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Abstract

A broader awareness of ESL teachers’ conceptions for engaging in PD is vital for them to gain productive outcomes from prevail-ing
Professional Development (PD) opportunities. The qualitative case study reported here investigated the implications of PD initiatives
to heighten ESL teachers’ quality in their professional practice. The study used semi-structured interviews to gather data from ten
in-service ESL teachers of a government university in Sri Lanka and, Thematic Analysis for recognizing, arranging and interpreting
data. The results demonstrated four key implications of PD that empowered teachers to enhance the quality in their practice: (a)
refinement of teachers’ character and behaviour (b) sustaining teachers’ currency of knowledge in terms of qualifications, content
and overall knowledge and experience, thereby growing into quality practitioners with certificates and credentials, (c) enriching
teachers’ quality of delivery via improved skills and expertise, and (d) maintaining teachers’ profes-sional standards. These out-
comes could be achieved through both independent and sponsored PD activities regulated by dem-ocratic and managerialist prin-
ciples respectively. The study has valuable implications for PD providers and policy makers, and points to the need of considering
them in designing, delivering and framing PD activities in ESL in order to achieve optimum learner outcomes via meaningful PD

initiatives.
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INTRODUCTION

Graduates with higher levels of English skills can mostly se-
cure career opportunities in the Sri Lankan employment
market, particularly, in the private sector, a graduate can
earn higher salary than in the government sector (World
Bank, 2009). However, it is important to note that many
state university graduates cannot find a better employ-ment
due to their inadequate English language proficiency (Perera
& Canagarajah, 2010; Ponnamperuma & Nanayak-kara,
2018; Samrajya, 2008). Although ESL teachers’ serv-ing in
the Sri Lankan universities, major responsibility is to height-
ening students’ English language proficiency, critical-ly,
many teachers are unable to do so as they have inade-quate
pedagogical content knowledge and language learn-ing
methods (Abeywickrama, 2019; Liyanage, 2010; Navaz,
2012). As previous studies indicate, students’ knowledge
and skills can considerably be enriched through the provi-
sion of PD for teachers (Abeywickrama, 2020b; Abeywick-
rama & Ariyaratne, 2020; Coldwell, 2017; Mohan, Lingam, &
Chand, 2017; Sixel, 2013; Villegas-Reimers, 2003). As such,
institutions and policy designers are increasingly pressuring
ESL practitioners to attend numerous PD activi-ties for en-
hancing their classroom practices. Although much research
have examined the relationship between PD and student
learning outcomes the areas such as the im-pact of teacher
PD on teacher quality, and the importance of teacher quality
for practitioners’ growth and classroom teaching, have not
yet been adequately researched. There-fore, the aim of this

study is to explore ESL teachers’ con-ceptions in order to rec-
ognize the significance of PD for their professional quality
and thereby providing them more focused and meaningful
PD opportunities for achieving the expected outcomes. This
can finally enrich classroom prac-tices to benefit students
and enhance their learning out-comes. Hence, the findings
of this study are important for the development of “gradu-
ates’ social and economic po-tential, and address the prob-
lem of the disadvantage of inadequate English language
skills” (Abeywickrama, 2019, p.19).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theoretical framework

The theory of constructivism has been widely applied to re-
search in education that indicates the capability of construc-
tivist principles for teachers’ learning via PD (Abdal-Haqg,
1998; Cardenas, Gonzalez, & Alvarez, 2010). Constructivism
has broad connection with two theorists -psychological con-
structivism mainly linked with Jean Piaget (1896-1980), and
social constructivism mostly associated with Lev Vygotsky
(1896-1934). This research used psychological constructiv-
ism to indicate the capability of PD initiatives to produce
new knowledge in association with teachers’ existing
knowledge. As Cannella and Reiff argue (1994), psychologi-
cal constructivism, being a learning or “sense-making” the-
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ory, demonstrates that the nature of knowledge and peo-
ples’ potential can change them into “empowered learners”
(p. 28). This validates human beings’ ability to develop new
perceptions and knowledge in collaboration with their prior
knowledge and understanding (Black & Ammon, 1992; Can-
nella & Reiff, 1994; Richardson, 1997).

