regarding the critical role of research in

general and action research in particular.

8.5.1 Implications of Saudi 2030 Vision for SDPD in Higher Education

This study concludes that the aims and outcomes of SDPD as a form of self-development within
the educational system are compatible with the broader economic and socio-political
orientation of the Saudi 2030 Vision, which seeks to modernise the country. Overseen by the
current government of Saudi Arabia, this vision looks forward to developing the education
system in higher education (see Section 2.3). In particular, it aims to create new modern
systems and formulate new standards for the selection of effective academic leaders based on

competence, experience and strategic vision (MoE, 2019).

It is hoped that the application of the new system will result in improvements to the productivity
and quality of faculty members within top universities. It is also hoped that this system will
foster greater competition between universities, thus contributing to the development of each
individual university. The introduction of the new system is informed by the wish to rationalise
expenditure and maximise the use of available resources. I therefore believe that promoting
SDPD as a form of SDL will prove a considerable contribution to achieving the aims and
agenda of the 2030 Vision, particularly as (unlike traditional PD programmes) this will not
incur any great expense. At the same time, it will enhance university autonomy in the higher

education system.

8.5.2 Enhancing Universities’ Autonomy

As noted earlier, SDPD is deeply rooted in teacher’s control (autonomy). Saudi 2030 Vision
aims to autonomise the university system through the provision of additional control over each

university’s internal and financial systems, in particular by reforming current academic
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programmes and disciplines to become more aligned with the labour market. These changes
may lead to the expansion of the power of university councils, enabling them to: (1) provide
the required support; (2) increase productivity; and (most importantly) (3) reduce bureaucracy

during the process of implementing decisions from higher authorities.

In addition, I anticipate that this autonomy will also spread to reach other core issues, i.e.
university teachers. Thus, teacher autonomy can be applied to both learning and practice. The
analysis of qualitative data found that teacher autonomy can function as a means for learning
(personal trait) or to end learning (being an autonomous learner) and thus teacher autonomy in
SDPD can be viewed according to the characteristics of the learner. Thus, for those already
autonomous, this assists in sustaining the pursuit of SDPD, while practising collaborative
SDPD increases this trait among those who tend to be less autonomous, as with a number of
teachers in the WhatsApp group. This result accords with Garrison (1997), but not with Candy
(1991) who argues that personal autonomy is not necessarily manifested in the learning
endeavour nor does autonomy in learning necessarily contribute in developing personal

autonomy.

8.6 SDPD Among other Approaches to Teacher PD

Although SDPD is yet to be widely recognised as a practical form of PD, it is positioned
alongside the other forms of PD for complementarity. Thus, this section discusses how SDPD
is not contrary to other approaches to PD, but rather it offsets the limitations of traditional
approaches, such as structured, formal, and other-directed approaches in which the teacher
lacks autonomy, voice and agency (Diaz-Maggioli, 2004; Smith, 2017). When examining
approaches to PD, we can observe a mixture of different approaches. Kennedy (2005) grouped
PD models into three broad categories: transmissive, transitional, and transformative models.
This typology demonstrates how the development of theories underpinning PD moves from
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those informed by instrumental managerial perspectives that neglect the teacher role as a key
element in the process of designing and implementing PD, to more democratic ones that
promote professional autonomy and teacher agency (Kennedy, 2014). Although SDPD models
fall predominantly within the transitional and transformative approaches, encompassing an
increase in the capacity for teacher autonomy, they do not contradict traditional (transmissive
pedagogical) models informed by instrumental perspectives, but instead complement them
when implemented together, or compensate for their limitations. To illustrate, as transmissive
(structured/other-directed) models lack teacher involvement, professional autonomy and
teacher agency, SDPD is found to promote these critical aspects, which have been emphasised

to support effective PD (Guskey, 2002; Smith, 2017); thereby addressing key limitations.

Action research, for example, can be considered as a model of SDPD when conducted self-
directedly. Conducting this kind of research as an initiative by teachers themselves, rather than
one imposed by others, can allow teachers to practically investigate and address various
classroom problems as they emerge in their classes. This is significant, as problems differ from
one class to another, particularly when taking the differences in social context into
consideration. Doing so allows university teachers to contribute to enhancing the quality of
their teaching, without a need for intervention from outside agencies to enhance the teaching
scenario. Moreover, conducting action research entails addressing teaching problems
empirically by teachers applying theory themselves. Thus, this model of SDPD exemplifies
how teachers have the freedom to make decisions when focusing on issues of critical
importance/concern to each. This consequently shows how they can apply theoretical
knowledge within classroom practice. According to Norton (2018), action research can
contribute not only to address teaching problems, but also to enhancing teachers’ understanding
of their own teaching practice, which might not be achieved following other models of PD.

Moreover, when conducted self-directedly by a teacher, this approach will increase teachers’
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engagement with, and reflection on the issue under investigation. Thus, such research is
recommended as potentially of great importance as a tool that can contribute practically to

enhance teaching practice.

The following chapter examines the implications of the current study, followed by drawing
major conclusions and outlining the contribution to knowledge, as well as making

recommendations for PD policymakers and EFL teachers in Saudi universities.
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Chapter 9

Conclusion, Contributions and Implications
9.1 Introduction

This chapter summarises the main findings of this study and discusses its theoretical, practical
and methodological contribution to the understanding of SDPD. It also includes significant
implications for practice and policy makers to improve the status of SDPD in the context of
both international and Saudi university EFL. The chapter concludes by highlighting the
research limitations, along with recommendations for further research and a personal reflection

of the researcher’s PhD journey.
9.2 The Main Findings of the Study

The key findings of this research (as discussed in chapters 6,7 and 8) present a conceptual and
theoretical understanding and offer practical suggestions for teachers’ practice of SDPD and
self-directed VCoP in the EFL context in general and the Saudi university EFL context in
particular. Findings pertinent to the first question (“What is the nature of the SDPD initiatives
pursued by EFL university teachers in Saudi university context?”’) demonstrated that, although
teachers employed both types of SDPD, they tended to favour individual rather than
collaborative activities. An examination of the popularity of these individual activities
identified eight that were employed to varying degrees, with the most frequently adopted being:
(1) reflective teaching; (2) reading books and papers; and (3) consulting online websites. Self-
evaluation, self-observation, attending conferences and joining PD courses were used to a
lesser extent, while action research proved to be the least popular. The results also indicated
that teachers tended to adopt the use of individual activities due to these promoting: (1) freedom
of decision-making; (2) flexibility in relation to time; (3) convenience and comfort of learning;
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and (4) an ability to focus on the self. This study highlights the effectiveness and flexibility of
individual SDPD, due to it allowing the teacher to decide the following aspects for him/herself:
(1) what to learn; (2) when and where to learn; (3) how to learn; and (4) why to learn. I strongly

believe that these factors encourage teachers to learn consistently and grow professionally.

Although collaborative SDPD activities were found to be adopted to a lesser extent than
individual activities, this study recognises their importance and effectiveness. When I
questioned the teachers preferring this type of SDPD, they noted that the most significant
reasons consisted of: firstly, the ability to learn through social interaction and from multiple
perspectives (particularly when addressing specific problems) and secondly, being externally
motivating. This study identified fewer collaborative than individual activities, with the most
frequently adopted being informal teacher discussion, followed by communities of practice,
informal peer coaching and informal peer observation. However, it should be noted that these
remain far less frequently adopted than informal discussion. The least adopted activity was

found to be collaborative action research.

It was noted that, despite the difference in popularity, both types of SDPD were pursued by
teachers within this context. In addition, the findings of the case study argued for the

effectiveness of VCoP as a collaborative SDPD activity in the Saudi university EFL context.

Furthermore, teachers were asked about the reasons for, and potential of, pursuing SDPD. The
findings of the second question (““What are the factors that contribute to the SDPD of EFL
teachers in Saudi universities?”) indicated that SDPD enhances teachers’ autonomy, self-
empowerment, motivation, confidence and professional identity. Further key reasons for
pursuing this form of PD were identified as self-evaluation and that it matched teachers’
learning styles. Participants also reported that they adopted SDPD for academic reasons, in

order to: (1) improve their knowledge and skills; (2) conduct research; (3) contribute to
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curriculum development; and (4) when introducing a new curriculum. The main administrative
reasons consisted of: (1) obtaining administrative positions; and (2) responding to teacher
evaluation reports. The findings revealed that, while autonomy was cited as a significant reason
for pursuing SDPD, it also contributed to the development of self-empowerment and

confidence.

The findings for the third question (““What are the underlying factors that potentially hinder
EFL teachers in Saudi universities from pursuing SDPD?”) revealed a number of challenges
and limitations. The teachers stated that the main challenges consisted of: (1) time; (2)
geographical mobility; and (3) a lack of institutional support (i.e. moral, financial and political).
Teachers’ involvement in such activities were found to be impacted by the low quality of the
current PD activities provided by Saudi universities (i.e. content and presentation), with the
most significant aspect being the lack of acknowledgement, which resulted in some teachers
avoiding participating in this form of PD. Furthermore, a number of non-Saudi EFL teachers
reported a key challenge as being the lack of job security and stability in Saudi university
context, resulting from current economic and political changes. This caused them to lose
interest in SDPD, due to being more concerned about securing their own futures (i.e. not
necessarily in Saudi Arabia). These challenges represent a threat to the practice of SDPD
among EFL university teachers, with the potential to influence their professionality, thus
highlighting the need for further attention from policy makers, administrators and researchers.
At the same time, this study identified a number of limitations to online SDPD, in particular
that it was time consuming and distracting, as well as containing issues related to: (1) online

content validity; (2) users’ privacy; and (3) possible misunderstanding of online discourse.

The findings for the fourth research question (“How does participating in a virtual community

of practice (VCoP) through a “WhatsApp group’, as a form of SDPD, relate to EFL university
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teachers teaching practice?”’) demonstrated the significant impact of VCoP via WhatsApp as a
model of SDPD. Teachers reported experiencing a direct influence on their teaching practice
in terms of: (1) the acquisition of new knowledge; (2) refreshing their teaching styles; (3)
learning how to assist students with different learning styles; and (4) using it as a
teaching/learning resource. The findings also indicate that this also impacted on their students.
The findings revealed that teachers’ discussions in the WhatsApp group increased their
confidence and external motivation, along with their sense of professional identity, while at the
same time improving their attitudes towards their own learning and EFL teaching. Most
importantly, the teachers stated that their students became more motivated and engaged in the
classroom, which, in turn, enhanced their understanding of, and attitude to, the learning of

English.

9.3 Contribution of the Research

This section presents the main contribution of this research to existing knowledge, in relation
to SDPD and the informal self-directed VCoP of EFL university teachers. It also highlights the
implications for both the international and the Saudi EFL context. This has resulted in

theoretical, practical and methodological contributions being presented separately.

9.3.1 Theoretical Contribution

The interpretive mixed-methods and case study designs of the current study have resulted in a
significant contribution to the knowledge of SDPD and self-directed VCoP via WhatsApp, in
particular by revealing the impact on teaching practice. Theoretically speaking, the findings of
the current study reveal that the pursuit of SDPD contributes to enhancing teachers’ learning

and knowledge, as well as their professionalism.
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SDPD is a beneficial approach to professional development for teachers, particularly those
needing to fill a gap in their knowledge (Wanger, 2018). At the same time (as discussed
throughout this thesis), it addresses the limitations of other-directed PD. The diversity of SDPD
activities (i.e. individual or collaborative and both on- and -offline) affords teachers the
opportunity to become their own developers of theory, learning and knowledge. This is
supported by the richness of SDPD’s potential to ensure full control over learning, along with
freedom of decision making, accessibility to learning resources and flexibility of practice. It
also provides teachers with a sense of agency and ownership, i.e. “they were not just recipients
of knowledge, but also contributed to the process of knowledge creation” (Govender, 2015, p.

490).

The current thesis has established that the professionality of EFL teachers is now no longer
dependent on (or measured by) attendance at formal, other-directed PD opportunities provided
by their institutions. SDPD initiatives should now be acknowledged and recognised as equal to
any recognised formally structured PD. This view is supported by Brockett and Hiemstra
(2018), who recommended that institutions develop specific measures for the accountability

and evaluation of SDL, in order to ascertain the value of SDPD.

At the level of theorisation, Kennedy (2014) argued that “the state of the literature on teachers’
CPD as a whole is partial in its coverage, is fragmented and is under-theorised” (p. 689). This
fragmentation persists, with the current literature failing to award equal attention to SDPD
(both as a term and a concept) as an aspect of formal/structured PD. Thus, the current study
contributes to the theorisation of an otherwise unrecognised form of PD. The findings enable
me to confidently suggest that SDPD needs to be included in any definition or framework, both
at the level of conceptualisation and the theorisation of professional development. In addition,

this should appear in the literature concerning PD or when developing PD programmers and

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 301



policies. Similarly, at the level of terminology, terms such as ‘teacher learning’ or ‘teacher

professional learning’ are now being employed, rather than ‘PD’ or ‘CPD’.

Furthermore, Kennedy (ibid) argued that teacher autonomy promotes teacher agency, i.e. an
important element of PD. The pursuit of SDPD and self-directed VCoP enhance a teacher’s
autonomy and self-empowerment, as well as his/her internal and external motivation and self-
confidence. This indicates that SDPD is beneficial for the psychology of teachers, which,
particularly in the Saudi university context, is not always achieved by means of
formal/institutional PD. This study has established that the experience of personal autonomy
leads to teachers being able to initiate their learning in an independent manner, so increasing
their confidence and being empowered to apply such skills into practice. Knowles (1980)
emphasised that SDL is based on the premise of the immediate application of acquired
knowledge. The results of the current study confirm that the immediate implementation of new
teaching methods and practices gained through SDPD reflects increased self-empowerment,
particularly within top-down systems, i.e. the current Saudi university system. Hence, SDPD
enables teachers to grow professionally, both with and without the support of their institutions.
However, it should be noted that institutional support is important in facilitating and promoting

the pursuit of this form of PD, as discussed in relation to the contribution to practice.

