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Abstract: This paper shares findings of a qualitative study on professional learning with in-service
teachers during COVID-19. From 2020–2023, the authors facilitated comprehensive literacy profes-
sional learning with in-service teachers from 40 schools in the Midwest U.S. Our work aimed to
center teachers as experts and be responsive to teachers’ social, emotional, and professional needs.
Drawing on framework for adaptability, we analyzed formative assessments, interview transcripts,
and written reflections to understand teachers’ perspectives on professional learning and their praxis
during COVID-19. Data revealed that participants perceived an increased need for professional
learning on differentiation and focus on growth and joy. Against the backdrop of a neoliberal fixation
on teacher accountability that increases stress among teachers on top of a traumatic global pandemic,
we attempted to center teachers as experts and attend to teachers’ socioemotional needs by offering
flexible pathways with online options and offering in-person sessions for cultivating community.
Future research on teacher education for in-service teachers can provide greater insight into teacher
perceptions of their professional learning needs post/COVID-19, as well as how we center teach-
ers as knowledgeable professionals in order to challenge hierarchical power structures and deficit
discourses in ways that promote their professional, social, and emotional wellbeing.

Keywords: professional learning; professional development; in-service teacher education; COVID-19;
neoliberalism

1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic marked a point in history that disrupted education as
we knew it. The success of remote learning was uneven at best; the academic progress
of students during this time was largely dependent on caregivers who could provide
additional instruction/support and K–12 students’ access to reliable connectivity with their
teachers [1]. Depending on the regional severity of the pandemic and state/local mandates
for in-person instruction, some students were without a teacher for many weeks, others
for many months. Regardless of the duration of remote learning, one thing is clear: the
disruption had a profound and lasting effect on students who later returned to “normal”
school when, in fact, much had changed in both educators and students [2]. Indeed, nothing
was normal.

The purpose of this study was to investigate teacher education during and post/
COVID-19. We use a slash between “post” and “COVID-19” to signify that communities
around the world are still deeply impacted by COVID-19 while simultaneously we adjust
to a “new normal”. As part of a federally funded grant, our university-based research
team facilitated professional learning (PL) on comprehensive literacy with 40 schools in
a Midwest U.S. region. We intentionally framed our engagement with educators as PL
rather than professional development (PD) because we understand our work as a “collabo-
rative venture in which teachers are recognized as learners, leaders, and knowledgeable
professionals” [3]. The data in this paper are drawn from the PL experiences grant school
teachers engaged in from fall of 2020 through spring of 2023.
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The primary purpose of the grant was to increase teachers’ literacy self-efficacy and
use of evidence-based literacy practices. Just as teachers and students in K–12 schools were
adjusting to a “new normal”, we, too, were striving to design and facilitate a different kind
of PL. In PL experiences, we routinely center teachers’ expertise and work to co-construct
knowledge through participatory structures; however, entering the 2020–2021 school year,
we realized the urgency to attend to teacher wellbeing and respond to teachers’ social,
emotional, and professional needs through dynamic systems. In this post/COVID-19
context, we wondered: (a) What PL do teachers need for their classroom praxis? (b) How
does PL support teachers’ needs as full humans—professionally, emotionally, and socially?
(c) What factors of PL do teachers perceive as helpful in their classroom praxis?

We define praxis as the recursive and complex relationship of theory, practice, experi-
ence, and reflection. We use the word praxis as a signifier of the complexity of teaching
and as resistance against the “teacher-as-technician” discourse used in neoliberal agendas
to depoliticize and deprofessionalize teaching (i.e., Aydarova [4]; Sleeter [5]). Our stance
in centering teachers’ expertise and needs promotes teachers' participation in democracy
and opposes the way neoliberalism through its tenet of accountability strips teachers’
autonomy and agency [6]. Teachers’ democratic participation in their education helps
them build social connections within the learning community, which in turn fosters deeper
learning [7]. Teacher education that allows room for democratic participation also helps
empower teachers [8], which is essential to teachers’ retention [9] and wellbeing [10]. Fur-
thermore, empowered teachers have positive impacts on their students’ achievement and
their teaching career commitment [11,12].

2. Literature Review

Effective PL develops and sustains high-quality teaching and also fosters the ongoing
learning necessary for teachers to hone their craft [13–16]. Didion et al. [17] conducted
a meta-analysis to explore the effect of high-quality PL on the reading achievement of
K–8 students and found that the former had an overall significant positive, average effect
(Hedges’ g = 0.18, p < 0.001, and a 95% CI of (0.09, 0.27)) on the latter. In another study,
Wallace [18] found that the effects of teacher PL on student achievement in reading and
math were mediated by teacher practice. In addition, according to Darling-Hammond
et al. [19], effective PL is content focused, collaborative, job-embedded, and sustained over
time. It includes active learning, modeling, expert support, and feedback and reflection
cycles.

Unfortunately, research trends point to teachers’ perceptions of PL as irrelevant to
their or their students’ learning [20,21]. For example, Lieberman and Pointer Mace [22]
state, “Professional learning, though well-intentioned, is often perceived by teachers as
fragmented, disconnected, and irrelevant to the real problems of classroom practice” (p. 226).
On the other hand, research identifies three key components of effective PL as: aligning
with the local context of teachers’ classrooms [23], purposefully building on what teachers
already know and acknowledging teachers’ expertise [24]. In short, research suggests
that teachers need PL that is content-specific and responds to their specific questions of
classroom practice in order for it to be perceived as useful.

2.1. Research on Literacy PL

Because research points to the importance of being content specific, we reviewed the
literature on PL within the field of literacy studies. Research specific to literacy PL has found
the same elements of effectiveness as Darling-Hammond et al. [19], most importantly, that it
needs to be sustained over time [25,26], job-embedded [27,28], and collaborative [25,27,28].

Additionally, research has found that literacy PL needs to be focused on needs arising
from student assessment [27]. A focus on student assessment allows teachers to not only
learn content knowledge, but also to recognize when and why students experience difficulty
with it. In addition, research suggests that clear and intentional frameworks for teaching
literacy are necessary components of PL in order to impact student achievement [16,29].
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2.2. Supporting Teacher Needs and Wellbeing Post/COVID-19

Hascher and Waber’s [30] systematic literature review demonstrated a need to attend
to teacher wellbeing before the pandemic. However, recent scholarship has illuminated
how the pandemic elevated the importance of tending to teacher wellbeing because of
increased stress on teachers and worry about student safety leading to fatigue or even
burnout [2,31,32].

Studies centering teacher wellbeing amidst COVID-19 found teachers’ perceptions of
wellbeing would be improved with increased flexibility and autonomy [31,33]. Research
also suggested that teacher wellbeing could be supported by increased PL around support-
ing students’ social–emotional needs. For example, Brunzell et al. [34] claim that as teachers
learn how to support student wellbeing, they also become more attuned to supporting their
own wellbeing. Likewise, studies demonstrate the potential of leadership and community
support for teachers’ wellbeing to the extent that they create cultures of inclusivity, rela-
tional support and development, and social connectedness; support teachers’ emotional
needs; and respond to teacher input for decisions and planning [31,35].

2.3. Impacts of Neoliberalism on Teachers

As both an ideology [36,37] and economic–political system [38,39], neoliberalism oper-
ates through multilayered and intertwined tenets, including deregulation, marketization,
and privatization [40]. Subsequently, neoliberal forces take form in the loci of discourse
and practices embedded in and reinforced by public policies [41]. Within the realm of
educational systems, neoliberal assaults take place in multifaceted ways, such as overem-
phasis on students’ quantitative measurement of achievement through standardized testing
and pressure on teachers to achieve the standards with little to no acknowledgment of the
different ways students learn, perform, and demonstrate their knowledge [36,42]. Utilizing
a critical policy analysis, Au [43] further contends that through neoliberal accountability
narratives, standardized testing is woven into school choice in which consumers (i.e., par-
ents or caregivers) take school’s results in standardized testing as a basis for deciding in
which school they will enroll their children. As a result,

“Good” teachers and schools produce high test scores in students, “bad” teachers
and schools produce low test scores in students, parents can use the data to then
make choices about where to send their children (a.k.a. where the investment of
their public monies should go), “bad” teachers can receive low evaluations and
be fired, “bad” schools with low test scores will lose market share and be closed,
and “good” schools with high test scores will remain open and be successful
(p. 42).

