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Adult Educators' Views of the Importance and Occurrence of the Method and Venue of Professional Development
Abstract

The results of an assessment on adult educator views of importance and occurrence of professional development opportunities are presented.  First the importance and occurrence of the method used to present the professional development were measured.  Method is defined as how adult educators are trained.  Secondly, the importance and occurrence of the venue of the training were measured. Venue is defined as who is being trained, where and when the training occurs, and what type of training is offered.  Ninety-eight (98) adult educators working for the San Juan Educational Region Adult Education Department were surveyed.  The results indicated that the adult educators’ attitudes toward the method and venue used during professional development was significantly higher in importance than in occurrence (p=.00).  
Purpose

Research has shown that how teachers reflect on their practices may have implications in the development of their professional identities (Rose, Jeris &, Smith, 2005; Pololi et al., 2001).  According to Wlodkowski (2003), “professional development is an arena where emotional reactions to instruction can heighten or dampen an individual’s desire to learn” (p. 39).  Regarding this study on adult educators’ views on professional development, the method by which adult educators are trained can be significant to the respondents because of their cultural origin of San Juan, Puerto Rico. “Self-disclosure of this nature may be incompatible with the cultural values of …Latinos…,who often reserve expression of personal feelings for the intimacy of family” (Wlodkowski, p. 39).

This study analyzes the views of adult educators on the method and venue by which they are offered professional development. Adult educators are identified in Puerto Rico as those who educate illiterate adults ages 18 and over.  These educators are certified in elementary and secondary education. The study’s main purpose is to measure the opinions of techniques and incidents of professional development utilizing a variety of methods and venues in regard to importance and occurrence. For the purposes of this study method is defined as how adult educators are trained; venue is defined as who is being trained, where and when the training occurs, and what type of training is offered.  
Perspective

  Wlodkowski (2003) describes four frames of method in his article, all related to motivation: establish an inclusive learning atmosphere, develop personal relevance and choice, enhance meaning, and engender competence (p. 40).

Guskey (2003) analyzed 13 diverse lists of effective professional development characteristics. Having their origins in publications such as the National Staff Development Council, the U.S. Department of Education, and Educational Testing Service, these lists distinguish 21 characteristics of effective professional development; the most frequently mentioned characteristic being the enhancement of teachers’ content and pedagogical knowledge (p. 749). “Identifying the practices and strategies of those teachers who have found ways to help students in schools in economically depressed areas learn well and sharing them with their colleagues might provide a basis for highly effective professional development” (p. 750). He found that the majority of these lists indicated that effective professional development requires the provision of time and other resources. He also found that the time devoted to professional development must be “well organized, carefully structured, and purposefully directed” (p. 749). Additionally, his review revealed that the promotion of collegiality and collaborative exchange was a noted characteristic of effective professional development. According to the author, “educators at all levels value opportunities to work together, reflect on their practices, exchange ideas, and share strategies” (p. 749). These research-based characteristics align with and authenticate survey items 11 and 12 used in this study presented on adult educators’ views on professional development.
Casey and Tobin (2002) define professional development as a “subset of adult learning” (p.247). They frame this definition by providing four key traits of adult learners: adults are self-directing, prior life experience of the adult plays a key role in adult learning activities, adults display distinctive learning styles, and adults pass through different developmental stages that impact the type and methods of learning in which they will engage (p. 246). The researchers concluded, “professional development programs should account for differences in the career stages, interests, and occupational tasks of the participants” (p. 247). The authors identified 10 characteristics of successful professional development.  Those characteristics of effective professional development closely related to the research presented in this paper include: collegiality and collaboration; participant involvement in goal setting, implementation, evaluation, and decision making; time to work on staff development and assimilate new learning; and designs built on principles of adult learning (Casey and Tobin, 2002).
Cranton and King (2003) purport “educators of adults are in a unique position among professionals in that they often have not had the opportunity to learn how to do their job” (p.31).  They believe that the how to method of training is falling short because the heart of transformative learning is “about critically questioning and reflecting on what we do, how it works, and why we believe it is important” (p. 31-32).  At the core of professional development of adult educators is authenticity.  Cranton and King (2003) quote Cranton (2001) in defining authenticity as “the expression of genuine self in the community” (p. 33).  “Meaning professional development…must involve educators as whole persons—their values, beliefs, and assumptions about teaching and their ways of seeing the world” (p.33).
Marceau (2003) states adult educators “seek an environment that fosters ‘an ethic of collaboration,’ encouraging experienced teachers to work with and support newer colleagues” (p. 67).  Marceau’s (2003) article focuses on educators bound together by “serving the needs of adults in basic skills in ESOL, GED preparation, literacy, community and continuing education, and adult basic education” (p.67).  According to Marceau (2003), the venue set up for professional development of adult educators is systematic.  “The systems that states have set up to deliver these programs have varied, from centralized to locally organized structures…[with] delivery itself [being] equally varied—mentoring, conferences, workshops, on-line and teleconference media, and action research…used” (p.69). 