In the context of EFL, the most recognised form of PD is formal, structured and other-directed.
This study recommends that, due to its complexity and effectiveness, SDPD should be awarded
theoretical and practical recognition as an aspect of recognised PD in the field of EFL/TESOL

PD in general, and in the Saudi university EFL context in particular.
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9.3.2 Practical/Pedagogical Contribution

The findings of this study contribute to the improvement of EFL pedagogy by enhancing
teacher development. EFL teachers in Saudi universities originate from a number of different
English backgrounds (i.e. in relation to education, translation, applied linguistics and English
literature), with many having no specialisation in education, or undertaken specialised pre/in-
service training, and therefore lacking primary knowledge of TESOL (see Section 2.4.1). It is
thus vital for such teachers to undertake PD in order to learn how to teach English
professionally and increase their overall professionality as EFL university teachers. The
participants of the current study reported a low quality of structured other-directed PD provided
by Saudi universities, as well as, in some cases, the lack of specialised PD in TESOL (see
Section 6.6.1.6). This study has established that SDPD (both individual and collaborative)
makes a practical contribution to enhancing teachers’ professional knowledge, skills and
experience. It therefore indicates that SDPD can be regarded as an efficient, practical and
sustainable approach for the acquisition of additional skills, particularly as it is based on
teachers’ needs, competences and interests. This study therefore calls for the implementation
of policies to promote and acknowledge SDPD. In addition, it highlights the need for policy
makers, administrators, programme leaders and researchers to promote and reward its use, in
order to raise teachers’ awareness of its potentiality and effectiveness. Suggestions for
promoting SDPD is discussed in depth in the following section focussing on the implications

and recommendations of this study.

A further practical contribution of this study relates to the self-directed VCoP via WhatsApp
of EFL teachers. This VCoP is private, informal and self-directed, being available on
smartphones through the WhatsApp application and accessible at all times. It has therefore

created an authentic conducive environment for teachers’ informal collaborative learning. This

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 303



study finds that teachers acknowledged the positive impact of this WhatsApp group on their
teaching practice, themselves and their students, thus reflecting an effective form of teacher

learning.

Moreover, at the level of discourse, the use of WhatsApp as a medium of VCoP for non-native
EFL teachers makes a major contribution by enabling less formal communication, i.e. code
switching, transliteration and (most importantly) the use of teachers’ first language (see
Sections 7.3.4/8.3.5). This aspect proved highly effective and enhanced teachers’ involvement
and ability to join in discussions, as well as their openness towards sharing their practices and
problems faced in the classroom. The participants stressed that being able to use their L1
enabled them to focus on learning rather than the language of communication (i.e. the correct
term or vocabulary). Although all participants were EFL teachers, they acknowledged that they
would not be equally competent in English as in their first language, and thus the use of English
as this could restrict/limit their ability to communicate, participate and learn. This study
therefore concluded that it is beneficial for non-native EFL teachers in VCoP to use their L1

as a medium of communication, in order to enhance collaborative learning.

9.3.3 Methodological Contributions

The current study responds to calls advocating the adoption of an interpretive approach within
SDL research (e.g. Candy, 1991). Candy (1991) noted that this approach facilitates the gaining
and understanding of learners’ views of SDL, including: (1) the intentions and purposes of its
adoption; (2) attitudes towards SDL; (3) views of SDL as a means of autonomous learning;
and (4) the development of personal autonomy. Furthermore, the current study identified the
impact of social, economic and political factors both contributing to and inhibiting teachers’
pursuit of SDPD. This has the potential to increase the use of SDPD and improve the

professionality and practice of teachers and consequently their students’ ability to learn. Most
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importantly, this study focused primarily on qualitative data in a context that appreciates
quantitative research for the sake of generalisability. This focusses on benefitting both EFL
teachers and TESOL specialists in: (1) Saudi higher education; (2) the Arab Gulf region; and

(3) the international context.

Furthermore, the current study adopted an exploratory interpretive methodology, employing
two designs (i.e. mixed-methods and a case study) to address the research aim and questions.
The overall design represents a methodological contribution to the SDPD of EFL university
teachers, including its impact on their practice. The review of the literature of SDPD
highlighted a lack of studies adopting an interpretive methodology employing two designs. The
mixed-methods design was used to add breadth to the investigation, through an examination of
the nature, potential and challenges of SDPD on a large sample taken from multiple sites. The
qualitative case study was adopted with the aim of gaining a deep insight into the impact of
self-directed VCoP via WhatsApp, as a model of SDPD, on teachers’ practice. The stages,
phases and sequence followed in this research can be used as guidelines for educational
research in both Saudi Arabia and the international context. It is particularly relevant in relation
to the development of interpretive methodology with two designs, in order to cultivate a rich

and in-depth understanding of the area under investigation.

9.4 Implications and Recommendations for Practice

Kennedy (2014) called for the development of theory impacting on the policy and practice of
professional development. This study is underpinned by SDL theory and contributes to both
practice and policy, in particular through suggesting a number of significant implications and

recommendations, as outlined below.
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1. The lack of financial support and difficulties relating to geographical mobility:
The findings of the mixed-methods stage identified these as challenging issues
inhibiting some teachers form pursuing offline SDPD in contexts (local or
international) requiring funding. The current study therefore recommends that teachers
take advantage of online learning, which (in terms of cost, effort and potential) has
proved to be highly effective and practical (El-Hani and Garcia, 2012). Thus, teachers
should be aware of the potential of online platforms or websites providing free to use
PD, including: (1) YouTube; (2) Telegram; (3) LinkedIn; (4) Twitter; (5) Facebook;
and (6) free online PD courses, webinars and conferences presented by internationally
respected universities. Balushi (2017), for example, recommended that teachers join
‘Massive Online Open Courses’ (MOOC), which offer free online courses in every
subject area (p. 270). This has established that learning through online sources enables

teachers to join any beneficial PD course or programme, regardless of location.

2. Online SDPD is time consuming and some resources can lack validity: This was
the conclusion drawn by the mixed-methods stage of the current research. Thus,
administrators and programme leaders should work as facilitators and support teachers
online SDPD through arranging with experts to present workshops focussing on
teaching the skills required to search for accurate, valid and authentic online sources,
in order to save teachers’ time and effort, as well as obtaining information from valid
sources. This would, in turn, enhance teachers’ professional and technical research
skills.

3. Action research was the approach least adopted by EFL university teachers. This
was established by the findings of the mixed-methods stage, despite this approach being

considered an effective form of PD that seeks to investigate and improve teaching and
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learning (McNiff, 2017). However, it was clear that teachers required specialised
support, due to action research being complex, demanding and time consuming,
particularly when conducted simultaneously with teaching (Ulvik and Riese, 2015).
This has led me to the view that administrators and programme leaders should provide
the required support, which could be in the form of: (1) educating teachers concerning
the nature of, as well as why and how to, conduct action research; and (2) ensuring a
supportive environment through the provision of adequate funding, time (i.e. research
leave) and resources. This would promote a culture of action research in university
context as an effective tool for improving teaching practice.

4. Teachers’ lack of awareness of the courses they will be required to teach during
the following year/semester. The findings of the case study revealed that a lack of
information of the courses they would be teaching resulted in teachers’ failure to
participate in WhatsApp groups during vacations. This highlights the need for
programme leaders and coordinators to provide teachers with their schedules early, to
enable them to invest a proportion of their vacations in learning new skills and
preparing themselves to teach to a high professional standard, particularly when they
know they are about to teach a new course.

5. The lack of institutional morale and respect accorded to teachers’ SDPD. The
findings of the mixed-methods stage identified this aspect as a major challenge, one
capable of demotivating teachers from pursuing SDPD. This challenge should therefore
be taken into consideration, in order to prevent a negative influence on teachers’
perceptions and attitudes toward SDPD, and thus subsequently their practice. This
highlights that administrators, programme leaders and coordinators should work
together to create a supportive and respectful environment to support teachers’ morale

and offer an appreciation of their SDPD initiatives.
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9.5 Implications and Recommendations for Policy Makers

Brockett and Hiemstra (2018) argued that “policy is a concern that is frequently overlooked by
educators of adults. Yet each of us is, in one way or another, involved in the development or
implementation of policy” (p. 295). In response to their call, this study contributes to policy
supporting SDPD. This section focuses on the significant implications and recommendations

for the policy, with the aim of supporting the SDPD of EFL university teachers.

The system of public universities in Saudi Arabia is currently undergoing considerable change,
in order to achieve the objectives of the 2030 vision (i.e. moving from bureaucratic to
autonomous systems). It is therefore important to note that the following implications are
directed towards policy makers, both those currently working in MoE and those potentially

subsequently creating new policies for each university.

1. An inability to leave the workplace for the pursuit of SDPD. Both Saudi and non-Saudi
teachers reported that current policies and regulations issued by MoE and university councils
prevented them from taking time off for the purposes of SDPD. This indicates a lack of
institutional political support, with the potential to frustrate and demotivate teachers and
consequently have a negative impact on any self-directed efforts to improve their
professionalism. This study therefore recommends that policy makers should issue flexible
work policies permitting teachers to attend such opportunities and respect their efforts on self-
improvement. The findings of the current study identify SDPD as an effective form of PD, thus
demanding its encouragement by administrators and programme leaders through the provision
of incentives. The participants suggested that these could take the form of awarding them: (1)
a small number of free days to focus on their SDPD; (2) credits in their annual evaluation
reports; (3) paid overtime opportunities; (4) tickets to enable them to travel; (5) financial and

public recognition of their self-directed efforts.
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2. The security and stability of foreign EFL university teachers’ posts. This study identified
foreign EFL teachers’ insecurity arising from the current political and economic changes taking
place in the county, particularly the employment system of Saudisation (see Sections
2.4.1/8.4.2.2). This has caused such teachers to lose interest in pursuing SDPD and to rather
seek for secure employment in a more stable economic and political context. This study
therefore recommends the issuing of new policies and regulations improving the security of a
foreign teacher’s job over a considerable length of time, instead of the current legal position
dictating that foreign teachers’ contracts are renewed on an annual basis (i.e. unless one party
wishes to terminate, or it becomes against the general interest) (Statutes & Regulations Of The
Higher Education Council & Universities, 2007, p. 154). It is clear that this issue is critical and
may lead to the loss of international academic competencies, impacting on the quality and

diversity of EFL teachers in this context.

3. Teachers need to work in a stable environment, in which they feel safe and feel a sense
of belonging (Khan, 2011). Policy makers and administrators should also pay close attention
to this emerging phenomenon, so as to create a stable occupational environment, and protect
the reputation of Saudi higher education institutions as an attractive environment for
international highly qualified EFL professionals. This would then guarantee the diversity of
EFL teachers, while enhancing the quality of ELT in Saudi universities. To do so,
administrators and policy makers are first recommended to set clear (internal and external)
standards and regulations on their websites, pertaining to the: (1) recruitment of EFL teachers,
including non-Saudis, (2) faculty members rights, (3) EFL teaching requirements; and (4)
professional development expectations. This would then enhance teachers’ understanding of
the policies at the universities they work for, as they can refer back to them whenever needed.
Second, to enhance the stability of foreign teachers, policy makers are recommended to

restructure incentive and reward systems and to connect to them, to increase the duration of
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contracts, rather than offering financial incentives. Third, administrations should establish
informal social communities/gatherings, so that all faculty members, including the Dean and
Administrative staff, can attend and meet on a regular basis for socialising, sharing
achievements, and establishing relationships. Doing this would increase teachers’ social

interaction and create a sense of belonging.

4. The current PD available to EFL teachers in Saudi universities is of low quality in
terms of both content and presentation. The findings of the mixed-methods stage revealed
that this aspect caused teachers to avoid attending this form of PD. It is therefore important for
PD planners and providers in Saudi universities to focus on enhancing the quality of their PD,
in order to contribute in achieving the objectives of 2030 vision. Alsagri and Almohaimed
(2017) stated that this can be achieved through establishing partnerships between the PD
departments in Saudi universities and their counterparts in world leading universities, in order
to benefit from their expertise in EFL. TPD. In addition, Alsagri and Almohaimed (ibid)
recommended sending experts in the field to examine and evaluate the appropriateness of
current PD programmes, in order to: (1) draw up plans for their improvement; and (2) create
an inviting environment for SDPD through organising and hosting local conferences,
workshops and seminars. In addition, university PD providers and programme leaders should
support their teachers through the provision of access to high quality online SDPD

opportunities, i.e. programmes, workshops, seminars and resources.

5. Time being a major issue inhibiting teachers from pursuing SDPD. This aspect was
confirmed by the findings of the mixed-methods stage of this study. This led to the
recommendation for policy makers and administrators to specify certain times to be set aside

for teachers’ SDPD (i.e. at least one or two hours per week) and making it an official part of
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their schedule. This study has identified that this would encourage teachers to pursue SDPD in

a sustainable manner, so ensuring it becomes part of their professional culture.

In summary: The above implications and recommendations will be communicated (both
formally and informally) to policy makers, administrators, programme leaders and (most
importantly) EFL teachers at Saudi universities. This will include presenting papers and
participating formally in local conferences and symposiums taking place: (1) in my own
university; (2) other universities in Saudi Arabia; (3) in international TESOL events, (e.g.

IATEFL, TESOL Arabia); and (4) other conferences in the Gulf region.

I will also arrange to meet the decision makers within my university, particularly those in
charge of TPD, i.e. administrators and PD organisers at the Department of Quality and
Development. I will also provide the MoE with the findings of this study. As most of the policy
makers, along with those in charge of TPD in other Saudi universities, are active users of
Twitter (and have official accounts representing their positions in these universities), I will
contact them directly to present/disseminate the findings of this research. Furthermore, in
response to the popularity of social media platforms in Saudi Arabia as a means of learning
(Alsolamy, 2017), I will informally initiate a number of online channels on different social
media platforms (i.e. YouTube, Twitter and Snap Chat) to share and disseminate the findings

of my study, in addition to educating teachers and those with an interest in SDPD.

9.6 Implications for the Current Economic Reforms in Saudi Arabia

The current orientation of the National Transformation Project aims to diversify government
revenue sources as part of the current economic reforms taking place in Saudi Arabia. This
includes improving existing economic human resources, in order to achieve sustainability.