High-stakes standardized testing then holds teachers highly accountable, setting them
as key educational actors in the neoliberal tenet of marketization of education via the
discourse of accountability.

In another study, Pitzer’s [44] discourse analysis found that neoliberalism made teach-
ers feel disempowered through its overvalue of quantitative measures. The author’s
empirical study also reported how teachers directed their frustration with neoliberal ac-
countability at their own students through deficit thinking and language instead of directing
it at the system that created such a burden on teachers. The author also argued that the
teacher shifted blame to the students for their underperforming on the test instead of cri-
tiquing the narrow neoliberal framework for success in learning. Other studies have shown
how neoliberalism in education also creates, recreates, and exacerbates racial and social
inequality tied to a property-based school funding system [45], standardized testing [42],
and privatization of public schools under the guise of educational reforms [46], widening
the gap between high- and low-income families.

Practicing teachers need ongoing, in-service PL that acknowledges this intricate ten-
sion rooted in neoliberalism. However, like education in general, PL as a form of teacher
education is also impacted by neoliberalism. Sleeter [5] points out how PL, often worded
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as PD, contributes to the neoliberal diminishment of teachers’ professionalism and results
in the perpetuation of accountability discourse through a heavy focus on content standards
and standardized testing, with little attention to checking in with what teachers need profes-
sionally, emotionally, and socially. Ultimately, further study is needed to explore teachers’
current needs and how PL can support teacher wellbeing and learning because of the effects
of neoliberalism and the unprecedented experiences and effects of COVID-19 [47]. This
paper contributes to this post/COVID-19 body of research.

3. Theoretical Framework

As teacher educators in this post/COVID world, we attempt to be consistent in
acknowledging teachers’ expertise, as well as their professional and lived experiences, as we
respond to their multifaceted needs. Unfortunately, neoliberal, market-driven policies play
out in education in ways that create barriers to democratic education and deprofessionalize
teachers [48–50]. For the purpose of this study, we utilize a theoretical framework that
interrupts the way neoliberalism impacts teachers’ autonomy and agency.

Drawing on Gee [51] (2019), we use big “D” Discourse to signify the ways in which
the language, actions, interactions, objects, tools, technologies, beliefs, and values relate to
accountability in schools, position teachers and students in particular ways and subscribe
particular identities upon them. Within the Discourse of accountability in education,
neoliberalism impacts how teachers perceive both their autonomy and agency [52–54].
Teacher autonomy is defined as teachers’ capacity and freedom to take control of and
responsibility for their own teaching practice and reflection [55,56]. The theorization of
teacher agency, however, is less straightforward. For instance, Priestly et al. [57] characterize
teacher agency as “an emergent phenomenon, something that occurs or is achieved within
continually shifting contexts over time, and with orientations towards past, future and
present which differ within each and every instance of agency achieved” (p. 7). Following
this line of reasoning, agency is temporal and relational. Although autonomy could be
given to a teacher, only the teacher can achieve agency. Agency cannot be given, nor can it
be inherent within the teacher. Agency is dependent on both the context, such as policy
and school leadership, as well as on the actions of the teacher, such as taking initiative to
adapt curriculum.

Research has found teachers exercising agency even in contexts of limited autonomy.
For example, in a qualitative study in three European countries aiming to explore teachers’
perceptions of their autonomy and agency, Erss [53] found that restricted teacher autonomy
tied to teachers’ criticism of their respective regulated national curriculum did not automat-
ically lead to their agency being constrained. However, the teachers perceived summative
assessments like final exams reduced both their autonomy and agency. Similarly, in a
comparative study between Brazil and Norway, da Silva and Mølstad [52] found that
their teacher participants were capable of exercising their agency amid limited autonomy
caused by accountability pressure tied to their students’ national tests scores. The teachers
exercised agency through making curricular decisions. However, in a mixed-method study
involving elementary teachers who taught math in the United States, Nguyen et al. [54]
found that there was a positive correlation between teacher autonomy and teachers’ per-
ception of professional space afforded by the state. The latter then acted as a mediator for
teacher agency.

According to a review of the literature by Acton and Glasgow [58], neoliberal policies
have heightened the focus on teacher accountability in a way that privileges measurable
outcomes above teachers’ humanity. Neoliberalism as a structural power strips teachers’ au-
tonomy and negatively impacts teachers’ wellbeing, heightening stress and burnout [58–60].
In Guerrero-Nieto and Quintero’s [61] study on neoliberalism in education in Colombia,
data showed that teachers were perceived as having less expertise compared to educational
“experts,” such as national agencies and university professors. This perception creates a
hierarchy of expertise that disempowers teachers and is counter to democratic principles of
education.
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Hierarchies often place “accountability” on those at “lower” hierarchical levels. From
the greater public, state, and administrative perspectives, deficit lenses of accountability
are typically placed on teachers [62]. When students are perceived as not meeting current
standards, the culmination of blame blankets educators. Unfortunately, this deficit lens is
too often cast down from teachers to students and their families and communities as the
sources of the deficit rather than the dehumanizing and inequitable systems as the source
to blame [44]. Yet, research has shown that teacher wellbeing is a contributor to student
outcomes [63,64]. These pervasive Discourses of accountability impact teacher wellbeing
and, in turn, student outcomes.

Additionally, we draw from the framework for adaptability [1]. Against the backdrop
of COVID-19, Green et al. [1] argue that the global pandemic exposed the existing instability
and inequality in education caused by neoliberalism on education systems. Predicting
another global pandemic, this time caused by climate change, the authors argue the need
for more resilient systems of education that are capable of “maintaining stability, promoting
equality, and expanding substantive freedom and well-being” (p. 859). The framework
also underscores the stance of education as a public good; hence it operates to interrupt
neoliberalism, and argues for shared responsibility—in contrast with the neoliberal tenet
of deregulation that heavily places accountability on teachers as opposed to the whole
society and the government—in order to create a more stable system in time of crisis like
COVID-19 and in time of calm.

Green et al.’s [1] framework for adaptability in education holds all accountable through
the idea of collectivization of risk, meaning that the successes and failures are not solely
held by teachers. This requires the creation of structures that demand coordination among
“the state, companies, labor organizations, and communities” (p. 862). Such coordination
within and between the four groups consists of three critical elements: (1) cooperation,
(2) inclusion, and (3) flexibility. The three elements are iterative and interwoven with one
another and across four scale levels: individual, community, the state, and the global level.
We predominantly rely on the first two scale levels in this article, as they are highly relevant
for our study’s context in which the teacher is an individual and our professional learning
takes place in a community of teachers.

In the framework for adaptability, the first element is cooperation, meaning educa-
tional actors working together toward a shared goal with shared risk. The individual level’s
element of cooperation could take place between teachers, students, counselors, parents,
teacher educators, or other educational actors. The element of inclusion ensures participa-
tion by all learners in educational activities and the creation of a respectful environment for
learning. Inclusion requires knowing what learners need in order to be able to provide the
support oneself or through cooperation with others. Flexibility and inclusion then can be
amplified when teachers “have access to multiple modalities of education and multiple
points of access over a lifetime” (p. 867). The flexibility at this level emphasizes empathy.