Constructivism often promotes activities connecting to ac-
tive engagement (Abdal-Haqg, 1998), inquiry, reflection
(Cardenas et al., 2010; Nufiez Pardo & Téllez Téllez, 2015)
and communities of practice (Cornu & Ewing, 2008). As
these methods of PD mostly involve collaborative nature
teachers have the opportunity to become professionals and
adult learners (Abdal-Haqq, 1996), and gain broader aware-
ness with higher internalization than less influential meth-
ods such as “an empiricist/reductionist approach” to PD
(Abdal-Haqq, 1998, p. 1). In this sense, the theory of con-
structivism can be largely applied to research given the ca-
pability of constructivist principles for facilitating teacher
learning and efficacy via PD activities (Abdal-Haqq, 1998;
Cardenas et al., 2010).

Teacher quality: Teacher quality is being increasingly dis-
cussed aspect in education reform forums and academic lit-
erature. Conversely, for Kennedy (2008) the term has be-
come unclear as there are no sufficient acceptable explana-
tions (see Chaves & Guapacha, 2016; Novozhenina & Lépez
Pinzdn, 2018) accordingly, teacher quality refers to different
constituents by writers: (a) tested ability, highest test scores
for recruiting as teachers; (b) credentials, licenses, certifi-
cates and experience to demonstrate knowledge and skills;
(c) class room practice, quality of practice/activities in the
classroom; (d) skill in heightening students’ performance;
and (e) beliefs and values, nurturing positive attitudes and
ability for understanding learner needs.

In contrast, the literature of language teaching considers
qualifications, skills and experience, teaching learning strat-
egies, and attitudes and beliefs the main aspects of teacher
quality. More precisely, Chaves & Guapacha (2016) catego-
rize the constituents of teacher quality into four primary
groups: “qualifications, knowledge, methodology, and im-
age, [the last referring to] personal traits and professional
attitudes, values, and beliefs” (p. 74). Besides, external fac-
tors such as learners’ attitudes, time allocation for activities,
availability and accessibility of resources, classroom size,
and assessments and their conditions are also crucial in de-
termining the quality of teachers (Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007;
Johnson, 2006; Wright, 2012). Surprisingly, researchers have
not adequately investigated the implication and influence of
these external determinants. As Tuinamuana (2011), argues,
both observable and implicit values and standards are con-
nected to teacher quality thus, for Kennedy (2008), teacher
quality cannot be effectively assessed especially in situations
where all these constituents concurrently affect teachers’
classroom practices:

True understanding of teacher quality requires us to rec-
ognize that these many facets are distinct, not always
overlapping, and not always related to one another.
Moreover, we are not even sure how they influence and
interact with one another when they do. (p. 60)

Irrespective of these complications, all investigators strongly
acknowledge that the key objectives of maintaining teacher
quality are to heighten learners’ performance (AL-Qahtani,
2015; Bandara, 2018; Bellibas, Gumus, & Boylan, 2016; Gir-
van, Conneely, & Tangney, 2016; Marchand & Weber, 2015)
and enrich practitioners’ identity and standards (Liyanage,
Walker, & Singh, 2015). In this context, teachers should use
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their subject knowledge and competence for planning, de-
livery and evaluation of creative and innovative teaching and
learning, and are responsible for effectively integrating all
elements of quality teaching to obtain higher results by op-
timizing learner engagement (National Council for Teacher
Education, 2012). The investigations that explored teacher
quality and its impacts on learner outcomes have affirmed
that teacher PD has a significant connection with teacher
quality (AL-Qahtani, 2015; Mahmoudi & Ozkan, 2015) and
ongoing learning (Edge, Reynolds, O'Toole, & Boylan, 2015).
Given that, various institutions and professional bodies are
now broadly investing in teacher PD initiatives to provide
opportunities for teachers’ to enrich their learning thereby
improving quality of their classroom practices (Gore et al.,
2017). As Chaves and Guapacha (2016) believe, such PD ac-
tivities are vital to establish quality education in a country,
and if this the case, provision of systematic PD for ESL teach-
ers is essential to cater for the quality issue in the Sri Lankan
university sector.