According to the goals of the fifties plan, the reformation process seeks to: (1) implement
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economic and developmental reformation; (2) reduce governmental spending; (3) diversify the
economy and increase local production; (4) improve general and higher education; (5) expand
privatisation; (6) encourage non-oil investment; (7) globalise local organisations; and (8)
support the knowledge-based economy (2030 vision, 2019). The aims and plans of this vision
are therefore compatible with the premises of SDPD and thus its adoption will allow EFL
university teachers to pursue learning in a sustainable manner, thus compensating for the
absence of previous governmental financial support for PD departments in Saudi universities.
Hence, SDPD can be seen as an appropriate economical solution for the current reduction in

PD budgets within Saudi higher education.

9.7 Implications for Enhancing the Role of Women in Leadership in Saudi Universities

Women in Saudi Arabia have currently achieved a much improved legal status, following the
government enacting a number of laws and regulations supporting women and activating their
role in society as key partners contributing to development of the country. This enables
qualified women to occupy high and powerful positions and join the boards of university
councils. In relation to the previous interpretation of SDPD, this is now improved, particularly
when considering the political and social dimension. Thus, the adoption of SDPD by female
teachers will enhance their practical professionalism, alongside their opportunities to achieve
high positions and take part in the policy decision-making process. This will highlight the
ability of women to be in authority, as in the case of deanships (which were previously

exclusively male).

This may serve to improve the efficiency of female departments previously governed by male
leaders. I also feel that the opportunity to gain such positions will encourage female faculty
members to adopt SDPD to enhance their skills. The latest statistics published by MoE

(2016/2017) stated that faculty members in all Saudi public universities are 40.83% female and

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 312



59.17% male. This higher percentage of males can be seen as due to political and sociocultural
factors favouring males as a result of the male-dominant culture, in which all authoritative
positions are reserved by law for men, i.e. all members of university councils and deans and

vice deans of departments are male.

There is also a need to consider the additional issue of gender segregation, with the genders
working on separate campuses resulting in the employment of female vice deans. However, it
should be recognised that this role is superficial and merely that of transmitter, i.e. passing all
paperwork to male sections where the real work is done and final decisions are made.
Fortunately, the orientation of the current government is to empower women and boost their
role of in all sectors of society. 2030 Vision is informed by the notion that women form half
the population and thus their role is no less important than that of men. Thus, adopting SDPD
would enhance the professionality of female faculty members in all spheres, enabling them to
occupy authoritative positions, not only in the university context, but also in other
governmental organisations. The most prominent example of this initiative is the assigning of
two female ambassadors this year, one for the United States and the second for Norway with
one being vice dean of the college of languages and translation at King Saudi university in

Riyadh.

Therefore, SDPD, being grounded in SDL (which promotes the autonomy and empowerment
of learners) is completely compatible with the current changes taking place in Saudi Arabia.
Moreover, adopting SDPD will support female university teachers seeking to become more
professional, efficient and competent, and wishing to be involved in the decision-making

process and fill highly authoritative positions within these academic institutions.
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9.8 SDPD Bridges the Gap between Theory and Practice

The findings of this research suggest the pursuit of SDPD would bridge the gap between theory
and practice by activating the potential of teachers to become the developers of theory,
knowledge, learning and consequently innovate practice. Unlike the other approaches (e.g.
structured, transmissive), which deal with teachers as passive learners who do not participate
in selecting content nor developing knowledge as implemented by outsiders (Smith, 2017),
SDPD, according to the findings of the current research, provides teachers with the opportunity
to design, implement and apply what they have learned in their classrooms immediately. Thus,
it arguably facilitates the application of theory into practice. However, although it has been
suggested by the current research that SDPD can contribute practically to enhancing teachers’
professionalism, this form of PD represents only one approach to pursuing PD by emphasising
the role of the teacher, acknowledging at the same time that this is not the only approach/form
of PD that might address the limitations of the other PD approaches. This does not imply all
forms of PD should be self-directed in nature, but rather that SDPD will privilege particular
learners (self-directed learners who seek professional autonomy, voice and agency), while still
acknowledging that other forms/models of PD, such as the structured/transmissive ones, are
practical and can still usefully contribute to teacher PD. Overall, when taking these approaches
together, they provide a range of various forms of PD, with teachers left with the option to

pursue suitable forms according to their needs, interest, and competence.

9.9 Study Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

Firstly, it should be noted that the mixed-methods stage of the current study employed a
representative sample (i.e. both male and female teachers and Saudis and non-Saudis) selected
randomly from thirteen public universities. However, it is recognised that the scope of the

context was limited, i.e. it did not cover private universities. Unlike public universities (which
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are funded and governed by the government (MoE)), private universities in Saudi Arabia are
more autonomous in terms of their funding and management (see Section 2.3.3). It can
therefore be surmised that the nature of SDPD of EFL teachers and the influence of the socio-
political and socio-economic factors in these universities could differ. This suggests that future
research into SDPD should focus on the context of private universities, in which high standards
are required and stricter conditions are applied to faculty members regarding their quality of

teaching (Baharmz, 1999, p. 9).

Secondly, the results of the mixed-methods stage of this research highlighted that action
research (both individual and collaborative) was the least adopted model of SDPD by EFL
university teachers. As this aspect was beyond the scope of the current study (which focussed
on the nature of SDPD), it would be beneficial to undertake further research into the reasons
behind such avoidance. This is particularly important as research in general, and action

research in particular, is considered an important form of TPD (Govender, 2015).

Thirdly, the case study of the second stage of the current research was restricted to female
participants. As noted above, many learning communities are single sex, as a result of gender
segregation within the Saudi educational context. Furthermore, this WhatsApp group has been
in existence since 2013, as an informal initiative by teachers working on female campuses.
Therefore, as an interpretive researcher, I was unable to change the absence of male teachers.
However, this limitation opens up opportunities for future research to investigate self-directed
VCoP via WhatsApp of both genders, including how the gender variable may influence the

learning in these VCoPs via WhatsApp.

Fourthly, the findings of the case study identified that teachers reported using a less formal
means of communication in their VCoP via WhatsApp, in particular the use of Arabic, as their

first language. This was found to be effective and enhanced teachers’ involvement, openness
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and engagement in group discussions. This results in a recommendation for future studies to
undertake further research into the impact of using L1 of non-native EFL teachers while

learning within VCoP.

Finally, the participants of the self-directed VCoP via WhatsApp in the case study of the current
research were all non-native EFL teachers (i.e. Arabs). They therefore found it an advantage
to be able to use Arabic (i.e. their first language) for their discussions. This raises a critical
question regarding group members (i.e. EFL teachers) originating from different linguistic
backgrounds, in particularly whether their participation might prove equally effective if the use
of their L1 does not prove feasible. This suggests the need for further research into the self-
directed VCoP of non-native EFL teachers who do not share the same first language and are

therefore forced to use English as their medium of communication.

9.10 Reflection on my PhD Journey

From the moment I was accepted onto the PhD programme in the School of Education at
University of Exeter, my academic journey started. I began my journey six months before I
arrived in the UK. Having a master’s degree in Applied Linguistics and coming from a
positivist research context, I decided to learn about other approaches to educational research,
particularly research philosophy, and different schools of thought. I spent the whole six months
reading books and papers and listening to lectures on educational research on different social-
media platforms. Fortunately, before staring the course, my supervisor, Prof. Salah Troudi,
recommended that I read a book on educational research: Educational Methods in Research by
Cohen et al. (2011), and a number of academic papers. Reading this book, in addition to other
sources, | learned a lot about the philosophy behind educational research in terms of different
paradigms, the philosophical assumptions of each paradigm and debates, as well as how to

carry out empirical research. Luckily, when I started my MSc, I did not find it difficult to
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understand the content of the modules and what was expected from me as a PhD student. Being
an international student did not affect me much as I came with an acceptable understanding of
educational research; thus, I graduated from the MSc course with a distinction. Without my
supervisor’s recommendations and continuous support, I would not have had that level of
confidence and comfort. Consequently, I was able to participate and get involved with full
confidence in theoretical discussions. This successful beginning motivated and prepared me

for the real mission with my thesis.

As I was aiming to produce an excellent piece of research, I was keen to learn practically from
my supervisor how to broaden my thinking horizon and judgement, be critical and look at the
issue from different angles. Then, I learned that research is all about creativity in looking at a
single issue through a new lens, i.e. one that no one has thought of before. Moreover, besides
the skills I learned in the workshops, seminars, conferences, research-fellow gatherings and
research community, I developed the habit of reading newspapers and listening to live radio
talks to keep abreast of what was going on in the world and then think about my topic in relation
to socio-political changes occurring internationally and locally in the Saudi context. This was
golden advice from my supervisor, whose fruit I picked later when I wrote my discussion
chapter. So, instead of discussing/ positioning/ linking my work (only) to previous empirical
research, I was able to link it to, and highlight its complexity in light of, current socio-political

and socio-economic major issues, besides the underlying theoretical framework.

Interestingly, being a self-directed learner in nature helped me considerably to progress well
through all the stages of conducting this research and to overcome the difficulties I faced by
myself. However, this does not mean that I worked in isolation, but I was not relying on others

to direct me regarding how to handle things.
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Finally, throughout this research journey, I had a great opportunity to reflect on my experience
with SDPD as well as teaching practice. This, together with the valuable results I gained from
this research, provided me with thorough insights into the effectiveness of SDPD and how
much I can benefit from it so as to grow professionally when I return to work. Furthermore,
being a university faculty member who is likely to be in an administrative position, I am
planning to enhance my role once I am back in my department by implementing a number of
initiatives for promoting SDPD in my context, such as organising informal talks, presentations
and workshops to educate my colleagues about its importance and effectiveness, hoping that

my initiatives will inspire other teachers to do the same.
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Appendix (1)

Questionnaire

Dear Participant,

I am Sana Alzahrani, a PhD student at the University of Exeter, and I am conducting this research as
part of my PhD. Therefore, this questionnaire is designed to gather information on your involvement
with self-directed professional development (Please check the definition below). Furthermore, I hope
the study might shed light on the importance of this type of professional development and its relation
to your actual teaching practices.

Questionnaires will ask about the type of activities you involve with, the context of learning and the
factors that contribute to, or impede you from practising self-directed professional development. This
survey is comprised of 51 questions, which may take around 20 minutes to be completed. Y our response
will be recorded, but this recording will be destroyed on completion of this thesis.

Self-directed professional development (SDPD) refers to a form of professional development that
empowers teachers, raises their internal motivation towards learning, and promotes their independence
and full responsibility for planning, controlling and evaluating their own learning independently from
their institutions, which advances their understanding of both their learning and teaching. Moreover,
self-directed professional development activities take different forms and can be implemented by the
teacher her/himself (individually) or with others (collaboratively).

Your participation is completely voluntary. Also, you have the right to withdraw at any stage, and any
information you submit will be used solely for the purpose of this research project. Your responses will
be dealt with in an anonymised form.

With kind regards,

Sana

If you proceed to take the survey, this will be understood as your willingness to participate.
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SECTION ONE
1. What is your gender?

1 Male
1 Female

2. What is your qualification?

[1 Bachelor
[l Master
[1 PhD

3. What is your English related major?

Education

English literature
Translation
Applied linguistics

(I I R

4. Kindly, specify the category of your years of experience in EFL teaching:

Less than two years
From two to five years
From five to ten years
From ten to fifteen years
More than fifteen years

I A o |

SECTION TWO:

According to the mentioned above definition, you can answer the following questions:
5. What type of self-directed professional development do you prefer to engage with?

[ Individually initiated self-directed activities (i.e. planned, implemented and evaluated by
the teacher her/himself).

(] Collaboratively or group initiated self-directed activities (i.e. planned, implemented and
evaluated by a group of teachers, including two or more).

] Both individually and collaboratively initiated self-directed activities.
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6. If you felt a need to develop yourself as a foreign language teacher in a certain
area, what context would you like to use for learning:

(] Offline learning means.
] Online learning means.
(] Both off- and online learning means.

Rank the following Individually initiated activities according to the level of frequency of
your use: Note: some terms are defined for you to avoid confusion

Individually initiated activities Always | Usually | Sometime | Rarely Never

7. Practising reflective teaching

*A process where teachers think over
their teaching practices, analysing how
something was taught and how the
practice might be improved

8. Writing reflective teaching journal

*A journal where teacher keeps writing
about her teaching practices to improve
them

9. Conducting action research *you
conduct a research to solve an existing
problem

10. Reading books and papers

11. Attending conferences and
workshops (as a personal choice)

12. Joining professional development
courses either online or offline (as a
personal choice)

13. Conducting self-evaluation

14. Conducting self-observation

15. Consulting online websites, blogs, or
social media platforms, such as
(YouTube, Twitter, WhatsApp, LinkedIn
etc.)

16 . If you prefer individually initiated self-directed activities, why do you prefer this type?
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17. How often do you use individually initiated activities?

Always
Usually
Sometimes
Rarely
Never

I o B

Rank the following Collaboratively initiated activities according to the level of
frequency of your use: Note: some terms are defined for you to avoid confusion

Collaboratively initiated activities Always | Usually | Sometime | Rarely | Never

18. Informal teacher discussions

19. Informal peer observation

*Your peer observes your teaching
informally based on your request

20. Informal peer coaching

a confidential process through which two
or more professional colleagues work
together to reflect on current practices;
expand, refine, and build new skills; share
ideas; teach one another; conduct
classroom research; or solve problems in
the workplace

21. Conducting collaborative action
research

*Conducting research with other teachers
or researchers to solve an existing problem

22. Informal communities of practice
either online or offline

* a group of teachers form a community
for learning purposes.

23. If you prefer collaboratively initiated self-directed activities, why do you prefer this
type?

24. How often do you use collaboratively initiated activities?

Always
Usually
Sometimes
Rarely

O 0Oo0goog

Never
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SECTION THREE:

25. What is your main purpose of adopting self-directed professional development? You
can choose more than one option:

Social purposes (e.g. social reputation)

Academic purposes (e.g. professionalism)

Administrative purposes (e.g. obtaining promotions/ high ranking positions)
Cultural or environmental purposes (workplace requirements, e.g. higher education)

I R [ R

If other, please specify .......ccccceevueenneen.