At the community level, the element of cooperation entails participation by educational
actors and community members. For the element of inclusion, intra–inter-community
connectivity is placed as a high priority. Flexibility at this level includes tending to social–
emotional wellbeing and feeling a strong connection with the larger community. Green
et al. [1] highlight how their proposed framework “values mutual caring and dialogue
over profit-seeking, precision, and standardization” (p. 871). They further advocate to
“stand with those social scientists who question the efficacy of the market in providing and
reforming public goods such as education” (p. 873) as a way to interrupt neoliberalism.

Teacher education at the individual and community levels can be cooperative, partici-
patory, inclusive, and responsive to teachers’ needs and encourage teacher autonomy and
agency as ways to interrupt neoliberalism. To align with our theoretical frameworks, we
used an inductive qualitative design described in the next section.
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4. Materials and Methods

This study is part of a larger mixed-methods study on the impact of professional learn-
ing on literacy outcomes across 40 schools. For this study, we used a qualitative inquiry
approach [65] to explore in-service teachers’ experiences of literacy PL intentionally de-
signed to support teachers holistically in the context of COVID-19. Our research questions
were: (a) What PL do teachers need for their classroom praxis? (b) How does PL support
teachers’ needs as full humans—professionally, emotionally, and socially? (c) What factors
of PL do teachers perceive as helpful in their classroom praxis? Data sources included
face-to-face interviews, formative assessments, and written reflections with teachers who
experienced the PL.

4.1. Participants and Context

Our team directly collaborated with 40 schools in a metropolitan midwestern U.S.
area. We worked with educators in public and charter schools at the elementary, middle,
and high school levels in urban, suburban, and rural communities. We provided PL to
teachers to support the literacy objectives of a major federal grant. This grant was awarded
in the fall of 2020 during the pandemic. Although we met with teams of teachers and
school leaders virtually in the spring of 2021,our first in-person PL experience brought
together over 100 teachers in masks in August of 2021, when we focused on building a PL
community, establishing a culture of reading, writing, and inquiry across our region, and
cultivating teacher leadership and intentional instructional strategies.

In this context, we are engaged in an ongoing investigation into how to approach
professional development to improve literacy instruction and the impact of teachers’ pro-
fessional learning on students’ literacy development. While the impact studies are ongoing,
this study looks more closely at how teachers were experiencing the professional learning
in the context of implementation beginning during COVID-19.

Through collecting needs and assets with each school, we learned that while there
were overlapping trends that emerged, needs among our teachers varied based on context
and experience. Some needed fully online programs, while others requested in-person
meetings. Some needed broad foundational literacy support, while others were ready to
dive into topic-focused literacy programs. Some could not get leave from school because
of substitute teacher shortages and wanted curated resources and short PL sessions on
Zoom during the school day that they could access when it worked for them. These diverse
needs led us to create pathway offerings responsive in both content and format. To learn
about the experiences of teachers who engaged in PL, we collected data through one-on-
one interviews with a maximum variation sample to represent the different geographical
contexts of the schools served by the grant (see Table 1). We also collected online forms for
formative assessment and reflection from all PL participants.

Table 1. Table of Interview Participants.

Categories Number of Participants

School Geographic Area
Rural 3

Inner-ring Suburban 3
Suburban 3

Urban 3
Subject Area Taught

ELA 6
Science 4

Social Studies 1
All 1
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Table 1. Cont.

Categories Number of Participants

Grade Level Taught
Elementary 1

Middle 8
High 3

Years of Teaching Experience
0–2 1
3–9 0

10–19 7
20+ 4

4.2. Data Sources and Analysis

We collected and analyzed three data sources: formative assessments, interview
transcripts, written reflections. See Table 2 for a summary of our procedures.

Table 2. Summary Table of Data Procedures.

Data Source Description Time Collected RQ Addressed Data Analysis

Formative assessment Needs and assets
quantitative survey with
teachers, qualitative survey,
and group interviews with
literacy team

October 2020–May 2021 a Descriptive statistics
and content analysis

Formative assessment PL artifacts and evaluation
survey on Qualtrics with
Likert and open-ended
questions with teachers

August 2021 a, c Descriptive statistics
and content analysis

Formative assessment Check-in survey with literacy
team leader from each school

October 2021 a Content analysis

Interview transcripts Verbatim transcripts of
one-on-one, in-depth,
semi-structured interviews
with teachers

October 2021 a, b, c Thematic analysis

Written reflections Google form with
open-ended questions with
teachers

February 2022 a, b, c Thematic analysis

Formative assessment Check-in survey with literacy
team leader from each school

August 2022 a Content analysis

Formative assessment PL artifacts and evaluation
survey on Qualtrics with
Likert and open-ended
questions with teachers

August 2022 a, c Descriptive statistics
and content analysis

Formative assessment Check-in survey with literacy
team leader from each school

October 2022 a Content analysis

Interview transcripts Verbatim transcripts of
one-on-one, in-depth,
semi-structured interviews
with teachers

October 2022 a, b, c Thematic analysis

Formative assessment PL artifacts and evaluation
survey on Google Forms
with Likert and open-ended
questions with teachers

February 2023 a, c Descriptive statistics
and content analysis

Written reflections Google form with
open-ended questions with
teachers

February 2023 a, b, c Thematic analysis

Note: The research questions were: (a) What PL do teachers need for their classroom praxis? (b) How does PL
support teachers’ needs as full humans—professionally, emotionally, and socially? (c) What factors of PL do
teachers perceive as helpful in their classroom praxis?
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4.2.1. Formative Assessments

Before the professional learning began, we conducted a needs and assets assessment
by giving a survey to the literacy team and to the teachers in each school and holding
group interviews over Zoom with each literacy team. After each PL session, we asked for
participants’ feedback through an evaluation survey. Questions on the survey included:
“Thinking about the year ahead, are there particular topics that you would like to see
addressed or further developed in future PL sessions? What aspects of the PL were most
helpful to you? Why? What changes would you make to improve this PL?” The number of
responses on the surveys ranged from 24–57 participants. We also facilitated discussions
during PL sessions and collected artifacts related to the RQs, such as goals written in
digital notebooks and sticky-note responses to rose, bud, thorn prompts. Throughout our
partnerships, we have also sent surveys to the leaders of the literacy teams for each school
in order to check on progress toward the goals and to garner requests for support specific
to their goals, so that we could provide responsive PL.

Likert and frequency questions were analyzed using descriptive statistics to guide our
understanding of patterns across the region. We employed content analysis of open-ended
responses to determine the categories of PL that participants reported needing and reported
as helpful. We used these data to plan responsive PL.

4.2.2. Interviews

The next data source comprised transcripts from 12 one-on-one, semi-structured, in-
depth interviews [65] with teachers. Interviews were conducted on Zoom in October 2021
and 2022 and lasted approximately 40–60 min. The purpose of the interviews was to learn
about teachers’ experiences of the PL sessions and to hear their perspectives on how, if at
all, the PL had impacted their praxis. Interview protocols included questions such as, “Has
your thinking or any of your practices changed as a result of the PL? What literacy practices
have you learned through the PL that you have implemented in your teaching? What do
you notice about students and their learning when you implement these practices?”

The research team individually read the interview transcripts, created analytic memos,
and coded descriptively. We then met collaboratively to discuss patterns we noticed in the
data and to create a codebook. Next, we assigned each transcript to two researchers who
returned to analyze individually. Once each transcript was coded by two team members,
the team met again to discuss the comprehensiveness of the codes [66].