The evidence in the literature validates that teacher profes-
sionalism and professionalization are strongly connected to
teacher quality. As conceptualized by Englund (1996), pro-
fessionalism in education refers to teachers’ mandatory du-
ties and responsibilities in which they demonstrate their in-
ternal quality of teaching. On the contrary, professionaliza-
tion is the historical and sociological practice (Englund,
1996) which has a significant association with administration
and status of the teaching profession (Buyruk, 2014). Inves-
tigating diverse definitions of professionalism in the litera-
ture, Evans (2008) claims that professionalism works as an
agreement between the organization and employee which
includes the terms and conditions of the employment. Fur-
thermore, Evans claims,

Many interpretations seem to focus on professionalism as
being an externally imposed, articulated perception of
what lies within the parameters of a profession’s collec-
tive remit and responsibilities. In setting the positions of
these parameters - and, hence, in defining the boundaries
of the profession’s actual and potential authority, power
and influence - external agencies appear to have the ca-
pacity for designing and delineating professions. (p. 4)

However, as Breshears (2004), underscores, the general
public is the most powerful agency that can determine the
degree of professionalization and professionalism of an oc-
cupational group in considering the development of their
work conditions. On the other hand, it is also claimed that
“professional culture makes up a large proportion of what,
in many cases, is considered to be professionalism” (Evans,
2008, p. 6).

Even though the new democratic approach of professionali-
zation appears in a manner in which teachers can safeguard
their rights and dignity, this is not always the case. For,
Whitty (2000) and other critics of education reform, the in-
tegrated regulations have caused to grow a trend towards
“de-professionalization” of teachers (p. 282). Conversely,
advocates of the education reform claim that the new devel-
opment is a “one of re-professionalization, making teacher
professionalism more in keeping with the needs of a new
era” (Whitty, 2000, p. 282), whereas recent investigations
suggest two strong dimensions that can advance de-profes-
sionalization. First, there are less opportunities to accom-
modate teachers’ autonomy and agency in the workplace
context, (Biesta, Priestley, & Robinson, 2015), and second,
teachers’ importance in the employment market is gradually
diminishing due to progressive availability of knowledge for
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learners across time and space with the new technological
development (Buyruk, 2014). These arguments strongly con-
tribute to the discussion of teacher professionalism and pro-
fessionalization in the twenty-first century. As discussed
previously, teacher professionalism can broadly contribute
to teacher quality thus, learners can enrich their perfor-
mance and learning outcomes, this means that these con-
cepts have much importance to the ESL practitioners at the
Sri Lankan university sector.

Independent and sponsored professional development:
Teachers usually enhance their knowledge, skills and exper-
tise through independent and sponsored professional devel-
opment activities (Abeywickrama, 2019, 2020b). Manageri-
alism often regulates sponsored PD, sets “professional
standards and frames the content and aims” of the activities
(Evans & Esch, 2013, p. 137). As Day and Sachs (2004) claim,
Managerialist principles always focuses on corporate goals
and standardized criteria which often evaluate teachers and
students’ contribution to institutional responsibility. On the
contrary, independent PD driven by democratic profession-
alism is broadly connected to practitioner-centred initiatives
and focusses on teachers’ democratic goals, principles and
needs (Abeywickrama, 2019, 2020a). The primary aim of
democratic professionalism is to encourage collaborative
teaching and learning among all stake holders in the industry
and ensure that practitioners are responsible for the entire
education system (Sachs, 2001) and larger community (Day
& Sachs, 2004) not only to the students whom they teach
(Sachs, 2001). Managerialism, on the other hand, prioritizes
industrial values and requirements (Bolam, 2000; Deem &
Brehony, 2005; Skinner, Leavey, & Rothi, 2019) rather than
affirming teachers’ professional identities (Bloomfield,
2006; Skinner et al., 2019). Conversely, as Sachs (2001) ar-
gues, managerialism can also contribute to heighten treach-
ers’ professional identity.