Based on your experience, rank the following factors that drive you to pursue self-directed
professional development according to the level of its importance:

Moderately | Slightly Not
important | important | important

Very

Items ]
important

Important

26. Willingness to learn

27. Willingness to identify my
learning needs as a language teacher

28. Willingness to read

29. Willingness to conduct research

30. Willingness to solve problems
related to classroom practices

31. Willingness to achieve self-
efficacy (self-effectiveness)

32. Willingness to inform teaching
policy

33. The interest in the content area

34. The match between SDPD and
my learning characteristics

35. The occurrence of SDPD in a
respected environment chosen by
the teacher

36. The development of teacher’s
autonomy (independence)

37. The empowerment of teacher

38. The development of teacher’s
professional identity

39. Teacher evaluation reports

40. The flexibility of the learning
pattern, either individually or
collaboratively
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Based on the literature, the following are the most common factors that inhibit teachers from
pursuing SDPD? Rank the following options based on your experience according to the level of
agreement:

Strongly

Strongly Agree Neither agree disagree

Items .
agree or disagree

Disagree

41. Personal life responsibilities

42. Daily chores

43. Inadequate funding

44, Stress

45. Lack of time

46. Lack of motivation

47. Lack physical energy

48. Low quality of PD programmes

* programmes that are provided by the
university
49. Social restrictions

e.g. restrictions on females’ freedom to
traveling alone to attend or participate in
any SDPD activity as a personal choice)
50. Social and cultural restrictions; the
separation between male and female
teachers (e.g. in case of collaborative
SDPD activities)

51. Teacher academic and social reputation

52. Please add any information you would like about your SDPD:

If you are willing to take part in an online interview with me regarding the self-directed
professional development, I would like to ask you to use the space below to write down your email
AAATESS: ..o

Thank you for your participation

If you have any further inquiries, please do not hesitate to contact me on this email: sa534@exeter.ac.uk
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Appendix (2)

Interview Schedule (one) of the mixed-methods stage

(Past/current/
future experience
of
offline SDPD)

(Peer observation)

(Informal teacher
discussions)

(Self-evaluation)

(Past/current
experience
online SDPD)

(Social media
platforms)

(Online
communities of

practice ‘VCoP’)

(Policy system)

(Challenges of
SDPD)

Sana Alzahrani / 2019

What are your current and previous SDPD offline activities?

1. When did you start practising it? And why these forms in particular but

not others? (Explain)
2. How often do you pursue these offline activities?
3. Do you see yourself continuing with these activities in the future? If so,
why?

Statistics from the previously administrated questionnaire show that there is
little use of peer observation as a form of SDPD, what is your experience with
this method?

1. If you use it, then why? How often?

2. [If not, why?
Statistics from the previously administrated questionnaire show that informal
teacher discussions whether (online or offline) are considered as one of the
favourite forms of discussion by the majority of teachers, if you agree with
this, why do you think they are popular?
What do you think are the points of strength and weakness from discussing
your teaching practices with your colleagues?

1. Give examples (explain)
Statistics from the previously administrated questionnaire show that self-
evaluation, as a form of SDPD, is much practised,

1. How often do you use this activity? and why?
2. What are the challenges facing you as an EFL university teacher when
you practise it?

Do you often evaluate your SDPD? In what ways, explain?
How about online SDPD, what forms of activities do you usually engage with?
And why? (Explain)

When consulting online social media platforms (e.g. Twitter, WhatsApp,
LinkedIn, Telegram, YouTube, ...etc.) as a context and medium of SDPD,
1. What are the applications (apps) that you frequently use, whether via
smartphones or computers?
2. What do you think are the limitations of these apps?
Statistics from the previously administrated questionnaire show that there is a
tendency towards having communities of practice (CoP) in the Saudi
university context, if you are a member of such a community,
1. What types of challenges have you faced when pursuing PD through
this model? Or,
2.  What challenges might arise in the future?
Do you have any thoughts about the policy system of teacher professional
development in your university? If yes,

Being an EFL university teacher, have you ever faced challenges while
pursuing SDPD whether online or offline? If so,

1. What are they?

2. How did you overcome such challenges? and

349



(Challenges of
offline SDPD)

(Impact of SDPD
on the teacher +
practice)
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3. What other solutions do you think will assist in supporting teachers in
SDPD?

Joining professional development (PD) courses as a personal choice is a form
of SDPD, if you have experienced this form,

1. What are the challenges that you have faced? or you might face, in the

future?

If you have practised SDPD, how has it developed your autonomy
(independence) as an EFL university teacher?
If you have practised SDPD, how does it relate to your empowerment as an
EFL university teacher?
If you have practised SDPD, how does it contribute to your teaching practices?
In what ways? Can you elaborate more by giving examples?
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Appendix (3)

Interview Schedule (two) of the case study stage

Why/ reasons

Advantages

Challenges

Experience

Nature

Feelings

Why/ field
observation
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From your experience, what are the reasons behind your participation in
discussions related to your development in the English Teachers’
WhatsApp group?

From your experience, what are the advantages of using this WhatsApp
group?

From your experience, what are the challenges of this WhatsApp group?

Do you participate in and engage with every topic? If yes, what drives
you to participate? If no, what are the things that stop you from doing so?

Can you describe the importance of this group is to you, in terms of the
allocated time and effort?
(1) Have you searched the internet or any other sources of new valid
information to participate?
(2) Do you specify a certain time for reading and thinking about group
discussions?
(3) Do you apply what you have discussed immediately, or do you need to
consult other sources to verify the information obtained?
Can you describe the activities there? How do they relate to your teaching
needs?

How do you feel when you see replies to your post?

Do you find these chatting encouraging?
Do you think that teachers should be encouraged before chatting? Explain

I have noticed an absence of theoretical discussions in this WhatsApp
group, being an EFL university teacher, how do you find that absence?
(1) What do you think are the reasons behind it?
I have noticed an absence of evaluating educational research as a form of
SDPD in this WhatsApp group, being an EFL university teacher,

(1) how do you find this absence?

(2) what do you think are the reasons behind it?

From my observation, I have noticed that all of the group discussions
concentrate solely on practical issues related to EFL teaching, being an
EFL university teacher,
(1) what do you think are the reasons for limiting the discussion around
such practical issues?

From my observation, I found that when I suggested changing the
language of discussion from English into Arabic, most of the teachers
liked it and started to participate more than before, from your experience,
(1) what are the reasons that drive you to do this?

(2) what suggestions do you make for improving the effectiveness of this
group in the future?

From my observation, I have noticed that all of the group discussions
concentrate solely on practical issues related to EFL teaching, being a
university EFL teacher,

(1) what do you think are the reasons of limiting the discussions around
such practical issues?
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Impact
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From my observation, I have noticed an absence of having any discussions
related to your SDPD during vacations and exam periods,

(1) what are the reasons behind this absence?

Being a member of this WhatsApp group, how do these online informal
discussions relate to your teaching practices? (1) How does it influence
it? Give example.

Have you ever used any of the posted multimedia contents to diversify
your teaching? or to motivate your students to learn English?

Have you seen any change in their attitudes since applying this method?
In practising this form of professional development, have you noticed any
effects on your professional identity as an EFL university teacher? If yes,
what are they?
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Appendix (4)

Interview (one) Transcript Sample

1. Researcher: What are your current and previous SDPD offline activities?

Participant: Last January, I finished a professional teaching diploma programme in Jeddah, I
went to Jeddah every weekend to do the course for about four to five weeks, just to improve
myself. It’s something purely self-directed and nothing to do with the university, it was
something that I wanted to do for myself, it’s a personal choice. The programme is called
master English teaching and training, professional development courses for teachers. Actually,
I’m going to another programme this weekend called the TOT course, Trainer of Trainers. I
have been to different conferences and seminars across the kingdom, just for myself. Actually,
the job doesn’t provide much in the way of PD, especially for teachers who aren’t Arabic

speakers.

2. Researcher: How often do you peruse these offline activities?

Participant: Every semester and, once, I realise a need for it.

3. Researcher: When did you start practising SDPD? And why these forms in particular
but not others? (Explain)

Participant: A long time ago when I started teaching at university.

4. Researcher: Do you see yourself continuing with these activities in the future? If so,
why?

Participant: Yes, because professional development is an ongoing process and knowledge is
consistently changing. So, I need to keep abreast of the new strategies, technologies and

theories discovered in the field of English language teaching.
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5. Researcher: Statistics from the previously administrated questionnaire show that there
is little use of peer observation as a form of SDPD, what is your experience with this
method? Why/why not? How often?

Participant: Actually, we are doing a research project here at the University of (A) with regard
to teaching medical terminology and English for specific purposes (ESP). We use this course
to improve other teachers’ performance. We, as the programme administrators, observe EFL
teachers, we have found some of them using outdated methods and practices in the classrooms.
So, we are taking the teachers who are not or less able in the classroom and asking them to sit
in classes as students. We give lessons using the newest and most innovative methods and then
we hold a round-table discussion about what worked and what didn’t work in the classroom,
particularly when it comes to novice teachers. That means we’re promoting peer observation
because it actually helps. Yes, over the years I’ve had a couple of my colleagues attend my
classes to give me feedback about my teaching but, being the programme director, teachers
may be afraid of telling me that I’ve done something wrong. Here at the university, usually it’s
a formal situation because we are used to having informal peer observation but it’s because
they are free and they will say, “Oh, I'll sit in in my friend’s class because I have nothing else
to do.” It’s not seriously taken because it’s reflective, it’s more or less like, “I want to hang
out, let’s go to her classroom.” It’s not for learning and giving real feedback. That’s why we
try to keep it more formalised to be more beneficial; so, when a teacher does this kind of
observation, she gets a form, while she’s doing that observation, and she should be taking notes,
she should be really involved in the observation, not passively observing, just like, “Oh the
class is just going on.” No, she should be looking to see what are the things I might implement
in my class, like things that worked and things that didn’t work, I don’t know if my students
are going to do this thing the same way because my students are different from hers; and
afterwards, these teachers are being re-observed in their classes to see what they implemented
and how they benefited from their observation. This situation of re-observation is when a
teacher has failed her observation. So, she had an observation in her class and it was not
successful. The specific criteria for evaluation are set out by the programme director. There
was a group of us who developed the teacher evaluation criteria, because no one gave us criteria
to evaluate our teachers, there was nothing from the university for classroom observation.
Regarding overall teacher observation, yes, the university sets out the criteria for evaluating
teachers. But classroom observation, teaching methodology, pedagogy and things like this,

none of these have official criteria we can follow. So, all of the observation list and points are
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a self-initiative from us because we recognised the need to have such things in order to improve
the department, help other teachers and be consistent in our work, whereby we all adhere to a

similar way of teaching and evaluating.

6. Researcher: What do you think are the points of strength and weakness from
discussing your teaching with your colleagues?

Participant: With myself I know that my biggest weakness is with regard to grading and keep
up with paperwork, I just like being in class, interacting with the students and having fun with
them. I’'m not so interested in evaluation and marking papers, and this is where I have my main
weakness. The strongest point of discussing your teaching with your colleagues is getting a
different perspective, because other people may look at the same situation with a different
view and ideas about how to handle things in the classroom. That’s why we use round-table
discussions, we give a scenario to a group of teachers sitting in a circle and discuss what is the
best way to handle that scenario in the classroom. In that way we can see other points of view,
because sometimes we believe that our way is the only way and the best way, we don’t know
about other possibilities. After such discussions, we might realise that my way, for example, is
not the best way in this situation. Hence, we can identify our weaknesses that we never thought
existed. Such discussions are a good opportunity for reflection, which teachers tend to neglect,
especially after gaining considerable experience in EFL teaching. So, it’s a good reflective tool.
Weakness resides in the fact that sometimes they become boring or not very fruitful sessions,
with teachers just complaining about everything, I don’t like this, I don’t like that, after which

it’s going to be like, “What you are going to do to improve that situation?”

7. Researcher: How about online SDPD, what forms of activities do you usually engage
in? Why?

Participant: Actually, I have started some online courses, particularly free online university
courses. So, I’ve started some of those courses and successfully finished two of them. But I
think when you pay it’s more motivating to complete one, but when it’s free you can say, “Oh
I’'ll do it tomorrow.” And you become a procrastinator. In general, I do them according to my

commitment and motivation.

8. Researcher: When consulting online social media platforms (for example Twitter,

WhatsApp, LinkedIn, Telegram, YouTube etc.) as a context and medium for informal
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SDPD, what are the applications (apps) that you frequently use, whether via smartphones
or computers? What do you think are the limitations of these apps?

Participant: I have used LinkedIn, WhatsApp and YouTube, I use them on both phones and
computers. But the problem you have is to look at the source of the information (its validity).
In my case, [ have a new Saudi teacher, she used to ask a lot of questions regarding grammar,
and then I asked her, as a native speaker, ‘“Where did you get the rule or this point?” This is
garbage, I don’t get information from these sites anymore, because it’s really invalid
information, it’s actually inaccurate, so I think this is the limitation with regard to online
sources, because there is so much information out there and you have to be careful where you
get your information. YouTube is the same, there are many good sources if I want to teach
certain topics, but it takes time to watch several YouTube videos, to find out if they work for
you and match your needs. Then you might say, “Oh, let’s go to the next one to find better

content.” It’s time consuming.

9. Researcher: Do you often evaluate your SDPD? In what ways, explain?

Participant: Not really, if for whatever I do I have an official evaluation, then I recognise the
importance of evaluating my work before anyone else does. Every now and again, I do self-
evaluation, mostly at the end of the semester each year. I usually say to myself, “So, what is
going to happen next year? What are your plans, what are your goals?” Because I’'m a person
who sets goals and then I ask myself, ‘How well did you achieve your goals? Did you reach
them or not?” So, this is what’s prompts me to do some self-evaluation. I need to see where
I’'m going and where I need to go. And then re-evaluate my goals and set new ones. Then I
start all over again. Regarding the way I evaluate my work, I have a list of goals and I look at

my list and then I measure in that way.
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10. Researcher: Informal teacher discussions whether (online or offline) are considered
one of the favourite forms of discussion by a majority of teachers, according to the results
of the previously administrated questionnaire, if you agree with this, why do you think
they are popular?

Participant: I think because there is no stress with them. No one is evaluating you with regard
to anything, so it’s easy to have a discussion because no one will come and say, “Oh! What are

the results of that discussion? Who did you implement that thing?” It’s easy and stress-free.

11. Researcher: Do you have any thoughts about the policy system for teacher
professional development in your university?