4.2.3. Reflections

Each February, we collected written reflections from teacher participants across the
40 schools. We sent a Google Form with open-ended questions for teachers to reflect
on their experiences implementing learning from the PLs in general. Responses were
anonymous. For written reflection data analysis, research team members read 81 reflections,
then individually wrote analytic memos as they read. After we discussed our initial
impressions of the data in group meetings, we began line-by-line coding as the first cycle
coding [66] using the codebook from the interview data. We conducted rounds of individual
coding, followed by team meetings to discuss coding and improve or add to the codebook.
As Saldaña [66] suggests, having an organized record for our initial codes allowed us to
“reorganize the codes into major categories and subcategories” (p. 41). Through discussion,
we then grouped and mapped our codes to show the relationship among them and ended
with 16 codes organized under five categories: growth, responsive, flexible, joy, and
impact of COVID-19. After another round of analysis, we ended with three themes by
describing the impact of COVID-19 and the need for flexibility within each theme. The three
themes described in the findings section are (a) increased need for PL on differentiation,
(b) increased need to focus on growth, and (c) increased need to focus on joy.
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4.3. Researcher Positionality

The research team included graduate research assistants, professors of literacy and
language arts education, grant program facilitators, and participants from grant schools.
The first three authors are graduate research assistants with the grant and advocates for
humanizing education. The first author is a doctoral student from the Global South who
identifies as a multilingual and cisgender woman of color. With 11 years of teaching
experience in a public high school in Indonesia, she is a proponent of teachers-are-experts
perspective and critical of global neoliberal assaults on public education. The second author
identifies as a Black, cisgendered, heterosexual, able-bodied woman. She has four-and-a-
half years of teaching experience in public middle schools. She believes in the necessity of
educators engaging in dialogic consciousness in order to combat the hierarchical systems
that harm BIPOC teachers and students. The third author identifies as a white, cisgendered,
heterosexual, able-bodied woman. The next two authors also hold leadership roles with
the local writing project site and joined the grant as project coordinators. They were
primarily responsible for facilitating programming for the schools. Both have over a decade
of experience teaching in the community being served and began the Ph.D. program
simultaneously with the beginning of the grant work. Both identify as white, cisgendered,
heterosexual, able-bodied, middle-class women as well. The last authors are professors of
literacy education, co-PIs of the grant, and serve in leadership roles with the local writing
project site. In this capacity, they had worked with schools and teachers in the community
for years prior to this particular teacher education grant. As university-based educators and
holders of the financial award, they understand that their role in this work is a role of power.
Additionally, the three identify as white, cisgendered, heterosexual, able-bodied, middle-
class women who walk through the world with privilege. Individually and collectively,
the research team engaged in continuous reflexivity and aimed to dismantle hierarchies of
power as much as possible through our leadership style, discourse, and critical theoretical
framings.

5. Findings

Drawing from Apple’s [48,49] interrupting neoliberalism approach rooted in
Freire’s [49] critique of neoliberalism in education, we noticed three main themes in re-
sponse to our research questions. (a) What PL do teachers need for their classroom praxis?
(b) How does PL support teachers’ needs as full humans—professionally, emotionally, and
socially? (c) What factors of PL do teachers perceive as helpful in their classroom praxis?
The following section describes each theme in turn.

5.1. Theme 1—Increased Need for PL on Differentiation

Teachers perceived an increase in student absences and in differences in students’
knowledge and skills when entering the 2021 school year. In regard to attendance, a middle
school teacher from a rural district explained in the interview how COVID-19 caused a
change in attendance policy and how frequent student absences made teaching difficult.

Attendance [this year] is not counted against children. I know today we had
80% attendance, so there are just some new issues than we had in the past. We
don’t have any time to spare and then with different kids always in and out of
quarantine, or just not showing up, that’s definitely been my struggle of the year.
Everything is always building upon prior lessons, and it just becomes a hot mess.

By disrupting the planned sequence of learning, frequent absences made it difficult for
students to keep up with lessons and to experience deeper learning by building on prior
knowledge and collaborating with peers. The teacher went on to say how group work was
difficult to accomplish when students were absent for collaboration times.

The teacher was having difficulty keeping up with the necessary reteaching while still
keeping students on track for completing the curriculum when so many students were at



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 753 10 of 18

different places. Their experience was echoed by other teachers too. For example, another
teacher stated,

It [lesson sequence] took longer for my students to get through because of some
things that they didn’t know and their abilities when working with two years of
interrupted education, so there were gaps. And so there were some things that I
had to go back and give a little bit of support before we could even start.

Teachers reported needing more support on differentiation, and some teachers wanted
support for the workshop model of teaching literacy in order to meet “the kids where they
are. However, in our national context, the workshop model was being critiqued by science-
of-reading advocates. We, therefore, felt compelled to differentiate our PL opportunities to
respond to the different local contexts.

Teachers across data sources spoke of collaborating with other teachers as impactful.
Specifically, one teacher from a suburban school reported collaborating with other teachers
during PL as helping them think through what scaffolding could look like in their own
classroom by observing what teachers in other grade levels and contexts are trying. The
teacher reported that the in-person PL was helpful for her classroom praxis by saying,

Actually, talking through the process of annotating with someone even in different
grade levels helped a whole lot because it allowed me to see a broader view of
what annotating looks like, differentiate it. And so not just different grade levels,
but students of different ability levels.

As teachers grappled with how to meet the needs of their students, they found that
time to process with colleagues was a key affordance of the PL opportunities. Yet, these
opportunities were far and few between.

In addition to teachers dealing with the challenge of student absences, teachers were
also dealing with the challenge of the frequent absences of other teachers in their building
and of substitute teacher shortages. Participants reported having to substitute for others
during their PL and preparation times. For example, a participant reflected, “We are
struggling with how to provide new learning to our teachers with a sub shortage and
overwhelmed teachers”. Because of the shortage of substitute teachers, schools were not
allowing teachers to attend off-site PL and were even canceling on-site PL. One middle
school teacher from a suburban school explained in an interview how this impacted their
emotional and social wellbeing. They stated:

Our district just canceled all essential PD because there’s a sub [substitute teacher]
shortage. We can’t find subs, and so we’re like “well”. They’re trying, really
trying. I miss all that, just the socialization. A piece of it’s like being a stay-at-
home mom for a while, you know? Then you miss that interaction with other
adults, and you don’t realize how much you need it until you don’t have it. So,
it’s just the wellbeing, just checking in.

This teacher perceives PL as offering value beyond instructional support. Likewise,
another teacher described in the reflections needing to “be able to network with people”.
For them, it was an avenue for connection and collaboration with their colleagues during a
time that forced teachers into isolation.

Due to the new challenges that COVID-19 brought, it was clear that not only did
students need opportunities for differentiated learning experiences, teachers did as well. In
response, we offered PL through multiple and flexible channels. For example, we offered
asynchronous online courses with flexible deadlines. One participant reflected, “I was
thankful that the courses and things are left open so that we could get to it”. In addition,
an elementary teacher reflected on how the focus on being responsive to schools’ needs in
the PL related to their praxis by saying, “I feel that it is helping us to take a deeper look at
what our students really need in the area of literacy and what professional development
the teachers need to meet the needs of the students”.
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Ultimately, the teachers described the flexibility and responsiveness of the PL to be
what made it most impactful. Commenting on both the online and in-person aspects of the
PL they participated in, a middle school teacher from an inner-ring suburban school stated
in the interview:

[Through the] online course we were able to download a lot of the resources to
use. And then through the [in-person] regroup and the summer launch, we were
actually able to see some of them being used in action. So when we would go
back to the course, I was like, okay, I’m going to use this. I’m going to take this
down. But I think I took a lot of my resources from probably the online course
and then maybe got different ideas about using them during the regroup, just
hearing other colleagues talk about how they use them in their classes as well.

Overall, participants in schools that varied according to grade levels, geographical
contexts, and resource availability perceived that COVID-19 increased the need for differ-
entiation in their praxis and in PL.

5.2. Theme 2—Increased Need to Focus on Growth

Despite a desire for things to go back to “normal” post/COVID-19, teachers expressed
that, if anything, conditions were more challenging than they had been before students
returned to in-person learning. A suburban middle school teacher stated in the interview:

Looking at the data from benchmarks and we just got MAP [state assessment]
scores, we have our work cut out for us. It’s just, with that being said, um, I
thought this school year would be easier, but I’m finding that it’s actually harder
this year, the second year into it.