Researchers have no agreement regarding the way PD
should be designed and offered to practitioners (Tan, Chang,
& Teng, 2015). As Fischer (2000) argues, engaging in PD ac-
tivities without institutional mandate can provide meaning-
ful learning opportunities for practitioners thus, enable
them to be lifelong learners. While others believe that the
knowledge and skills gained via independent PD are not al-
ways adequate to introduce necessary changes to the class-
room teaching (Morgan, 2010). This means that the institu-
tional involvement in teacher PD cannot be disregarded due
to the support of institutions to design effective teacher PD
programs (Bozat, Bozat, & Hursen, 2013; Gurney, Liyanage,
& Gharachorloo, 2014). Although there is “overlapping, in-
separable and sometimes uneasy” (Gurney & Liyanage,
2016, p. 1) relationship between the two types of PD: spon-
sored and independent, teachers’ personal goals and their
preparedness for heightening their professional practice
mostly determine whether they engage in PD activities.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The case study approach was used in this qualitative investi-
gation in order to retain quality, relevance and impact
(Chapelle & Duff, 2003; Patton, 2002). Rather than examin-
ing the phenomena as units, this approach enabled to ana-
lyze the case broadly (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Warker,
2014), and “holistically” (Patton, 2002, p. 55), in partici-
pants’ actual context allowing the researcher to identify the
phenomena more effectively based on their perceptions
(Gajadeera, 2006; Denzin & Lincoln as cited in Savenye &
Robinson, 2005; Zadrozny, Mcclure, Lee, & Jo, 2016).
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Participants, context and instrument: The study consisted
of ten ESL practitioners working on a full-time basis in the
[name of the department] of a government university in Sri
Lanka and they were selected purposefully for making thor-
ough analysis of information-rich cases. Minimum qualifica-
tions or experience were not set for respondents to partici-
pate in the study, however, all have post-graduate qualifica-
tions. The selected group which included seven males and
three females contained both novice as well as experienced
ESL practitioners. Semi-structured interviews were used as
the method of data collection and each respondent was in-
terviewed for 40-60 minutes duration. This instrument has
more flexibility and depth than other data collection meth-
ods (Burns, 2000; Cohen & Manion, 1994; Hitchcock &
Hughes, 1995; Zacharias, 2012). Therefore, the investigator
could carry out the interviews in a way he gained unex-
pected results, encouraged respondents for more detailed
responses and obtained justifications for such replies (Ash-
worth & Lucas, 2000; Cohen & Manion, 1994).

Thematic Analysis: Braun and Clarke’s (2006) inductive ap-
proach of Thematic Analysis (TA) was utilized as the tool in
order to recognize, analyze and interpret the data. Many re-
searchers over the last decade have used TA in research in
education (Coldwell, 2017; Crowe, Inder, & Porter, 2015; Li-
yanage & Bartlett, 2010; Skinner et al., 2019; Tuckett, 2005).
The six stages in TA: (a) familiarizing with data; (b) generat-
ing initial codes; (c) searching for themes; (d) reviewing
themes; (e) defining and naming themes; and (f) producing
the report (see Braun & Clarke, 2006), largely helped iden-
tify and expose the significance of PD activities to heighten
teacher quality and their personal and professional growth.

At the first step of TA, the researcher familiarized and inter-
nalized data by thoroughly reading the transcribed inter-
views. To facilitate this process, each interview transcription
was imported into NVivo qualitative data analysis software
thus, the researcher could recognize meaning and diverse
patterns by immersing in data. At the second stage, the re-
searcher identified the chunks of texts in the interview tran-
scriptions which had connections with the research ques-
tions and categorized them with a code. Here, the re-
searcher categorized the identified fragments of texts in the
individual transcriptions for as many possible patterns. This
was followed by extracting the fragmented statements from
each transcription and arranged them together within each
code. The fragmented statements within each data set were
labelled through NVivo's coding process. This stage is an im-
portant part of TA (Tuckett, 2005) as the initial theoretical
content is identified in this practice (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