Participant: No, we set things by ourselves, I know that there is a system but it’s in Arabic, and
we non-Arab teachers can’t read it. Actually, the university has a forum, you can go online and
search for it, you can find all of the courses listed and you can pick the courses you need. But
all of these are in Arabic. So that’s not applicable to me. There should be a clear readable policy
system for EFL teachers’ PD. Teachers need to be aware of what is expected of them. I need
to shed light on this matter. I need to bring light to this issue. In my case, at KSU, we don’t
know if such polices exist or not, we haven’t read a single paper regarding our PD. And we
just do things the way we like, we lack professional guidance. Comparing the situation to the
USA, we have a policy that states that each teacher should have completed a list of PD teaching
hours and activities each year. So, each teacher decides earlier on when to go based on their
needs, for example 20 hours during the year. So, the teachers do this. The teachers keep

working consistently to finish these hours effectively.

12. Researcher: Being a university EFL teacher, have you ever faced challenges while
pursuing SDPD whether online or offline? If so, (1) what were they? (2) How did you
overcome such challenges? and (3) What other solutions do you think will assist in
supporting teachers in SDPD?

Participant: Yes. Basically, once I joined an online programme, I didn’t like it that much
because I realised I like face-to face courses; however, with face to face, the challenge here in
Saudi Arabia is getting to the venue and sometimes getting time off from work to go to a
conference or something similar to this. And there is the financial issue. Regarding cultural and
social barriers, I don’t suffer from those because I’'m an American and I go wherever I want,

and there is no need for a chaperone. I have no problem with these matters. The university

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 357



could offer an incentive to teachers who do SDPD, even if it’s not something for their own
benefit because in the end it will enhance the output of the university. So, if the university
doesn’t offer it by itself, it should give incentives to go out and do it. If they don’t give us
money, they could give a couple of days, they could say, “You can use emergency leave time
to attend.” But they don’t. Teachers need to be motived by their administration and the

department they work for.

13. Researcher: Self-evaluation, as a form of SDPD, is much practised according to the
results of the questionnaire, (1) how often do you use this form? and (2) what are the
challenges facing you as a university EFL teacher when you practise it?

Participant: Self-evaluation is consistent, it’s an ongoing process, you should always be looking
into yourself, reflecting on your practice, reflecting on how well you’re doing your job. I can’t
give a formal questionnaire unless it’s a formal questionnaire. I didn’t distribute any evaluation
questionnaires, it’s not permissible to give students anything like this. But at the end of each
class, I ask the students if they have any problems with it. Do they want me to change the way
I’m teaching them? They must tell me. If there is anything else I can do to help them, to
facilitate their learning in a better way or if there is anything they’d like me to change or add,
I want them to tell me. And because my students get to know me “as being honest with them”,
they share their ideas freely without being afraid of me taking their comments the wrong way.

The only challenge is being too busy to do reflection.

14. Researcher: Joining professional development (PD) courses as a personal choice is a
form of SDPD. If you have experienced this form, what are the challenges that you have
faced, or you might face, in the future?

Participant: Just needing to travel to attend face-to-face courses. Location is a big factor
especially if you are work in a less developed or remote city, being in Hail is not like being in
Riyadh or Jeddah, where it is easy, you can attend any of the provided courses. Regarding
travelling abroad to attend PD, they don’t let us take leave. In the vacations we can do that, but
it’s our time to relax and spend more time with family, it’s not for professional development.
With regard to the short vacations, they are finished now and so no longer can we take

advantage of them to develop ourselves.
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15. Researcher: According to the questionnaire results, there is a tendency towards
having online communities of practice (VCoP) in the Saudi university context. If you are
a member of such a community, what types of challenges have you faced when pursuing
PD through this model? Or what challenges might arise in the future?

Participant: We have an informal WhatsApp group, it’s optional if a teacher wants to be part
of it or not, a lot of teachers send information, and sometimes there are incidents with university
students, sometimes you just want to know how others deal with such situations. For me, I tried
every now and again to send an article to other teachers to read and help them improve their
teaching, or to motivate them to adapt new techniques in class, it’s not formal but informal,

and we need to activate it more and take more advantage of this tool.

16. Researcher: If you have practised SDPD, how has it developed your autonomy
(independence) as an EFL university teacher?

Participant: In order to do SDPD we need to be autonomous, it makes you independent and it
makes you responsible, and it’s empowering when you do something for yourself, instead of
waiting for someone to tell you must do something, it’s ok, I’'m motivated to do this on my

own.

17. Researcher: If you have practised SDPD, how does it relate to your empowerment as
an EFL university teacher?

Participant: I answered that before.

18. Researcher: If you have practised SDPD, how does it contribute to your teaching
practice? In what ways? Can you elaborate more by giving examples?

Participant: In the first semester I taught in the College of Engineering and in the second
semester | taught in night school. I haven’t taught in the prep. year, in fact I have tried not to
teach our students in their prep. year, because there’s a conflict, being the director of the
department, they feel they have more rights than other students. So, I try to teach outside the
prep. year to avoid this problem. Of course there is an effect because you do it to learn what’s
new out there, to improve what you’re doing for your students. Your job is to help your students
understand it. The whole purpose behind going to those courses or pursuing SDPD is to
improve your teaching practice and help your students to learn, that’s why we are here, we

need to facilitate learning for our students, not spoon-feed the students information but teach
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them how to learn, some teachers treat their student like baby birds. They take information and
just put it in their mouths. In the PD course they teach you how to facilitate learning, not just
how to transfer knowledge to your students. As times have changed, education has changed,
and you need to keep up with what your educational field for the benefit of your students, like
you said, so you looking at WhatsApp as a way of promoting SDPD with teachers. You learn
about new things when you go to conferences, workshops and things like that. Now, roles in
the kingdom have changed with regard to students being able to bring smartphones into

universities and schools. And this has opened up a new whole world for use in the classroom.
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Appendix 5

Interview (Two) Transcript Sample

1. Researcher: From your experience, what are the reasons behind your participation in
discussions related to your development in the English Teachers’ WhatsApp group?

Participant: I believe that the best way to professional development is to build on experience,
whether our own experiences or others’. So, having a group where some people are trying
something out leads the way to other ideas you’ve never tried and things like that, for example
BSA mentioned the idea of students not knowing how to study, although they have the
information. They don’t know how to study and so she suggested using mind maps. That was
really like opening my eyes, before that, when I was teaching my students grammar, I used to
use mind maps to summarise each grammatical rule, but the idea of grouping the rules for each
unit or unit by unit is something useful I learned from the group, it is like an outline for each
unit which helps students recall and retrieve the rules of the whole course/book in a simple
way. | used to use outlines, but when I changed my outlines using mind maps, I found the
majority of students preferred them and were active in using them, either handwritten or
through mind-map applications, which produce them in a colourful style. I will tell the group
how students actually applied this method in practice. However, I found a small number of
students still preferred the outline method and I support all students to use the method they
like, according to their individual abilities and differences. At the end I said them, “I want you
to write a summary because you are the ones who are going to have to understand it and use it
later on etc.” They all made amazing mind maps and I started doing them tense by tense. BSA
suggest unit by unit and in groups, but I started by asking each student to do it on their own for
the first two units until they got used to it, and I found that each student does it in a different
way, so then I decided to keep it individual (I will provide you with a sample of the mind maps
produced by my students). So, at the end of each unit, I ask then to summarise grammatical
rules using mind maps or an outline (in a way that helps them remember it better). So, I got

some mind maps and some outlines.
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2. Researcher: Have you seen any change in their attitudes since applying this method?

Participant: Yes, and it wasn’t something subtle, one of the students actually expressed it
verbally out loud, saying, “Miss, I really love how we are doing these mind maps because it
is sticking in my mind, the grammatical rule is sticking in my mind.” Actually, I felt it before
from their participation and faces, and class assessments, but she confirmed it out loud to me

and to the rest of the class.

3. Researcher: From your experience, what are the advantages of using this WhatsApp
group?

Participant: It is its convenience, it’s there at your fingertips. Today, for example, when I
brought up a grammar issue, the students were doing an exam and it just crossed my mind,
thinking about the issue of using the first language when teaching a second language. It was a
question and I needed to know how other teachers dealt with this issue or if they had any
evidence regarding certain ways or theories to test it. And another thing, sometimes even if we
want to look for a certain issue or ask about it we forget it later because of our busy lives.
Having WhatsApp facilitates posting any issue easily because I don’t want to forget to discuss
this issue. Not only that but it allows me and others to revisit chats when we are free or when
we need specific information. I don’t think this feature exists in other mediums. And then I
look at their replies as soon as I’'m back from work. It is convenient, whenever an idea pops
into your head you can ask immediately about it and share it. The ease of using WhatsApp and
the variety of its features is what I like. And also, because it’s an informal community, it’s
more comfortable, it gives you the space to express things freely, to talk about any issue you
like any time you like, with the language you like, not really worrying about am I saying this
right or not, they are all friends no one is above others, no one judges. “Being informal leaves

you free and open to share more.”

4. Researcher: From your experience, what are the challenges of this WhatsApp group?
Participant: The only challenge is finding the time, but to tell the truth WhatsApp makes this
challenge easier. Sometimes, I say I will discuss this with the group but then I don’t find the
time to follow up or be there when the rest are discussing it, and then the topic changes and
they start to talk about something else. In fact, because of our teaching loads and busy lives,
we might not find the time for our PD, but being on WhatsApp actually makes the problem of

time less challenging. Before, I could never find the time, but now things have changed and I
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can find time when my kids are sleeping and as my phone is to hand, I can have access anytime
if I have free time. I used to tell myself, “When the semester is over, I’'ll read about this or

whatever, but being in this group gave me the chance of not postponing such things.”

5. Researcher: Do you participate in and engage with every topic? If yes, what drives you
to participate? If no, what are the things that stop you from doing so?

Participant: Yes, I do try, and I think so far I'm engaging in all the discussions. What makes
me participate is because I think that’s how I’m going to learn. If I share an idea with someone
then someone is going to confirm it with results of empirical research or someone is going to
add to it. So, at least I put the idea out there. So, I think it’s important to share knowledge and
experiences to see others’ views, opinions and experiences regarding the issue discussed.
Particularly when other people have experienced the same thing you’ve experienced or they

are looking for evidence from practice on the effectiveness of such a method or technique.

6. Researcher: How do you feel when you see replies to your post?

Participant: 1 get a great feeling when I see replies to my post or participation because I feel
that teachers are more engaged, they like my ideas and are interested in what I’'m discussing.
In fact, this motivates me to learn more, share more, be more effective in this community and
enhance my identity as a university lecturer. It motivates me to try things out more, so when
there are replies that is awesome. So, I can say that this group is a source of motivation and
this semester it motivates me a lot compared to before as regards engaging in PD via

WhatsApp.

7. Researcher: Can you describe the activities there?

Participant: They are like suggestions and replies and people actually doing something, like
when BSA mentioned mind maps, she went and gave a workshop on that topic. Then people
shared their own experiences of their own students’ mind maps, sharing pictures, so I think it

starts with a suggestion and then teachers build on others’ experiences.
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8. Researcher: How do they relate to your teaching needs?

Participant: Multiple or different suggestions from teachers suggest different ways of doing the
same thing, which accordingly might meet the different needs we have. For example, BSA
suggested mind maps and I liked the idea because it met my needs at the time, though other
teachers might suggest something different which does not meet my needs and interest. So,
when we find a suggestion is useful we can benefit from it and try it out. In fact, these activities
shed light on areas of need, where I didn’t know that I needed to improve myself. It shines a
light there and drags my attention to unrecognisable things, then I realise that I do need to read
about this and that right now or I do need to develop this method. Being in the group in the
first place wasn’t because I felt that I needed to develop myself in certain areas, but the
discussions themselves attracted my attention to many different needs and I started doing
reflection on my practices to see whether I used this or not, and if not why? Is it because it’s
new or because I didn’t do it on any course before? Is it my fault for not knowing about such
critical issues regarding teaching EFL or the fault of my institution? So, being in this group
made me realise the importance of the teacher having a learning role and the fact that no matter
what degree I may have, I need to keep learning about new teaching methods. This group is
like an reminder, because we all felt a reduction in motivation in the last period. As I told you
before, I was running away from teaching 101/102, I was avoiding teaching beginners’ courses
because I preferred teaching courses in other colleges where students’ level is better, their
courses are harder, but now I’ve changed. Before being in this group I was less motivated and
frustrated and disappointed that I wasn’t working anymore in the writing centre or in the
common year, but then my attitude changed, I became more motivated and I realised that the
problem is not with the students or this environment, we can make the change we want to see.

So as long as we have that motivation we can make a huge difference.

9. Researcher: Do you find this chatting encouraging? Do you think that teachers should
be encouraged to chat? Explain.

Participant: Yes, very encouraging. No, I think there is no need for any prior motivation,
posting any topic and the discussions themselves are sufficient motivation, as long as others
know a problem exists within the same context, and we all have similar situations. Moreover,
I think that if you are really interested in self-development, you don’t need someone to
encourage you to do so. I want to clarify that being silent in the group is not an indication of

less motivation, sometimes it’s because the teacher doesn’t know about this issue but at the
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same time she keeps taking screenshots and notes from what we all post. One way or another,
being in the group is motivating in itself, regardless of the participation rate recorded by each
teacher. Each teacher may benefit in her own way, chatting is not a necessarily an indication
of motivation or interest, or benefit, from this group. For me, I actually prefer chatting back
and forth. It helps a lot, but some people like to be listeners. This may stem from individual

personality differences.

10. Researcher: Can you describe the important this group is to you, in terms of the
allocated time and effort?

Participant: Time is really an issue for me, but when I find free time, I really try go and see
what people have been talking about. It is something important and I really wish that it will be
like a permanent thing, I don’t want this WhatsApp group to fold or shut down because
development is an ongoing process and sometimes you cannot see the results in one semester,
you need to more time. The other thing is that being in a group with others encourages you to
try things out and compare your performance to others. As long as you are in the teaching

profession, you need to develop yourself.

11. Researcher (1) Have you searched the Internet or any other sources of new valid
information to participate? (2) Do you specify a certain time for reading and thinking
about group discussions? (3) Do you apply what you have discussed immediately or do
you need to consult other sources to verify the information obtained?