Participants across contexts described the increased time needed to attend to students’
social and emotional needs and the increased time needed to reteach before moving into
the planned curriculum. For example, a teacher from a rural middle school stated in an
interview, “It took longer for my students to get through because [there were] some things
that I had to go back and give a little bit of support before we could even start”. Likewise,
a high school teacher from an inner-ring suburban school said in an interview,

The freshman took—I’m not exaggerating—until January to learn and do school,
like the routine of school: You come in, you sit down, you do work. I mean, by
the end of the day, they were spent, they were just so done . . . This was the first
time we’ve had to deal with this.

Teachers across contexts and data sources used Discourses of accountability related to
“learning loss” and lamented the perceived changes in the kids after returning to in-person
learning. Specifically, nine out of the twelve teachers interviewed used the term “learning
loss”. It was apparent that changes in both instruction and mindset would be needed.

The most marked signal of changing mindsets during the PL came through as teachers
emphasized the need to focus on student growth over proficiency data. They constantly
sought productive ways to adjust their teaching and their expectations. For example, in the
interview, an inner-ring suburban middle school teacher said,

You know, we hear in the news a lot about how our kids are falling behind a
lot post/COVID. But I think that this [way of approaching literacy taught in the
PL] helps because it allows you to slow down and think about your thinking.
And now I’m developing that habit of mind, so I’m applying it more [with my
students]. And I think processes like this will help our students to catch up
because it’s not just [students saying], “I’m looking at the data”. But now [they]
can explain and tell more about what [they’re] thinking.

Rather than the Discourse of learning loss, a suburban middle school teacher in the
interview talked about starting with:
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Meeting them where they are and then provide them instruction. I really think
that’s the key. That you just have to talk to your kids, and get to know them as
learners, and you know, give them goals, individual goals based on their needs,
and work with them there.

They went on to say how they look at growth as one small step at a time in the right
direction. They talked about how the PL was framed as “making change one baby step at a
time”. They described the PL in this way:

They make it manageable in these easy baby steps, so it doesn’t seem so intim-
idating. So I’m like, OK, just give me the next steps because really, even in my
teaching on day to day like OK, what am I doing tomorrow, you know. So I need
this by then.

Similar to the baby-steps approach, an elementary suburban teacher perceived that the
PL provided her space to reflect on the importance of slowing down the learning process,
saying that the impact was “taking the time to really promote that growth”. In addition, a
rural middle school teacher described how the focus on the writing process that she learned
in the PL and was implementing in her classroom translated into a focus on evidence of
learning and not a numerical grade.

I actually get to be more monitoring-process instead of monitoring-behavior.
It’s just great. That’s been a very big help. Next time, of course we have the
mechanics and the usage issues that we’re not addressing [in writing], but the
kids were saying “Well, next time could you put, you know, quotation works
around this, so that I know it came from that video”. So the evidence is more
than just a number on a piece of paper that says, this is the grade; it’s that I had
evidence of the process was learned.

In addition to focusing on growth, data highlighted the need to focus on joy, which
leads to the third theme.

5.3. Theme 3—Increased Need to Focus on Joy

There were different reasons and contexts in which the need for a focus on joy was
discussed by participants. Teachers from different contexts explicitly mentioned noticing
increased social anxiety in their students. For example, a rural middle school teacher said
in an interview:

I have also found, and I’ve taught about 20 years, more issues this year with
social anxiety. Just more than your average junior high kid awkwardness. But
true social anxiety than I have ever seen before, and this is a concern. Well, I think
that our children who were virtual last year the entire time especially have this
new nervousness of being around other people, that things are too loud, just a lot
of things like that.

To respond, we intentionally focused on joy as an overarching theme of the summer
launch of the PL the second year. In reflecting on our PL experiences, participants across
contexts and data sources wrote about the impact of the PL on their praxis as related to
enjoying literacy and a love of learning as important impacts. For example, an urban
elementary teacher reflected that an impact of the PL has been “Increased literacy joy for
students, parents, and staff with literacy events”. Similarly, an urban high school teacher
wrote in the reflection, “The love of learning and writing has emerged,” and a suburban
middle school teacher said that he enjoyed the PL, and as such, “it helped me alter my
writing instruction and assignments in ways to help my students enjoy their own writing”.
This teacher made the connection between the experiences they had in PL and their praxis.

6. Discussion

To address the research questions, we found three themes that emerged from the
participants: an increased need for PL on differentiation, an increased need to focus on
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growth, and an increased need to focus on joy. Our data showed that in a post/COVID-19
era, teachers desire PL and avenues of practice that allow them to see students and be
seen themselves as full human beings. The themes invite a larger conversation about
how Discourses of accountability stemming from neoliberalism beckon us as researchers
and practitioners to think critically about the hierarchical structures that exist within
education that prevent teachers from slowing down to consider both their professional and
personal needs. Our data showed glimpses of how, when teachers are able to attend to
their social, emotional, and professional needs, they are able to extend this holistic mindset
in responding to the needs for their students, as well as celebrate the moments of growth
and joy they experience through learning.

The first theme underscores how teachers’ needs for PL on differentiation emerged
from their understanding of their students and their own needs for a similar approach
in learning amid and post/COVID-19. In this way, our PL contests neoliberalism in two
ways. First, by responding to our teachers’ needs through a both/and design in our
online and in-person collaborative learning spaces, we acknowledge teachers’ expertise in
assessing and expressing their own needs. This is the opposite of the way neoliberalism
views teachers through a deficit lens by dictating to them what to do and what to need,
stripping them of their agency and expertise [48]. Second, our PL approach corroborates
the framework for adaptability [1] in which we provide support for our teachers through
flexible and participatory models of learning. We argue that our teachers’ participation
through online and in-person engagements in our continuous PL counts as democratic
participation [5] because they were learning with and from each other and had autonomy
to make decisions related to their praxis. We also resisted deficit discourses by centering
teachers as experts who bring their local knowledge and professional and personal assets
to the PL experience that contributes to the learning of the whole community (Fernández,
2019). Hence, in referring back to Apple’s [48] (2006) interrupting neoliberalism through
democratic ways of doing, we see how our PL attempts to interrupt neoliberalism in similar
ways.

Implications of our data also highlight the need for flexibility [1] in PL offerings due to
the substitute teacher shortage in our context. Our participants appreciated the flexibility
of asynchronous online PL, and they still highly valued the collaboration and support
that in-person offerings afforded. Because of the substitute teacher shortage, many of
our offerings were moved to nights and weekends, times outside of teachers’ contractual
hours. In order to counter Discourse in the U.S. that teaching is a “calling” not a profession
and that teachers have a moral responsibility to “do whatever it takes'' or “give 100%”
to make sure that students’ succeed (see [61,67]), we compensated teachers’ time outside
of contractual hours. We agree with Bartlett [67], who argues that teaching is “difficult,
complex and emotionally draining work entailing long out-of-classroom hours” (p. 567)
and that “work overload exhausts their enthusiasm and erodes their commitment” (p. 568).
We add to this argument that our data demonstrate that teaching is even more emotionally
and physically draining and that attention to teachers’ wellbeing is even more important
than before COVID-19. Data suggested that our hybrid model where we met face to face
for three days in the summer and then one day during the fall and one day during the
spring with the rest of the PL online satisfied teachers’ competing needs for both flexibility
and community. This both/and approach in our PL then iteratively includes the three
critical elements—cooperation, inclusion, and flexibility—proposed in the framework for
adaptability [1] on both individual- and community-scale levels under our state-level grant
work. In our model, our teachers cooperated with each other and participated by bringing
in their own expertise. Our hybrid model also provided “access to multiple modalities of
education and multiple points of access over a lifetime” [1] to teachers as a way for them
to experience inclusion that was amplified through the flexibility of our PL. Flexibility in
our PL also acted as a mechanism to support teachers’ wellbeing through providing them
opportunities to learn at their convenience and opportunities for connections with one
another. Furthermore, as the framework [1] also “values mutual caring and dialogue over
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profit-seeking, precision, and standardization” (p. 871), we confirm its alignment with our
second finding.