Data sources

This study was conducted based on the professional development opportunities of adult educators in the San Juan Educational Region Adult Education Department. The data were taken from a previous study by Beltran (2004) that collected data to examine “importance and frequency of occurrence of the four dimensions of administrative support, curriculum training, participation, and teaching skills, in a professional development program” (p. 5).  These educators are certified and teach adults (ages 18 and older) who are illiterate (p. 10). There were approximately 98 adult educator respondents in the Beltran (2004) study.  

To analyze the importance and occurrence of methods and venue of adult educator professional development, Beltran (2004) used 58 survey questions successfully tested for reliability.  The study was limited to the San Juan Educational Region.  
For the purpose of this study, Beltran’s (2004) data were used to measure the importance and occurrence of method and venue of professional development.  This study defines method as how adult educators are trained, and venue as: who is being trained, where and when the training occurs, and what type of training is offered. This study used 9 questions for method and 5 questions for venue, as shown in Table 1. The scale was designed in the Beltran study (2004) and delineated the following: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Slightly Agree, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly Agree.
Table 1 
Survey Questions, Reliability Analysis of Importance and Occurrence of Methods and Venue 
	
	Question
	α Imp
	α Occ

	Pairs
	Method
	.91
	.88

	1
	The professional development program involves all the teachers.
	
	

	2
	The school district gives workshops about theories of how adult students learn.
	
	

	3
	The learning climate of staff development activities is collaborative.
	
	

	4
	Professional development focuses on how teachers plan their lessons.
	
	

	5
	Professional development training includes theories about adult students’ emotional needs.
	
	

	6
	Professional development is designed to support curriculum integration of academic skills.
	
	

	7
	The adult educators participate in curriculum development projects.
	
	

	8
	The school principal motivates the teachers to explore new instructional strategies.
	
	

	9
	Professional development programs provide the opportunity for teachers to discuss how they present their lesson.
	
	

	Pairs
	Venue
	.77
	.70

	1
	The school supports the adult educators to attend workshops.
	
	

	2
	Professional development is offered during the school day.
	
	

	3
	College courses are preferred over professional development workshops.
	
	

	4
	Professional development involves new teachers.
	
	

	5
	The school principal provides time to participate in a professional development program.
	
	


Note: Beltran (2004) labeled item 62 as item 63 in the original data collected.
Methodology
The subjects of this study were adult educators in the San Juan Region. The original questionnaire for the larger study was done by Beltran (2004) and distributed to 98 adult educators who teach “students (from 18 years of age on) who do not know how to read or write and those who do not have their high school diploma and are preparing to take the exam for the General Education Diploma (G.E.D.)” (p. 10).  It consisted of 29 paired items pertaining to the attitudes of adult educators regarding their professional development program in the San Juan Region.  Beltran (2004) limited the study to adult educators in 10 schools within the Region offering adult education.  

For the purposes of this study, 14 paired items focusing on adult educators’ attitudes regarding the method and venue of their professional development were selected by a panel of experts.  A 5 point Likert scale was used to rate the importance and occurrence of each item.  A reliability test was performed for each variable based on importance, resulting in a Cronbach’s Alpha for method of .91 and a Cronbach’s Alpha for venue of .77.  A reliability test was performed for each variable based on occurrence, see Table 1, resulting in a Cronbach’s Alpha for method of .88 and a Cronbach’s Alpha for venue of .70. (A paired-samples t-test for mean of importance (MI) and mean of occurrence (MO) and standard deviation of importance (SDI) and standard deviation of occurrence (SDO) of the variables, method and venue.)
	Results
A paired-samples t test was conducted to evaluate whether adult educators in Puerto Rico are more concerned with the importance of method or the occurrence of method.  As shown in Table 2, the results indicated that the mean concern for importance of method (MI = 37.08, SDI = 7.79) was significantly greater than the mean concern for occurrence of method (MO = 24.86, SDO = 8.40), t(93) = 11.32, p= .00.  The standardized effect size index, d, was large at a value of 1.17.  There is a consistent difference in regard to the importance and occurrence of method used in professional development. Respondents indicated that the importance of the method was significantly greater than the occurrence. 
Table 2
Paired Samples t-test