Participant: Yes, I searched the Internet to know more about the use of mind maps, it was a
quick read. It just confirmed something I believed, for example that summarising something
helps to understand it and remember it later on. I also searched about the use of L1 in teaching
L2 and read about it thoroughly. This reading started when the director of the writing centre
told me that NNET teachers are at an advantage in using L1 to make sure learners understand
what is meant by a rule or task, this is an advantage because we share a native language with
the learners and visitors to the writing centre. So, when she left I had a big question mark in
my mind because they keep saying don’t use L1, but while reading I found out that this is not
true, so we should verify any information or instruction we get around our teaching. It’s better
for example to use Arabic in speaking classes because it will help them engage, also when

explaining any grammatical rule to make sure that they understand what you are saying.
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Because in teacher assessments, one of the points is not to use Arabic while teaching English.
But now, being a coordinator, I can say no and it’s time to remove this point from the evaluation
list because it’s wrong. So, yes, there is an effect of this group on changing the policy regarding

teacher evaluations.

12. Researcher: I have noticed an absence of theoretical discussions in this WhatsApp
group, being a university EFL teacher, how do you find that absence? (1) What do you
think are the reasons behind it?

Participant: I’ve noticed this absence and I think it is because of the time issue, everyone is
busy with their lectures and correcting assignments and exams, but I think we should encourage
it. Today we raised a theoretical issue and we should do the same every now and then because
this is what going to differentiate us from normal EFL teachers in schools. Another thing is
that it may be because not all of the teachers are PhD holders, only one is a doctor in our
department and so the culture of discussing theoretical issues is a bit limited and not activated,
since we teach BA and Diploma students, not student-researchers. In a master’s you start to get
an idea of the importance of research and theoretical debates, but when you start your PhD you
become more familiar and involved in this kind of discussion. I just realised the importance of
theoretical research after you asked me about, but I do think a lot. Because we lack having
academic meetings, this group helps to bring up such discussions and we can raise issues in a

friendly way. We should help each other until we make a difference.

13. Researcher: I have noticed an absence of evaluating educational research as a form
of SDPD in this WhatsApp group, being a university EFL teacher, how do you find this
absence? (1) What do you think are the reasons behind it?

Participant: That’s right, to tell the truth I hadn’t realised this absence until you asked me this

question. And yes, we should read, discuss and evaluate educational research.

14. Researcher: From my observation, I have noticed that all the group discussions

concentrate solely on practical issues related to EFL teaching, being a university EFL
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teacher, what do you think are the reasons for limiting the discussion around such
practical issues?

Participant: Answered above.

15. Researcher: I have noticed an absence of having any discussions related to your SDPD
during vacations and exam periods, what are the reasons behind this absence?

Participant: It’s true, I think I it is an absence of realisation. We needed to hear this from you
or from someone else. Actually, I do some reading in the vacations but not in exam periods.
This reading is because a question pops into my mind. And most of my reading is for my PhD

proposal and a small percentage for PD, but I think I should read more for my PD.

16. Researcher: Being a member of this WhatsApp group, how do these online informal
discussions relate to your teaching practice? (1) How does it influence it? Give an
example.

Participant: They directly relate because when we suggest any method or activity, we try to
implement it and apply it in our classes. As you know, results are not something that happen
within one day or one week, it takes much time to see any difference. In general, the influence
is positive, for example students started to become more engaged when we used mind maps,
when we used games and I used Arabic in teaching grammar. Students told me loudly that they
liked this change and asked me to keep using the new strategies as they helped them to
understand more than before. It was very beneficial, I noticed also that their marks were getting
higher and their attitudes in class better. Regarding myself, I started getting the idea of PD, I
was a tutor since I was in middle school, I used to teach my friends. I explained some
grammatical rules in Arabic while using some English words to make sure that they understood
them and it worked well with them. So later, in one in my classes, from my experience with
these techniques I applied them, and after I read about this I found evidence supporting it. I
remember my friend used to say, “I wish my teacher would use Arabic while explaining
grammatical rules. “As an example, once I started to use Arabic in my classes I noticed an
advance in students’ engagement and participation, and marks as well. And I realised that this
was because they started to understand, I had removed a barrier by no longer neglecting L1

when teaching L2. We deal with student cognition. Other teachers have that barrier because
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they don’t speak Arabic, but we are not the same. We have the advantage of speaking the native
language of the learners to clarify things and communicate the rules. I saw a difference in me

and my students as well.

17. Researcher: Have you ever used any of the posted multimedia contents to diversify
your teaching? Or to motivate your students to learn English?

Participant: Yes, mind maps. And I forget now about other multimedia I used but mind maps
were very effective in teaching grammar, in understanding, and in recalling the rules later on,
the majority love it. They started to do it in every lecture and with every grammatical rule, so

I looked at their work

18. Researcher: From my observation, I found that when I suggested changing the
language of discussion from English into Arabic, most of the teachers liked it and started
to participate, more than before. From your experience, what are the reasons that drive
you to do this? (1) What suggestions do you make for improving the effectiveness of this
group in the future?

Participant: For me, it was fine to have discussions in Arabic or in English because I grew up
in the States and I acquired the language when I was little, so for me I find it easy to have
discussions in either Arabic or English. However, I’ve noticed that other teachers have become
more engaged and interested, willing to participate once the language has changed. I think they
feel more comfortable, more expressive due to the command of Arabic, because it’s our native
language. And no one will avoid discussions in Arabic as we all speak it all day and it’s more
friendly than English in our context. But I’ve noticed a jump in their involvement in the
discussions. The numbers doubled and keep increasing, I can say that most of them started to
participate in most of the discussions. And it is the same when using L1 in teaching L2, we can
use L1 in PD because it facilitates learning and removes the language barrier. We can compare
this to the use of L1 in teaching L2. When it comes to learning, even EFL teachers who are

competent in both languages prefer to use L1.
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Participant: It would be nice if someone threw in an idea or instigated a group now and then.
It’s like throwing something on the fire to burn more. Perhaps discuss having a bank in the
drop box for exams, quizzes, games and activities, that would be a helpful resource for all the
teachers to go back through. Plus Nada’s example of bringing teachers’ books. Having sample
tests or a test bank would reduce the conflicts among teachers, teachers could have credit for
their extra work or contribution to this bank as a form of professional development. Plus we
talk about teacher evaluation and how to liken it to professional development. She is still

working on the evaluation criteria for teacher evaluation.

19. Researcher: In practising this form of professional development, have you noticed any
effects on your professional identity as a university EFL teacher? If yes, what are they?

Participant: Yes, the difference is here in my mind, but what I realise is that I do need be more
academic than I am, we don’t do anything that makes us look like academics, like theoretical
discussions and evaluating education research, holding seminars and workshops. And we as
colleagues need to remind each other. Even if the participation is not as expected, I can see a
change, this group is like a seed which starts to grow, not only in our minds but reflected in

our practice and I’m sure it’s going to be very fruitful.
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Appendix (6)
Sample of WhatsApp Chat

.y 2ol

[22/01/2018, 9:44:50 am] BSA: 2- *olesoxe 8 1 oladlhll auwisk

o0 u.*—l-bi od>g JS 3 del g3l b ary g Olasgdl sue e Olegaxall €l
peidoy 3 pyr dsgaxall pedS p Kiaalie o) aied dhy3k Jas 4o gaxall
ol Guagll wworkbook olis ooy lesdl dxy Tl Jus ol Ll Lesyd o
Bl i Il 5 dagaeldl bLLELI guall Syles aleis dsgenxally dudlhll
eomoladidly Tuu Il Jus ael g3l aaY pgld ax>l g0 Ol dlhll

sosudlo Ledoe LpanS 5 abojynll denl e Todyxd (e oLl Laab
S daoyx o adas 1 LS oeSa JaY! casedl g wolol pgiadhel g Gaw I
S wadadl | gag

Olegaxall Ledin Lpdiuwy o> om0 3 degaxall dbhoys Ji51 s> JS urg
e LA

[22/01/2018, 9:44:52 am] BSA: 3— i ilb 1S 4o wlbl 21, oslas LS dxy
axoY !l By aall aslS gl ) oSS 4ssaxwo o) *Muddiest pointx

= S0 s ol bl beseagdle I bLAUN Guel TAS 5 s lawl 4S5 e (e
aleYl LS 151 e adgphlle glaS 5 s leuxy I opblxall 5 Le>yd
piYs o 0OLS Lo Lgopd 8 Sdonb o dars 4hiS pgd pie e gaxs
N

[22/01/2018, 9:44:52 am] BSA: 4- qumm® i < e *Evaluation of
another student's workk i i<l 5 lge guoyds 3 Leindl 21, sa
[22/01/2018, 9:44:53 am] BSA: 5- xWriting Quizkx J< ;o «Llgisyl e
sl ololY G LGS GSSS dsgaxe JS o odbl 2l addus
0380 Aundlhll gial s 5,85 LSl Lbndas 5 5105 Ldladl Ja5 5, sl
oaxgtl 3 dage gl 5 le

[22/01/2018, 9:44:54 am] BSA: 6— *_ 11 a il omioe L5 gl 2% ixi]l
il o g i S ppidled wolidlhll jaixS 52l 8

« bouns Lt e an o 0slas Lilb Jal s Jliw sdos JS pad doles 8 bk
o T e pgrdel g des (el s Lawl S5 2l Oyl go)eS dak

cos LG s wlandl pay o doio s 4Bsatiall Iy Il 4@i]l

[22/01/2018, 9:45:20 am] BSA: 7- & Lixs 5 idosb LeSis 5 slxall

O @blis HjLislas wopalxall s LSl sgaxdl yus kxyoutubex  i.glo

S5 s s eSS ol Ll e palaedl el 8 Lghal ol iy 4rie
bliidl.

xnew idioms 3% ol 80 21, opslae JS 3 545Ladl G0 gaiS o

0852 5 pede Jlsw bl 2l Gladdl 3y Lgighiny peio odbl 5 Hsally
*bouns

[22/01/2018, 9:46:16 am] BSA: zew! sosn o & sibe 1 JS 1 is wdiel

RETINEE ST ETE T,

Sana Alzahrani / 2019 370



Appendix (7)

Reliability statistics

Scale 1 Reliability Statistics

Cronbach’s Alpha

N of Item

899

16

Scale 2 Reliability Statistics

Cronbach’s Alpha

N of Item

911

15

Scale 3 Reliability Statistics

Cronbach’s Alpha

N of Item

773

11
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pursuing this form of professional development through a mixture of closed/open-ended questionnaire.
Not only this, since there exists a virtual community of practice (VCoP) initiated informally by teachers
themselves through a WhatsApp group in one Saudi university, as a form of self-directed professional
development, | intend to explore why and how teachers use this online community to develop themselves
through informal discussions and how it relates to their EFL teaching practices. Finally, | am seeking to end
up with a model of self-directed professional development based on the preferences and characteristics of
university EFL teachers.

To achieve this purpose, this research aims to answer the following questions:
1. What is the nature of the self-directed professional development initiatives developed by Saudi
university EFL teachers?
2. What are the underlying factors that contribute to the self-directed professional development of
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Saudi university EFL teachers?

3. What are the underlying factors that might hinder Saudi university EFL teachers from pursuing self-
directed professional development?

4. How does participating in a virtual community of practice through a ‘WhatsApp group’ as a form of
self-directed professional development relate to their EFL teaching practices?

5. According to the characteristics and preferences of university EFL teachers’, what is the best model
of self-directed professional development might they prefer to have in the future?

The research will involve empirical elements to answer these questions:
A. An online questionnaire for university EFL teachers from six public universities.

To obtain descriptive information about the current status of self-directed professional development
practised by university EFL teachers in Saudi universities, | need to administrate a closed/open ended
questionnaire to capture the big picture of the situation form participants in different universities
across the country. Sticking to one institute or university will not allow me to provide a comprehensive
and reliable description of the status of self-directed professional development in this context. Not
only this, the results of the questionnaire (phase one) will help me in developing the questions of the
semi-structured interviews for (phase two) to gain a deep understanding of the situation.

B. Virtual participant observation of a WhatsApp group established by university EFL teachers in one
Saudi university.

As long as university EFL teachers in the Applied Sciences and Community Services (ASCS) college at
the Central University (pseudonym) established an online learning group to exchange experiences and
solve existing teaching problems, | intend to observe teachers’ daily discussions and explore how it
relates to their actual EFL teaching practices. Being a member of that group will allow me to conduct
participant observation. In addition, as long as the group is an online ‘virtual group’, | need to conduct
this observation virtually.

C. Semi-structured interviews with university EFL teachers who participated in the WhatsApp group and
the questionnaire.

Following the observation, in order to understand why teachers participate in this online community,
and how they relate their participations and discussions to their actual EFL teaching practices, it is
necessary to interview them individually through face-to-face semi-structured interviews (1) to get
multiple views, experiences and different facts about the use of this self-directed activity as a form of
professional development; as well as (2) to ask them about issues resulted from the questionnaire for
further information.

D. Focus-group discussion with university EFL teachers who participated both in the WhatsApp group and
in the questionnaire.

After analysing the questionnaire and conducting the observation and interviews, | will end up with
some recommendations and suggestions regarding the effective model for university EFL teachers. In
the focus-group discussion, | will ask teachers to suggest the most applicable model that they wish to
follow in the future. Seeking collective minds and opinions in this stage is important to end up with
suggesting an applicable and effective model.
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INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH

This research will take place in Saudi Arabia. It is intended that this research will involve mixed methods:
first, a questionnaire for University EFL teachers from six public universities in Saudi Arabia. Thus, | will
be committed to the ethical requirements and regulations set by the Saudi ethical committees in all
these universities; therefore, | need to obtain an official approval to officially administrate the
questionnaire from the head administration of each English department in these six universities. As long
as we have ethical research committees in my country (Saudi Arabia), it is required for any researcher
who wants to administrate a questionnaire on a sample form any public organisation (e.g. university) to
obtain an official approval from the admiration of that organisation before even asking the participants
to give their consent. Therefore, | will obtain the approvals by myself through contacting them via emails
and phone calls. | will send them a letter asking for their approval with a full explanation of the
procedures and the content of the questionnaire. Most importantly, | will not employ any person other
than me to carry out either the questionnaires or to get the approvals. Finally, | will ensure that no harm
will be caused by this questionnaire and | will make sure that the content of the questionnaire will not
target any sensitive issues at all. In general, the questionnaire will contain two main sections: the first
one addressing the types of self-directed professional development activities; and the second one
addressing the factors that contribute to, or impede teachers from pursuing this type of professional
development. The questionnaire items will be sent to my supervisors as being experts in this field for
testing and examining their suitability to the participants.