As identified in theme two, COVID-19 exposed the necessity to slow down and
attend to student growth rather than overemphasizing quantified assessments. Because we
provided ongoing PL, we were able to offer time for inquiry and reflection, counter to the PL
too often found in schools that is a one-off focused solely on technical knowledge to increase
test scores [5]. Teachers perceived that slowing down seemed to benefit their students
and themselves. While the importance of tending to students’ growth as opposed to
standardized proficiency scores is not a new concept, COVID-19 presented new limitations
by causing many students to need explicit and intentional differentiation. It is possible
that COVID-19 intensified the need for teacher education to focus on the development of
teachers as whole humans who need time to process and work through content as they
figure out how to walk their students through the same thing.

The current neoliberal Discourse privileges numerical data and meeting standardized
proficiency outcomes. This is reinforced by policies (i.e., No Child Left Behind, Race to
the Top) that place quantitative data and post-positivist epistemology on a pedestal with
an assumption that these data are objective [60]. Although quantitative satellite data can
illuminate patterns of interest, it is not intended to provide actionable information for
individual educators, nor does it capture students’ growth over time [68]. As Choi states
in a podcast hosted by Safir and Mumby [69], standardized tests “produce the results
they are intended to get. And the results they are intended to get are a stratification of
performance that’s tied to socioeconomic factors . . . which result in tests that replicate the
inequities in society” (21:36). This assessment system is rooted in white, Western ways of
knowing that perpetuate practices of classification, comparison, and evaluation in contrast
to a holistic approach more conducive to supporting students’ growth [68,70]. Furthermore,
all data collection and analysis involve decisions by researchers that introduce subjectivity.
Although researchers can work to limit subjectivity, it can never be removed completely,
even with quantitative standardized assessments [71].

Future research could serve to identify what actionable information teachers extract
from their current assessment tools, whether they have the autonomy to act on their
findings, and whether they perceive student growth to be captured by current assessment
methods. In addition, it opens up avenues to talk deeply and critically about the importance
of teacher and student wellbeing in relation to learning. Those findings could support
the development of a framework for assessment that contributes to overall wellbeing by
considering how the elements of holism (e.g., cognitive, social, emotional, and physical)
interact to support learning.

Implications for practice include the continual endeavors to resist neoliberal Discourse
that, as Aydarova [4] describes, positions “teacher education programs as producers of
one-dimensional teachers trained to deliver content knowledge to their students without
interrogating broader socioeconomic contexts of their practice” (p. 12). We can do so by
bringing multiple ways of knowing in the world to our PL ways of knowing, learning, and
being. For example, Greene et al. [72] describe the “kitchen table” as a representation of an
inclusive space for Black women “to be seen, to be heard” and to receive “affirmation and
healing” (p. 239). Haddix et al. [73] describe how the “kitchen table” relates the importance
of a dialogic space where educators support one another in “their personal, social, and
professional lives” (p. 380).

Aguilar and Cohen [24] discuss the concept of PL as a party with the understanding
that teachers find joy in coming together, which relates to theme three about the need
for joy. The authors also state that if teachers feel joy, they are also more likely to feel
comfortable learning together. Since learning can be a vulnerable venture, creating a joyous
atmosphere for PL provides space for teachers to open up, share, and question. This type of
learning invites teachers to take ownership in expressing the growth they need. According
to Cunningham [74], “With joyful teaching and learning at the center, emotion, pedagogy,
and content knowledge became intertwined” (p. 3).
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Furthermore, Black scholars have often used joy as a practice of resistance [75,76]. As
Peoples and Foster [77] argue, the concept of joy as resistance serves to push back against
traditional school narratives and models of reform that only reinforce the oppression of
BIPOC students. COVID-19 exacerbates this oppression through language like “learning
loss” and an increased need to “catch students up”. Focusing on joy turns the focus from
product to people, allowing both teachers and students to celebrate individual beings that
enter classroom spaces and PL by centering their journey on knowledge.

We can also resist and act by bringing a Freirean [78] definition of praxis as critical
reflection on action to our PL in ways that also encourage educators to bring critical re-
flection on action to their classrooms. This is especially important in the current times
that discourage critical reflection [79,80]. Our ability to incorporate PL opportunities and
communities that are intentionally reflective and supportive of teacher agency will deter-
mine how effective we are in our learning community at large. Specifically, in our context
of a prolonged five-year literacy grant, we can continually reflect and analyze teacher
perspectives on teacher needs to create responsive professional learning experiences.

Limitations and Implications for Future Research

This is a secondary analysis of data that were collected for a different study. We
acknowledge that this means that the data may not comprehensively answer our research
questions. However, through open coding, we found the themes of this study were so
prevalent that we could not ignore making them visible to the field. Future research on
teacher education for in-service teachers can provide greater insight into teacher percep-
tions of their PL needs post/COVID-19, as well as how we center teachers in order to
work against hierarchical power structures and deficit discourses in ways that promote
their professional, social, and emotional wellbeing. Furthermore, future research can ex-
plore the impact of teacher wellbeing on student learning and can explore the ways that
ongoing [5] and critical (Fernández, 2019) PL influences teachers’ praxis with students.
Finally, interrupting neoliberalism in education requires collective and multi-level engage-
ments from classroom praxis, teacher activism, to participation in policy analysis and
critique (i.e., [5]; [49]). Future research might attempt to connect PL that acknowledges
teachers’ expertise and needs—in contrast with neoliberal accountability Discourse—with
relevant educational policies tied to teacher education by utilizing a similar framework of
interrupting neoliberalism.

7. Conclusions

In order to center educators as experts in their crafts, we facilitated teacher-led online
and in-person PL experiences and curated content that supported teachers’ wellbeing
and self-efficacy. In centering teachers as experts, we aimed to disrupt the narrative of
university-based literacy researchers as experts or school administrators as solitary change
agents in order to spark teachers’ interrogation of hierarchies within education systems
and ultimately create more just systems that holistically support people and their learning.
Throughout our work with teachers in 40 schools across the urban, suburban, and rural
communities in our midwestern U.S. region, we have consistently heard teachers request
applicable support and development amidst the waves of change in education in general
but also within the wake of COVID-19. This study contributes data-based findings related
to teacher wellbeing and literacy education with in-service teachers. Implications of these
findings suggest hybrid models of teacher education for in-service teachers, both in-person
and online, and both within and across schools, as we move forward in the new normal
world.
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Fakültesi Derg. 2022, 6, 485–506. [CrossRef]
7. Ovens, A.; Lynch, S. Democratic teacher education practices. In Encyclopedia of Teacher Education; Peters, M., Ed.; Springer:

Berlin/Heidelberg, Germany, 2019; pp. 1–6. [CrossRef]
8. Carbone, M. Why teacher empowerment now? High Sch. J. 1989, 73, 98–102.
9. Ma, L.; Zhou, F.; Liu, H. Relationship between psychological empowerment and the retention intention of kindergarten teachers:

A chain intermediary effect analysis. Front. Psychol. 2021, 12, 601992. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
10. Liu, Y.; Li, R.; Jin, Z.; Wu, X.; Wang, W.L. Psychological empowerment and professional well-being of Chinese kindergarten

teachers: The mediating effect of professional pressure. J. Psychol. Afr. 2022, 32, 7–14. [CrossRef]
11. Aliakbari, M.; Amoli, F.A. The effects of teacher empowerment on teacher commitment and student achievement. Mediterr. J. Soc.