Pair

Item

MI
MO
SDI
SDO
t
df
p
 d
1

methodimp-methodocc

37.08

24.86    

7.79     

8.40       

11.31

93       

.00       

1.17

2

venueimp-venueocc


21.01

15.54    

4.03     

4.93        

9.28

94

.00         

.95

A paired-samples t test was conducted to evaluate whether adult educators in Puerto Rico are more concerned with the importance of venue or the occurrence of venue.  Also shown in Table 2 the results indicated that the mean concern for importance of venue (VI = 21.01, SDI = 4.03) was significantly greater than the mean concern for occurrence of venue (VO = 15.54, SDO = 4.93), t(94) = 9.28, p= .00.  The standardized effect size index, d, was large at a value of .95. There is a consistent difference in regard to the importance and occurrence of venue used in professional development, where respondents viewed the importance of the venue as more important than the occurrence of the venue.
Table 3


	Paired Samples t-test for Methods (N=97)

	Pair**
	Item
	MI
	MO
	SDI
	SDO
	t
	df
	p*

	1
	The professional development
	4.20
	3.02
	1.25
	1.44
	6.98
	96
	.00

	2
	The school district gives
	3.95
	2.26
	1.25
	1.17
	9.95
	96
	.00

	3
	The learning climate 
	4.29
	3.50
	1.00
	1.35
	5.74
	96
	.00

	4
	Professional development focuses
	3.83
	2.66
	1.21
	1.29
	7.51
	96
	.00

	5
	Professional development training
	4.20
	2.57
	1.04
	1.34
	10.80
	96
	.00

	6
	Professional development is designed
	4.10
	2.63
	1.16
	1.31
	8.43
	93
	.00

	7
	The school principal provides
	4.04
	2.49
	1.24
	1.30
	10.24
	95
	.00

	8
	The school motivate
	4.20
	2.97
	1.16
	1.47
	7.25
	96
	.00

	9
	Professional development programs
	4.03
	2.45
	1.17
	1.28
	9.52
	96
	.00


* p < 0.01
* * pairs explained in Table 1

A paired samples t-test was conducted to evaluate the hypothesis of whether adult educators were more concerned with importance or occurrence of method.  As indicated in Table 3, adult educators believe in the importance of the issues identified in regard to method more than they believe in the necessity of frequency of occurrence of each method.
	Table 4


	Paired Samples t-test for Venue (N=97)

	Pair**
	Item
	MI
	MO
	SDI
	SDO
	t
	df
	p*

	1
	The school supports
	4.50
	3.36
	0.96
	1.34
	7.28
	96
	.00

	2
	Professional development is offered
	3.86
	2.78
	1.35
	1.45
	6.27
	96
	.00

	3
	College courses are preferred
	4.05
	3.06
	1.32
	1.52
	5.74
	95
	.00

	4
	Professional development involves
	4.22
	3.14
	1.16
	1.48
	6.66
	95
	.00

	5
	The school principal provides
	4.26
	3.14
	1.14
	1.51
	6.80
	96
	.00


* p < 0.01
* * pairs explained in Table 1
In the same way, a paired samples t-test was conducted to evaluate the hypothesis of whether adult educators were more concerned with importance or occurrence of venue.  As indicated in Table 4, adult educators believe in the importance of the issues identified in regard to venue, more than they believe in the necessity of frequency of occurrence of each venue. Each item is significantly different with the importance of venue having the higher mean than that of the occurrence of venue. 
Educational Importance of the Study

The “social purpose of adult education has either lost its over-arching rhetoric or has failed to connect the old rhetoric to new contexts and different practice” (Johnston, p. 14). Only continued review of literature on professional development of adult educators will aid to identify the most effective methods and venues available to increase the value of studies in this area.
When equipped with functional responses to the challenges of adult education, adult educators and adult learners alike may find these challenges less difficult.  Continuous study of adult education in general has added value to the level of understanding of both importance and occurrence associated with adult education.  
The results of this study indicate adult educators value the importance of the method of professional development more than the occurrence.  It is in how the professional development is presented that is important. Specific attention to reflection and personal knowledge and experience “to promote self-directed learning, teaching skills, personal awareness interdisciplinary collegiality” matters greatly (Pololi, et al, 2001, p. 276).  The results also indicate the importance of venue more valued than the occurrence.  “Attention to the physical and personal comfort of participants was intentional, to model caring” (Pololi, et al, p. 278).  Course structure utilizing workshops, projects and discussion emphasized learner-centered instruction.  It is necessary to continually “provide a safe environment in which elaboration of learning needs and practice could take place, and to ensure that each participant had an opportunity to structure a session to meet their needs” (Pololi, et al, pp. 278-279). Having this type of setting reinforces the need for adult learners to experience this same comfort.
The value of this study will continue to promote the importance of both method selected and preferred venue of professional development by adult educators.  The results of this study may encourage those responsible for facilitating professional development to consider the needs and expectations of the adult educators when structuring the methods and venues offered.
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