In the third step, the codes created in the second stage were
clustered into conceptions based on their connections.
Then, the extracted important themes were arranged to-
gether as the emerging themes (Liyanage & Bartlett, 2010).
For Braun and Clarke (2006), a theme always represents the
main idea of data set collected in relation to research ques-
tions, and indicates some kind of pattern or importance. In
this process, the researcher ensured that he extracted all
data connecting to individual themes from the interview
transcriptions, and they had a connection with the specific
codes and also with the themes (Crowe et al., 2015). This
raw data refinement process broadly supported the re-
searcher to obtain higher level of understanding.

In the next step, the researcher further refined and re-
viewed the developed themes. To this end, the researcher
thoroughly scrutinized all categorized extracts which had as-
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sociation with the themes, and ensured that they demon-
strated a logical pattern and adequately signified the “con-
tours data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 26). Then, individual
themes were validated concerning the overall data set to en-
sure that views represented in data were accurately indi-
cated. In the fifth stage, the researcher compared each de-
veloped theme across all themes and recognized the scope
and implication of them for teacher quality (see Figure 1). At
this stage, the themes developed by a systematic handling
of the data following the TA changed into groups for presen-
tation (Yukhymenko, Brown, Lawless, Brodowinska, &
Mullin, 2014). The last step of TA, writing of the report, com-
menced after fully finalizing all themes. The next section of
the of the article will provide sufficient evidence for each
theme of teacher quality within the data followed by the

Figure 01- Perceptions of teacher quality
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quotations relevant to the conceptions reported, so as to re-
tain the value of the findings.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Findings of the study illustrate that heightening teacher
quality is one of the key motives for participating in PD ac-
tivities. Participants believed that they should develop some
standards and acquire certain credentials in order to be con-
sidered quality resourceful ESL practitioners. Despite what
subject is being taught, these values are important to all
teachers in the higher education institutions in order to be
quality practitioners and develop quality education in their
classrooms. As demonstrated in the figure given below, par-
ticipants exposed four perceptions of teacher quality that
can be achieved through PD initiatives.

Refinement

character &
behaviour

=

Currency of

knowledge

Teacher Quality

Professional

standards &
identity

g

Quiality of

delivery

One perception situated teachers’ character and behaviour
refinement as a key outcome of PD that empowered teach-
ers to enrich the quality in their profession. More specifi-
cally, focussed PD activities can re-orient teachers’ profes-
sional practice so as to address their learner needs and indi-
vidual differences, a path encouraged in education to sus-
tain quality of teachers’ classroom practices. These views,
for instance, were broadly reflected in the case of Partici-
pant 3.

If a teacher can properly understand the needs of stu-
dents, their background and their learning capacities then
the teacher can provide proper teaching. Not only psy-
chology, even the teacher can find out the socio-eco-
nomic level of the students and understand them. In ad-
dition, a language teacher’s duty is to recognize their lan-
guage needs and what they need to do in the future.
These kinds of things also have a connection with teacher
quality. (Lines 166-171)
Especially, this extract demonstrates how the perceived cor-
relation between teacher quality, wider social/economical
relationships, and classroom teaching connect to learners’
personal and career development. Participant 5 also re-
ported a similar relationship between PD and teachers’ be-
havioural transformation. She commented,

| think PD goes along with some ethics. Being a language
teacher, we need to have many good qualities in us per-
sonally, and then if we can improve them through PD they
will be so effective. That’s what | think. Because we need
to be very humble, and you know we need to have a lot
of patience and endurance when we handle a language
classroom. (Lines 193-196)
In particular, being considerate and empathetic with learn-
ers’ personal circumstances, and being aware of their indi-
vidual differences are essential to build a better understand-
ing with them. As Lasky (2005) claims, this is a significant
aspect of teacher professional capital that can be invested
in classroom practices in support of a more productive envi-
ronment for learning.