Sci. 2016, 7, 649–657. [CrossRef]
12. Marks, H.M.; Louis, K.S. Does teacher empowerment affect the classroom? The implications of teacher empowerment for

instructional practice and student academic performance. Educ. Eval. Policy Anal. 1997, 19, 245–275. [CrossRef]
13. Delaco, R.; Samuelson, C.; Grifenhagen, J.; Davis, D.S.; Kosanovich, M. Using insights from teachers to inform online professional

learning in early literacy instruction. Lit. Res. Instr. 2021, 61, 84–111. [CrossRef]
14. Folsom, J.S.; Smith, K.G.; Burk, K.; Oakley, N. Educator outcomes associated with implementation of Mississippi’s K-3 early

literacy professional learning initiative. Reg. Educ. Lab. Southeast 2017, 1–17. Available online: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/
projects/project.asp?projectID=466 (accessed on 19 April 2023).

15. Goldschmidt, P.; Phelps, G. Does teacher professional learning affect content and pedagogical knowledge: How much and for
how long? Econ. Educ. Rev. 2010, 29, 432–439. [CrossRef]

16. Gupta, A.; Lee, G.L. The effects of a site-based teacher professional learning program on student learning. Int. Electron. J. Elem.
Educ. 2020, 12, 417–428. [CrossRef]

17. Didion, L.; Toste, J.R.; Filderman, M.J. Teacher professional development and student reading achievement: A Meta-Analytic
review of the effects. J. Res. Educ. Eff. 2019, 13, 29–66. [CrossRef]

18. Wallace, M.E. Making sense of the links: Professional development, teacher practices, and student achievement. Teach. Coll. Rec.
2009, 111, 573–596. [CrossRef]

19. Darling-Hammond, L.; Hyler, M.E.; Gardner, M. Effective teacher professional development. Learning. Policy Institute. 2017.
[CrossRef]

20. Borko, H. Professional learning and teacher learning: Mapping the terrain. Educ. Res. 2004, 33, 3–15. [CrossRef]
21. Rotherham, A.J.; Mikuta, J.; Freeland, J. Letter to the next president. J. Teach. Educ. 2008, 59, 242–251. [CrossRef]
22. Lieberman, A.; Pointer Mace, D.H. Teacher learning: The key to educational reform. J. Teach. Educ. 2008, 59, 226–234. [CrossRef]
23. Penuel, W.R.; Fishman, B.J.; Yamaguchi, R.; Gallagher, L.P. What makes professional learning effective? Strategies that foster

curriculum implementation. Am. Educ. Res. J. 2007, 44, 921–958. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11159-020-09878-3
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33424032
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED613782
https://ncte.org/statement/proflearning/
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131946.2021.1969934
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2008.04.003
https://doi.org/10.33399/biibfad.1189295
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-1179-6_218-1
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.601992
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33679521
https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2021.2002034
https://doi.org/10.5901/mjss.2016.v7n4p649
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737019003245
https://doi.org/10.1080/19388071.2021.1921889
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/projects/project.asp?projectID=466
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/projects/project.asp?projectID=466
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2009.10.002
https://doi.org/10.26822/iejee.2020562132
https://doi.org/10.1080/19345747.2019.1670884
https://doi.org/10.1177/016146810911100205
https://doi.org/10.54300/122.311
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X033008003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487108317021
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487108317020
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831207308221


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 753 17 of 18

24. Aguilar, E.; Cohen, L. The PD Book: 7 Habits That Transform Professional Development; Jossey-Bass: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2022.
25. Guskey, T.R. What makes professional development effective? Phi Delta Kappan 2003, 84, 748–750. [CrossRef]
26. Taylor, B.M.; Pearson, P.D.; Peterson, D.S.; Rodriguez, M.C. The CIERA school change framework: An evidence-based approach

to professional development and school reading improvement. Read. Res. Q. 2005, 40, 40–69. [CrossRef]
27. Dillon, D.A.; O’Brien, D.P.; Sato, M.; Kelly, C.M. Professional development teacher education for reading instruction. In Handbook

of Reading Research; Kamil, M., Pearson, P.D., Moje, E., Afflerbach, P., Eds.; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2011; pp. 629–660.
28. Hunzicker, J. Effective professional development for teachers: A checklist. Prof. Dev. Educ. 2011, 37, 177–179. [CrossRef]
29. Kinnucan-Welsch, K.; Rosemary, C.A.; Grogan, P.R. Accountability by design in literacy professional development. Read. Teach.

2006, 59, 426–435. [CrossRef]
30. Hascher, T.; Waber, J. Teacher well-being: A systematic review of the research literature from the year 2000–2019. Educ. Res. Rev.

2021, 34, 100411. [CrossRef]
31. Chan, M.; Sharkey, J.D.; Lawrie, S.I.; Arch, D.A.; Nylund-Gibson, K. Elementary school teacher well-being and supportive

measures amid COVID-19: An exploratory study. Sch. Psychol. 2021, 36, 533–545. [CrossRef]
32. Jones, A.L.; Kessler, M.A. Teachers’ emotion and identity work during a pandemic. Front. Educ. 2020, 5, 583775. [CrossRef]
33. Billaudeau, N.; Alexander, S.; Magnard, L.; Temam, S.; Vercambre, M.N. What levers to promote teachers’ wellbeing during the

COVID-19 pandemic and beyond: Lessons learned from a 2021 online study in six countries. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health
2022, 19, 9151. [CrossRef]

34. Brunzell, T.; Waters, L.; Stokes, H. Trauma-informed teacher wellbeing: Teacher reflections within trauma-informed positive
education. Aust. J. Teach. Educ. 2021, 46, 91–107. [CrossRef]

35. Kwatubana, S.; Molaodi, V. Leadership styles that would enable school leaders to support the wellbeing of teachers during
COVID-19. Bulg. Comp. Educ. Society. 2021, 106–112. Available online: https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED614047.pdf (accessed
on 19 April 2023).

36. De Lissovoy, N. Pedagogy of the impossible: Neoliberalism and the ideology of accountability. Policy Futures Educ. 2013, 11,
423–435. [CrossRef]

37. Navarro, V. Neoliberalism as a class ideology; Or, the political causes of the growth of inequalities. Int. J. Health Serv. 2007, 37,
47–62. [CrossRef]

38. Biebricher, T. The Political Theory of Neoliberalism; Stanford University Press: CA, USA, 2019.
39. Harvey, D. A Brief History of Neoliberalism; Oxford University Press: Oxford, NY, USA, 2005.
40. Duarte, B.J.; Brewer, C. “We’re in compliance”: Reconciling teachers’ work as resistance to neoliberal policies. Educ. Policy Anal.

Arch. 2022, 30, 105. [CrossRef]
41. Davies, B.; Bansel, P. Neoliberalism and education. Int. J. Qual. Stud. Educ. 2007, 20, 247–259. [CrossRef]
42. Au, W. Unequal by Design: High-Stakes Testing and the Standardization of Inequality, 1st ed.; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2012.
43. Au, W. Meritocracy 2.0. Educ. Policy 2016, 30, 39–62. [CrossRef]
44. Pitzer, H. Urban teachers engaging in critical talk: Navigating deficit discourse and neoliberal logics. J. Educ. Controv. 2015, 9, 8.
45. Kozol, J. Savage Inequalities; Crown: New York, NY, USA, 2012.
46. Weiner, L. Privatizing public education: The neoliberal model. Race Poverty Environ. 2012, 19, 35–37.
47. McCallum, F. Teachers’ wellbeing during times of change and disruption. In Wellbeing and Resilience Education: COVID-19 and Its

Impact on Education; White, M.A., McCallum, F., Eds.; Routledge: NY, USA, 2021.
48. Apple, M.W. Freire, neoliberalism, and education. Counterpoints 1999, 109, 197–220.
49. Apple, M.W. Understanding and interrupting neoliberalism and neoconservatism in education. Pedagog. Int. J. 2006, 1, 21–26.