Regarding the other methods, | intend to conduct a virtual (online) participant observation for a
WhatsApp group initiated by EFL teachers in the ASCS college at the Central University in Riyadh. Since
this group is initiated informally by teachers, there is no need to get an official approval form the English
department in the ASCS college for this observation. What is needed is the approval of each member of
the group, which will be done through sending them an online informed consent form in English
alongside with an information sheet, explaining all the required information regarding this observation
including the aim and purpose of the observation through their emails asking for their approval prior to
the observation. To explain, | will send the information sheet including the consent form to all of the
group members to inform them about my observation, explaining that the observation is going to be as
my routinely observation for our daily discussions. | will offer them two choices to give their consent for;
(1) an option for only observation without taking screen shots of the participant’s discussions, and (2) an
option for agreeing on carrying on both observation and taking screenshots of the participant’s
discussions. | will explain that the screen screenshots will be taken for some of the related discussions to
the self-directed professional development and it will be used just for the purpose of analysis and some
of them might be included in my thesis but under pseudonym names. In case if any teacher refuses to
give her consent (even if one), then | will not conduct the observation and | will try to look for another
applicable method to collect my data. Regarding those who give their consent only for the observation, |
will not record, discuss and analyse or even refer to their discussions. That means | will work only with
the discussions provided by those who give their full consent. As long as | am an insider researcher (an
original member of this group), | am hoping that my observation will not influence the flow of the
discussions as all of us are on the same level, which means that there will not an issue of power.

Following this observation, | intend also to conduct face-to-face interviews with those who participated
in both the WhatsApp group and the questionnaire to gain in-depth insight about (1) their participation
and discussion within the WhatsApp group and how it relates to their teaching practices; and (2) the
issues resulted from the questionnaire for further information and clarification. Finally, | intend to hold a
focus-group discussion with university EFL teachers (who participated in the questionnaire, observation,
and interviews) to hear their suggestions regarding the characteristics of the best applicable model of
self-directed professional development for EFL university teachers. Conducting these interviews and the
focus-group discussion, | need to obtain teachers approval through sending them in advance informed
consent with the information sheet, explaining the aim and purpose of conducting this empirical study.
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The following sections require an assessment of possible ethical consideration in your research
project. If particular sections do not seem relevant to your project please indicate this and clarify

why.

RESEARCH METHODS
This research will consist of:

1. Questionnaire (a mixture of closed and open ended) for university EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia;

2. Virtual participant observation of a WhatsApp group initiated informally by EFL teachers at ASCS
college at the Central university in Saudi Arabia;

3. Semi-structured interviews (face-to face) with those who participated in both the WhatsApp group
and the questionnaire; and

4. Focus-group discussion with those who participated in the questionnaire, observation and
interviews.

Characteristics of the questionnaire sample:
| aim to distribute 210 questionnaires to university EFL teachers (these teachers are from six Saudi public

universities). These teachers must be EFL teachers, and have been teaching English at least for two years to
ensure that they have had enough time to experience the self-directed professional development.

Characteristics of virtual participant observation:
| aim to virtually observe teachers’ daily informal discussions regarding their teaching practices as well as

the problems they face and how they solve them.

I am an original member of that group since its establishment in 2013 as | teach English in the ASCS college
in the Central University. Although | am a way now in the UK, | am still a member of that group and still
receive messages and participate in the daily discussions. The most important thing is that | will start
collecting the data after | obtain the approval for the observation from all the group members, then | will
take screenshots for the conversations provided by those who consented to do so. Teachers will be notified
that it is there right to stop me from observing their discussions at any time they want and they will know
that they can withdraw at any time they wish and if any teacher asks me to stop recording her responses, |
will directly stop doing so.

PARTICIPANTS
lintend to survey 210 university EFL teachers (ideally 35 participants from each university).

| intend also to observe online 12 university EFL teachers participating in a WhatsApp group; then | intend
to interview them to understand how these informal discussions relate to their EFL teaching practices. After
that, | intend to hold a focus-group discussion with same 12 teachers to explore their suggestions regarding
the best model of self-directed professional development for a university EFL teacher. Participants of the
observation, interviews, and focus group discussion will be from those participated initially in the
questionnaire.

THE VOLUNTARY NATURE OF PARTICIPATION

After receiving the approvals from the English departments at the six universities. | aim to recruit
participants through sending them emails asking them if they would like to participate in this research
project by giving them some details about the study. To do so, | will target the English department
website of each university to get email addresses of their EFL teachers. Then, | will send an email
explaining the aim and purpose of the research as it will include the information sheet. | will use my
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university email address (sa534@exeter.ac.uk), to preserve confidentiality and to distinguish my
professional and academic roles (see further below).

I will seek online written consent from participants and sample information and consent forms are
below. Participants will be informed that they should enter freely and willingly. All of them are university
EFL teachers, which means that they have the ability to understand what they agree at. They will be also
informed that their anonymity and confidentiality will be maintained. It is important to note that | am
going to use English language in writing all letters of invitations to participants in this research (e.g.
approval letters, consent forms and information sheets) because all of the participants are English
teachers as well as the heads of the English departments are English teachers. Also, the interviews and
focus group discussion are supposed to be in English; however, with my participants being native
speakers of Arabic, there might be a code switching between English and Arabic as all the participants
including the researcher are native speakers of Arabic and are using English as a second language.
Therefore, there will not be a language barrier in the interviews and focus group discussion. If there is a
need for a translation of these data, | will be the one who is in charge of translating and nobody will have
access to the data for the purpose of translation. One more thing, | will tell the participants that they are

free to respond in the language they feel comfortable with either English or Arabic.

The questionnaires, observation screen shots, interviews and focus-group transcripts will be anonymised

and confidentiality will be preserved. Participation will also be voluntary.

At the start of the online observation, | will ask participants whether they agree to me capturing the
screen and saving any multimedia content posted in the group and explain to them that they can stop
me from doing so at any point before, during or after the discussion. If any of them doesn’t like me to
take screenshots for certain discussions | will stop doing so. The observation screen shots will be

anonymised and confidential as | will save their numbers under pseudonym names.

At the start of interviews and focus-group discussions, | will ask participants whether they agree to me
recording the session and explain to them that they can stop the recording at any point during the

session. The interviews and focus-group discussions will be also anonymised and confidential.

Participants will be able to withdraw from the research at any time. The information sheets emphasise

that all participation is voluntary and consent can be withdrawn at any time.

SPECIAL ARRANGEMENTS
Not applicable |

THE INFORMED NATURE OF PARTICIPATION
The two sample consent forms attached include information about the nature of the project that | will

conduct with the participants. First, regarding the questionnaire form, | will summarise the key points in the

beginning of the questionnaire sheet. Second, regarding the online observation, | will summarise the key
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points of conducting this observation at the start of the observation session. Third, prior the start of each
interview and focus-group discussion, | will also summarise the key points of conducting this research
project and If participants raise any questions (whether at that stage or before or after the observation,

interview and focus-group discussion) then | will answer them.

ASSESSMENT OF POSSIBLE HARM

Questionnaire with EFL teachers
I will ensure that no harm will be resulted from filling out the questionnaire form. | will ask general

questions about facts. None of the questions will be directed to personal or sensitive information

Online observation of EFL teachers

No harm will result from my online observation. As | am an original member of the WhatsApp group, | will
have access to the group at any time. To explain, this group is a private group initiated by teachers
themselves; thus, only its members have access to the chatroom. We have access to the live chat as well as
to the previous discussions in case we miss any discussion. So, after obtaining teachers informed consent
for the observation; (1) | will save teachers’ names with pseudonym names to ensure their anonymity; and
(2) 1 will just take screen shots to the discussions that are related to their professional development. If any
of the teachers asks me to not capture her messages, | will stop and once her discussion is over, | will carry
out the observation and | will remind them again before the start of capturing new discussions. All
participants will be promised confidentiality; thus, | will try my best to ensure that no harm will result from
my observation.

Interviews and focus-group with university EFL teachers

All interviewees will be promised confidentiality. Their identities will be anonymised and pseudonyms
assigned prior to transcription. Identities and any distinguishing characteristics indicated in the interview or
the focus-group discussion will be omitted from the interview and focus-group discussion transcripts to
ensure that participants cannot be identified from the text. | will also make sure that interviewees know
they do not have to answer any question they do not want to, and that they can withdraw at any time.
When | feel that a participant does not want to carry out talking about certain point, | will move smoothly
to the next question to make sure that the participant feels comfortable. In relation to university teachers,

there is less risk of psychological harm.

DATA PROTECTION AND STORAGE
All the used data will be protected by keeping them in a safe place.

I will only capture confidential information about participants on their consent forms and will not record
any personal information about participants on tape at the start of the interview and focus group
discussion.

Following the interviews and focus group discussion, | will record pseudonyms and actual names on a
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password protected spreadsheet that will be uploaded onto U drive. | will only store this document on U
drive and not on my home computer or any portable devices. Same thing will happen to the observation
data. As teachers’ names will be saved under pseudonym names, all of the screen shots and any uploaded
multimedia content related to their discussions will be saved in the U drive and not in any of my personal or
portable devices.

My consent form explains how data will be stored and contains written privacy notice:

- Consent forms will be scanned and uploaded into a separate file on U drive from the password protected
spreadsheet and the original forms will be confidentially shredded.

- Digital recordings will be deleted as soon as | have an authoritative transcript of the
interview and focus group discussion.

- | will ensure that any analysis of the data which is not stored on U drive only uses the
aliases.

- Data that includes confidential details (including contact details) may be kept for up to 5
years so that, if necessary, | can contact participants during my PhD. It will be destroyed as soon as
my PhD is awarded.

- Anonymised data may be stored indefinitely.

- Anonymised data may be uploaded to the UK Data Service in accordance with ESRC
requirements. Data will be kept confidential unless for some reason | am required to produce it by
law or something in the interview causes me concern about potential harm to participants. In the
case of the latter, | will first discuss with my supervisors what, if any, further action to take.

DECLARATION OF INTERESTS

My PhD is funded by King Saud University. This is explained on my information sheet.

My information sheet will also explain that | am a lecturer at King Saud University, but this will not be
acting in a professional capacity when conducting the research. Thus, | will make sure that this will not
affect teachers’ decision about whether or not to participate.

The results of this research project will concern university EFL teachers as well as policy-makers in the
Ministry of Education (higher education department) and will be used for academic purposes only. This will
include my PhD thesis and other publications, for example journal articles. | am also planning to present the
results of my study at academic conferences.

USER ENGAGEMENT AND FEEDBACK

Given the practicalities of participant review of oral transcripts, this approach is not intended. Participants
will, however, be able to request a copy of their own interview transcript (see information sheet).

A summary of key findings will be prepared for participants once the research is concluded.
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Appendix (10)

Ethical approval for distributing the questionnaire from a Saudi university
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Appendix (11)

Information sheets and consent forms

Information sheet one for the questionnaire

The Possibilities and Restrictions of Self-directed Professional Development: A case study of EFL

teachers in Saudi tertiary institutions

Details of Project

My name is Sana, a lecturer in the English Department, the College of Applied Studies and Community
Services at King Saud University, Riyadh. | am currently a PhD student at the University Exeter doing my PhD
in TESOL. As part of my exploratory study, | have to carry out a large-scale survey, and | chose to focus on
self-directed professional development as it constitutes my main interest as a university EFL teacher who
regularly needs this form of professional development. The current survey will allow me to gather
information regarding the types of self-directed activities of professional development you, as a university
EFL teacher, engage with as well as the factors that facilitate and inhibit you from pursuing this form of
professional development. Therefore, you will be required voluntarily to answer a series of basic information
questions regarding the models or activities as well as the underlying factors that contribute to, or impede
you from carrying out self-directed professional development. To fill out the questionnaire, it will take

roughly from 15-20 minutes.

Participating in this survey is voluntary. Moreover, you can withdraw at any stage, and you can answer all
or skip any question you do not want to answer except the demographical question (the year of your
experience) for descriptive purposes.

Contact Details

For further information about the questionnaire content, please contact:
Name: Sana Alzahrani.

Postal address: St. Luke’s campus, South Cloister, G29, EX1 2LU.
Telephone: 00 44 (0) 7400578006.

Telephone:00 966(0)555225825.

Email: sa534@exeter.ac.uk

If you have concerns/questions about the research you would like to discuss with someone else at the
University, please contact:

1. Prof. Salah Troudi, S.Troudi@exeter.ac.uk; or

2. Dr, Hania Salter-Dvorak, H.M.Salter-Dvorak@exeter.ac.uk

Confidentiality

Questionnaire data will be held in confidence. They will not be used other than for the purposes described
above and third parties will not be allowed access to them (except as may be required by the law). However,
if you request it, you will be supplied with a copy of the result. Your data will be held in accordance with the
Data Protection Act. Finally, if you wish to be given a copy of any reports resulting from this research, please
ask me to put you on my circulation list. Your participation will be highly appreciated. You will not be
identified in any report or publication. Your institution will also not be identified in any report or publication.
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Data Protection Notice

The organisation in control of the processing data is (University of Exeter), the purpose of this questionnaire
is to obtain descriptive information about the current status of the self-directed professional development
pursued by university EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia. The data will be kept with me and will be stored in the ‘U
drive’ until my PhD is awarded and then it will be destroyed. Results of the questionnaire will be published
within my PhD thesis or other publications, such as journal articles. | am also planning to present the results
of my study at academic conferences. It is important to note that this research is funded by King Saud
University.

The information you provide will be used for research purposes and no personal data will be asked in this
questionnaire in accordance with current data protection legislation and the University's notification lodged
at the Information Commissioner's Office.

Anonymity
Questionnaire data will be held and used on an anonymous basis, as you will not be asked to write your
name on the form or to give any information related to your identity.

Consent
I have been fully informed about the aims and purposes of the project.
| understand that:

e there is no compulsion for me to participate in this research project and, if | do choose to
participate, | may withdraw at any stage;

e | have the right to refuse permission for the publication of any information about me;

e any information which | give will be used solely for the purposes of this research project, which may
include publications or academic conference or seminar presentations;

e allinformation | give will be treated as confidential;

e the researcher(s) will make every effort to preserve my anonymity.

(Printed name of participant) (Email address of participant if they have
requested to view a copy of the interview
transcript.)

................................................ Sana Alzahrani
(Signature of researcher)

One copy of this form will be kept by the participant; a second copy will be kept by the researcher(s).
Your contact details are kept separately from your interview data.

Information sheet two (case study) for the observation, interviews, focus group discussion
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The Possibilities and Restrictions of Self-directed Professional Development: A case study of EFL

teachers in Saudi tertiary institutions

Details of Project

My name is Sana, a lecturer in the English Department, the College of Applied Studies and Community
Services at King Saud University, Riyadh. | am currently a PhD student at the University Exeter doing my PhD
in TESOL. As part of my exploratory study, | intend to conduct a case study to explore a virtual (online)
community of practice (VCoP) initiated informally by university EFL teachers through the use of a WhatsApp
group and how this online community of learning relates to their EFL teaching practices. In addition to
further exploring some issues related to the nature of your self-directed professional development. Thus, |
need to conduct an online observation to the teachers’ daily discussions in this group and then | am going to
interview you and hold with you and the other EFL teachers participated in this study a focus-group
discussion to discuss the best model(s) for university EFL teachers. | chose to focus on self-directed
professional development as it constitutes my main interest as a university EFL teacher who regularly needs
this form of professional development. The observation will allow me to gather information regarding the
use of virtual community o practice (VCoP) as a form of self-directed professional development. Interviews
will allow me to gain deep insights and multiple views and experiences about the use of VCoP and how it
relates to teachers’ EFL teaching practices, in addition to further my understanding of the nature of this
form of professional development in terms of type, models, factors that contribute to, or inhibit you form
pursuing this form. Lastly, the focus-group discussion will allow me to gather suggestions about the best
model of self-directed professional development for university EFL teacher. Therefore, you will be required
to provide your consent regarding the observation and you will be required voluntarily to participate in face-
to-face interviews and a focus-group discussion. When you provide your consent regarding the observation,
you are required to choose the type of your participation in the observation: (1) just observing you without
taking screenshots to your discussions; and (2) observing and taking screenshots to your discussions. Once
you choose just observation, this means that | will not take any screenshots, discuss or refer to your
participation in a way or in other. | am explaining all of these issues just to make sure that my observation
does not influence your participation. It is important to note that you are free to use code switching
(English-Arabic) and respond to the interview and focus group discussion with the language you feel

comfortable with either English or Arabic.

Contact Details
For further information about the research /interview data (amend as appropriate), please contact:

Name: Sana Alzahrani.

Postal address: St. Luke’s campus, South Cloister, G29, EX1 2LU.
Telephone: 00 44 (0) 7400578006.

Telephone: 00966 (0) 555225825.

Email: sa534@exeter.ac.uk

If you have concerns/questions about the research you would like to discuss with someone else at the
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University, please contact:
3. dr. Salah Troudi, S.Troudi@exeter.ac.uk; or
4. dr. Hania Salter-Dvorak, H.M.Salter-Dvorak@exeter.ac.uk

Confidentiality

Observation mobile screen shots, Interview and focus-group tapes and transcripts will be held in confidence.
They will not be used other than for the purposes described above and third parties will not be allowed
access to them (except as may be required by the law). However, if you request it, you will be supplied with
a copy of your interview and focus group transcript so that you can comment on and edit it as you see fit
(please give your email below so that | am able to contact you at a later date). Your data will be held in
accordance with the Data Protection Act.

Data Protection Notice

The organisation in control of the processing data is (University of Exeter), the purpose of this case study is
to obtain thorough information about the current status of the self-directed professional development
pursued by university EFL teachers in the Central University. In addition to exploring the nature of a VCoP
through a WhatsApp group as an existing form of self-directed professional development. The observation,
interviews and focus group discussion data will be kept with me and will be stored in the ‘U drive’ until my
PhD is awarded and then it will be destroyed. Results of the whole case study as a second phase of my
research will be published within my PhD thesis or other publications, such as journal articles. | am also
planning to present the results of my study at academic conferences. It is important to note that this
research is funded by King Saud University.

The information you provide will be used for research purposes and no personal data will be asked in the
interviews and focus group discussions or written about through my virtual observation in accordance with
current data protection legislation and the University's notification lodged at the Information
Commissioner's Office.

Anonymity

Mobile Screenshots, Interview and focus-group transcripts will be held and used on an anonymous basis,
pseudonym names will be used instead of your real names. Thus, no mention of your name or any
indications of your real identity. If you use Arabic language in your responses or through code switching
with English, | will be the one who translates the discussions and no one will have access to the data you
provide.

Consent
I have been fully informed about the aims and purposes of the project.

Regarding the WhatsApp group observation, | agree to be

[0 Only observed without taking screenshots of my discussions
[0 Observed and to take screenshots of my discussions

|l understand that:

e there is no compulsion for me to participate in this research project and, if | do choose to
participate, | may withdraw at any stage;

e | have the right to refuse permission for the publication of any information about me;

e any information which | give will be used solely for the purposes of this research project, which may
include publications or academic conference or seminar presentations;

e allinformation | give will be treated as confidential;
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e the researcher(s) will make every effort to preserve my anonymity.

(Printed name of participant) (Email address of participant if they have
requested to view a copy of the interview
transcript.)

................................................ Sana Alzahrani
(Signature of researcher)

One copy of this form will be kept by the participant; a second copy will be kept by the researcher(s).
Your contact details are kept separately from your interview data.

CONSENT FORM

Consent

I have been fully informed about the aims and purposes of the project.
| understand that:

e there is no compulsion for me to participate in this research project and, if | do choose to
participate, | may withdraw at any stage;

e | have the right to refuse permission for the publication of any information about me;

e any information which | give will be used solely for the purposes of this research project, which may
include publications or academic conference or seminar presentations;

e all information | give will be treated as confidential;

e the researcher(s) will make every effort to preserve my anonymity.

(Printed name of participant) (Email address of participant if they have
requested to view a copy of the interview
transcript.)

................................................ Sana Alzahrani
(Signature of researcher)

One copy of this form will be kept by the participant; a second copy will be kept by the researcher(s).
Your contact details are kept separately from your interview data.
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Appendix (12)

Thematic analysis map of theme ONE

Codes

Subcategory Category

Sub-theme

Theme one

Freedom of choosing learning context
Freedom of choosing leaming content
Freedom of choosing learning style

Freedom of decision-making
(control)

Full control of time
Practice immediately
Consistency

Less time consuming

Time flexibility

Flexibility of use

Absence of fixed/strict learning policies
Absence of external power

Practicing according to preferences
Lack of stress (relaxed experience)
Absence of peer pressure

Less distraction

Reasons for adopting

Convenience and comfort of individual SDPD
learning activities

Allowing and promoting focus on self-
development

SDPD offers additional space to reflect

Focusing on the self

Promoting confidence and the ability to solve
problems

Enhancing self-confidence

Individual SDPD
activities

Learning from and with others

Learning through constructing meanings and
exposing an individual’s thoughts and experiences
Sharing and receiving knowledge, skills and
experiences

A socialising activity

Implying a spirit of cooperation

Providing a sense of community

Promoting the building of relationships

Learn through social
interaction Reasons for adopting

collaborative SDPD
activities

Collaborative SDPD
activities

Type of SDPD
activities

Providing different types of knowledge
Learning from multiple and distinct views,
opinions, perspectives and experiences
Showing different ways of doing things

Provides me with multiple
views and perspectives

Primarily driven by external motivation.
External motivation leads to an avoidance of
procrastination

Proving beneficial when a teacher begins to lose
his/her motivation toward learning

Externally motivating
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Thematic analysis map of theme TWO

Codes Sub-categories Categories Sub-theme Theme two

I am an independent kind of person
It makes me independent and responsible Autonomy
A core quality of professional teachers
It is empowering when I do something for
myself
Increases teacher’s confidence Self-empowerment T e coR ol
Decision making and ability to take the
initiative
I want to be a professional EFL university Teachers’
teacher professional identity
Intrinsic motivation
Extrinsic motivation from context Teacher motivation
Direct/positive outcomes Personal reasons
Knowledge stimulates further learning l}sis&?:,ﬁcsﬁ);s
A mafch between S]?PD features and teacher’s Fits learning style and of SDPD
learning characteristics
Addr-es.smg teacher -s dlsgnctl\fe needs needs Psychological
Providing opportunity to identify areas of easin
weakness
Self-evaluation is an opportunity to identif

i 2 S el Teacher self-
learning needs then addressing them
Developing self-evaluation strategies .

evaluation
Importance of external feedback
(peers/students)
It is difficult to be professionally performed
To refresh my existing practical knowledge A )
Keep up to date with newly discovered s R gt Academic reasons
academic knowledge reasons
concepts
o
Doing research to address existing practical
prob!en}s To conduct academic
Publishing papers R
Making presentations to disseminate research
findings
Willingness to inform the curriculum system Cocl::::ibcl:il:flm
To change the scenario of language teaching development
intrg;iuct{on oi any new cur}rl;cullum i
ntr 'UCIIOI] of any new t‘ec ology s
Meeting curriculum requirements
Needed before formal observation i
reports s Administrative
Obtaining re:;onclz reasons
Getting leading positions| administrative
positions
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Thematic analysis map of theme THREE

Codes Sub-categories Categories Sub-theme Theme three
¢ Overload of teaching sessions Workloads
¢ Doing extra administrative work
¢ Kids responsibilities Family ¢
e Personal responsibilities responsibilities Time issues
o Inflexibility of the timing of some offline PD
sessions Inflexibility of time
¢ Contradiction with work time
e Travelling issues e.g. Being in remote
o (time, money, effort) cities G nical mobilit
¢ No permission to be away from work to travel o e i i
for SDPD (local or abroad) g
¢ No thank you .
¢ No acknowledgment of SDL efforts Lack of morale Offline SDPD
¢ No encouraging environment for SDPD support challenges
¢ Jealous programme leaders
¢ Not paid Lack of financial
¢ No financial rewards support
Not ed for foreign teach . ituti
el s Lo || e Challnging factors
of SDPD ; i bl support Suppo and limitations
inhibiting teachers
¢ Means nothing when applying for a job : from the pursuit of
¢ Not counted in evaluation reports Itis mot SDPD
o Not acknowledged as a part of a recognised PD s e
¢ Noidea of renewing contracts
o Current political and economic changes Lack of job security

happening in Saudi Arabia

o Not specialised in TESOL
¢ Doesn’t match my pedagogical needs Content

o Repeated same content of PD Low qual;g')of formal
¢ Incompetent presenters (i.e. not specialised in Presenters

TESOL)
¢ Abundance of online sources and materials
¢ Distracted by irrelevant chats . . i

Time consuming Time issues

o Distracted by irrelevant advertisements
o Different international time zone
¢ Not every source is valid
o Some lack of authc.ntlc rcfcrc.nccs validity Content issues Online SDPD
o Not every content is peer reviewed by experts challenges
o Subjectivity of some sources of information
¢ Misunderstanding or difficulty to understand Misunderstanding Py e S
e Less interactive than face-to-face of content/discourse
¢ Not always guaranteed Personal Bl
e Revealing phone numbers/emails information >
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Thematic analysis map of theme FOUR

Codes

Subcategory

Category

Sub-theme

Theme one

Using L1 in L2 teaching
Reflective teaching

Teaching methodology and theories

Using idioms
Developing test banks

Teaching materials

Applying student peer assessments,
Sharing and developing evaluation rubrics

Student assessments

Using mind maps
Using games
Giving bounces

Student motivation

Unifying exams questions
Teaching students the same skill
throughout the academic year

issues related to policy

The nature and
content of activities
used in the VCoP

importance of
WhatsApp as a
context for learning

Practice immediately
Accessible through smartphones
Availability of chat history
Reducing procrastination

Ease accessibility and use

Friendly environment

No hierarchies/ external power

No evaluation/ judgement

No restrictions on the topics discussed
No use of titles

Informality of environment

Freedom of speech

Use of informal English
Use of informal Arabic
Use of code-switching
Use of transliteration
Use of Emoijis

Informality of language

Allows collaborative
learning

Reasons for
implementing a
VCoP via
WhatsApp

Impact of self-

directed VCoP

(via WhatsApp)
on practice

Lack of experience and TESOL knowledge
Negative peer pressure

Lack of discussion skills

Lack of nonverbal cues in online
discussions

Changing topic

Large number of WhatsApp groups

Less participation

Taking another path of discussion would
be a problem

Changing topic

Being a member of many WhatsApp
groups impact participation

Large number of WhatsApp groups

The low proficiency level of the students
prevents me from learning advance method
of teaching

the level of students’ English proficiency

Being busy with work duties (exams
correction)

It is time to get break from PD

It is time to relax

Absence of realisation of the importance of
PD in vacations

Absence of discussions in exam and vacation

periods

Limitations of using
WhatsApp as a
setting for a VCoP

Acquiring new knowledge
Emergence of new ideas and strategies

The acquisition of knowledge

Abandoning using some
outdated/conventional teaching methods

Refreshing teaching styles

Learning about students’ various learning
characteristics

Learning about student learning

The history of the teachers’ chats,
including a wide range of content
Documenting a list of readings and a list of
topics to research

Using it as a teaching/learning resource

Impact of VCoP (via
WhatsApp) on
teaching practice

Improving teacher’s confidence in her
performance

Enabling teachers to view themselves as
professionals

Changing the perception of her
professional identity

Teachers’ professional identity

Impact of VCoP on
teachers themselves

Impact of self-
directed VCoP via
WhatsApp on
practice
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Realisation of a need to be more
professional

Developing positive feelings and attitudes
towards learning
Changing attitudes towards teaching

Teachers’ attitudes towards learning

Improving teachers’ motivation to learning
through interactions with the other group
members.

Receiving positive comments from the
WhatsApp members

Teachers’ motivation

Enhancing students understanding of
grammatical rules.

==

students’ underst:
matter

of the subject

Ent ing students’ und ding and
motivation for learning

Increasing the level of students’
engagement in the class

Changing students’ attitudes positively
toward learning English

Students’ motivation and attitudes towards
learning English

Impact of VCoP on
students
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