[CrossRef]
50. Freire, P. Pedagogia da Autonomia [Pedagogy of Autonomy], 22nd ed.; Paz e Terra: Sao Paulo, Brazil, 1997.
51. Gee, J.P. Reading as situated language: A sociocognitive perspective. In Theoretical Models and Processes of Literacy; Routledge:

New York, NY, USA, 2019; pp. 105–117.
52. da Silva, A.R.V.; Mølstad, C.E. Teacher autonomy and teacher agency: A comparative study in Brazilian and Norwegian lower

secondary education. Curric. J. 2020, 31, 115–131. [CrossRef]
53. Erss, M. ‘Complete freedom to choose within limits’–teachers’ views of curricular autonomy, agency and control in Estonia,

Finland and Germany. Curric. J. 2018, 29, 238–256. [CrossRef]
54. Nguyen, P.; Webel, C.; Yeo, S.; Zhao, W. Elementary teachers’ agency: The role of perceived professional space and autonomy. J.

Curric. Stud. 2022, 54, 665–686. [CrossRef]
55. Little, D.G. Learning as dialogue: The dependence of learner autonomy on teacher autonomy. System 1995, 23, 175–181. [CrossRef]
56. Sinclair, B.P.; McGrath, I.; Lamb, T. Learner Autonomy, Teacher Autonomy: Future Directions. In Longman eBooks; Pearson

Education: Harlow, UK, 2000.
57. Priestley, M.; Biesta, G.; Robinson, S. Teacher agency: What is it why does it matter? In Flip the System: Changing Education from the

Bottom Up; Kneyber, R., Evers, J., Eds.; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2015.
58. Acton, R.; Glasgow, P. Teacher wellbeing in neoliberal contexts: A review of the literature. Aust. J. Teach. Educ. 2015, 40, 98–113.

[CrossRef]
59. Ali, S. A second-class workforce: How neoliberal policies and reforms undermined the educational profession. J. Curric. Teach.

2019, 8, 102–110. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.1177/003172170308401007
https://doi.org/10.1598/RRQ.40.1.3
https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2010.523955
https://doi.org/10.1598/RT.59.5.2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2021.100411
https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000441
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.583775
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19159151
https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2021v46n5.6
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED614047.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2304/pfie.2013.11.4.423
https://doi.org/10.2190/AP65-X154-4513-R520
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.30.6173
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518390701281751
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904815614916
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15544818ped0101_4
https://doi.org/10.1002/curj.3
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585176.2018.1445514
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220272.2022.2081821
https://doi.org/10.1016/0346-251X(95)00006-6
https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2015v40n8.6
https://doi.org/10.5430/jct.v8n3p102


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 753 18 of 18

60. Tsang, K.P.; Qin, Q. Ideological disempowerment as an effect of neoliberalism on teachers. Power Educ. 2020, 12, 204–212.
[CrossRef]

61. Guerrero-Nieto, C.H.; Quintero, A.N.C. Elementary school teachers in neoliberal times: The silent voices that make educational
policies work. Profile Issues Teach. Prof. Dev. 2021, 23, 27–40. [CrossRef]

62. Cohen, J.L. Teachers in the news: A critical analysis of one US newspaper’s discourse on education, 2006–2007. Discourse Stud.
Cult. Politics Educ. 2010, 31, 105–119. [CrossRef]

63. Van Petegem, K.; Creemers BP, M.; Rosseel, Y.; Aelterman, A. Relationships between teacher characteristics, interpersonal teacher
behaviour and teacher wellbeing. J. Classr. Interact. 2005, 40, 34–43.

64. Wei, H.; Chen, J. School attachment among Taiwanese adolescents: The role of individual characteristics, peer relationships, and
teacher well-being. Soc. Indic. Res. 2010, 95, 421–436. [CrossRef]

65. Merriam, S.B.; Tisdell, E.J. Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation, 4th ed.; Langara College: Vancouver, BC,
Canada, 2017.

66. Saldana, J. The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers; Sage: Sacramento, CA, USA, 2021.
67. Bartlett, L. Expanding teacher work roles: A resource for retention or a recipe for overwork? J. Educ. Policy 2004, 19, 565–582.

[CrossRef]
68. Safir, S.; Dugan, J. Street Data: A Next-Generation Model for Equity, Pedagogy, and School Transformation; Corwin Press: New, York,

NY, USA, 2021.
69. Safir, S.; Mumby, A. We need to marginalize standardized testing with Young Whan Choi (S1 E6) [Audio podcast episode].

In Street Data Pod; Corwin: San Diego, CA, USA, 2022; Available online: https://www.podbean.com/ew/pb-y4jzv-13045eb
(accessed on 19 April 2023).

70. Blackstock, C. The breath of life versus the embodiment of life: Indigenous knowledge and Western research. World Indig. Nations
High. Educ. Consort. J. 2007, 4, 67–79.

71. Guba, E.G.; Lincoln, Y.S. Paradigmatic controversies contradictions emerging confluences. In The Sage Handbook of Qualitative
Research; Denzin, N.K., Lincoln, Y.S., Eds.; Sage Publications Ltd.: San Diego, CA, USA, 2005.

72. Greene, D.; Griffin, A.; Perry, T.; Price-Dennis, D. Kitchen table talks: Digital literacies Black girlhood. In Black Girls’ Literacies;
Price-Dennis, D., Muhammad, G., Eds.; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2021; pp. 239–244.

73. Haddix, M.; McArthur, S.A.; Muhammad, G.E.; Price-Dennis, D.; Sealey-Ruiz, Y. At the kitchen table: Black women English
educators speaking our truths. Engl. Educ. 2016, 48, 380.

74. Cunningham, K.E.; Rainville, K.N. Nurturing joy and belonging: Practices for rehumanizing professional learning. Sch.-Univ.
Partnersh. 2022, 15, 1–11.

75. Hooks, B. Teaching to Transgress; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 1994.
76. Love, B.L. We Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and the Pursuit of Educational Freedom; Beacon PressPenguin

Random House: Boston, MA, USA, 2019.
77. Peoples, L.Q.; Foster, L. Focus, Resistance & Joy: Lessons Learned from Black Communities, and Education for Liberation; NYU Steinhardt:

New York, NY, USA, 2020. Available online: https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/metrocenter/focus-resistance-joy (accessed on 28
April 2023).

78. Freire, P. Pedagogy of the Oppressed; Continuum: New York, NY, USA, 1970.
79. Fernández, A.E. Decolonizing professional development: A re-humanizing approach. Equity Excell. Education. 2019, 52, 185–196.

[CrossRef]
80. Hesse, C.; La Serna, J.; Zoeller, E. Professional development through critical conversation and testimonio at Simón Bolívar

Elementary. In Critical Consciousness in Dual Language Bilingual Education; Dorner, L., Ed.; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2022;
pp. 205–212.

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1757743820932603
https://doi.org/10.15446/profile.v23n1.83052
https://doi.org/10.1080/01596300903465450
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-009-9529-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093042000269144
https://www.podbean.com/ew/pb-y4jzv-13045eb
https://steinhardt.nyu.edu/metrocenter/focus-resistance-joy
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2019.1649610

	Introduction 
	Literature Review 
	Research on Literacy PL 
	Supporting Teacher Needs and Wellbeing Post/COVID-19 
	Impacts of Neoliberalism on Teachers 

	Theoretical Framework 
	Materials and Methods 
	Participants and Context 
	Data Sources and Analysis 
	Formative Assessments 
	Interviews 
	Reflections 

	Researcher Positionality 

	Findings 
	Theme 1—Increased Need for PL on Differentiation 
	Theme 2—Increased Need to Focus on Growth 
	Theme 3—Increased Need to Focus on Joy 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