Sustaining currency of knowledge

Participants also placed sustaining currency of knowledge in
relation to qualifications, content and overall knowledge
and experience as a major outcome of PD. Participants can
enrich their quality in pursuit of these constituents thus,
they may support to create an effective workplace context.
Participant 7, for instance, exposed, “if a teacher can gather
more experiences and also overall knowledge that is the
quality of teaching” (Lines 131-132). This means that, “when
there are quality professionals or quality teachers there is a
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high possibility for students to get benefited” (Participant 1,
Lines 275 -276). Critically, teachers’ lack of qualifications,
content and overall knowledge can negatively influence
their classroom practices, and subsequently, students learn-
ing outcomes. This perception was clearly reflected in the
comments of Participant 2:

Learners have to be given exposure in terms of subject
matter and language, if we don’t have the richness in our
language and in our subject matter, the students would
lose confidence in us. If we are rich, ah... yes. And then,
when the students listen to us confidently placing a lot of
confidence in us, ah...things get integrated in their brains
better. Otherwise, we will lose. (Lines 148-152)
Heightening quality of delivery
In addition, participants highly emphasized the importance
of PD in enhancing teachers’ quality of delivery via improved
skills and expertise. As Participant 4 revealed, “how far
he/she [a teacher] is able to uh...do this [delivery] effectively
is a kind of professional quality” (Lines 173-174). As ob-
served by participants, students used to identify this quality
in comparison with the delivery of another practitioner who
demonstrates high standard teaching practice and a com-
mitment to learner-centred teaching. If this is the case, re-
cruiting “professionally qualified” practitioners (Participant
8, Line 319) and ensuring their quality through PD activities
are essential to heighten their professional practice, enrich
their self-image and develop their interest to retain in the
system.

Professional standards and identity

The final perception indicated the significance of PD activi-
ties for maintaining participants’ professional standards
which is also a way to demonstrate the quality in their prac-
tice. As participants reflected, teachers’ professional stand-
ards and norms function as motives that can encourage stu-
dents’ attendance to their classes. For Participant 6, learners
involuntarily use their prior experience to set benchmarks to
evaluate their teachers’ values and standards:

Teachers need to be exemplary for students, standards
for the students to reach. If teachers are very poor in
standards, | mean the teachers cannot guide the students
to a certain level. How can we advise students to reach to
a certain level if teachers are not at that level? (Participant
6, Lines 180-183)
As Participant 4 reported, professional standards largely
supported practitioners to maintain their distinctiveness.
For him, “in fact, it is very difficult to survive in an academic
environment and even the students may not accept us. Then
our professional career may go down” (Lines180 -181). This
means that, a teacher’s identity may be determined by the
activity or the context in which he or she is situated. In gen-
eral, this perception of PD enables teachers to sustain their
professional standards and identity within and beyond their
workplace context, thus functions as a trajectory for their
quality enhancement.
As claimed by Ivanova and Skara-Mincl:ne (2016), teachers
who have strong and positive professional identity always
engage in independent learning that helps them acquire
knowledge and skills needed for their ongoing practice. This
is vital for practitioners for institutionalizing their standards
and identity. On the other hand, formal teacher standards
frameworks that operate as motives for teachers’ quality en-
hancement always encourage teachers’ PD (Fransson, Gal-
lant, & Shanks, 2018). Most importantly, Sri Lankan univer-
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sities have planned to achieve ESL practitioners’ profes-
sional standards, which were implemented under the Man-
ual for Review of Undergraduate Study Programs 2015,
through PD initiatives.

Teacher quality, managerialism and democratic
professionalism

In examining the findings carefully, it is noted that partici-
pants’ perceptions of teacher quality were not specifically
connected to either independent or sponsored PD activities.
This is mainly because for both managerialist and demo-
cratic professionalism, teachers’ quality enhancement is a
means for improved classroom practice. As such, teachers
were motivated to engage in PD activities for enriching the
quality in their practice despite the type of PD: independent
or sponsored. However, the extent to which participants en-
gage in self-directed learning or institutionally-facilitated PD
activities was mostly dependent on the relevance and use-
fulness of the activity to achieve their goals. But, for refine-
ment of character and behaviour participants mostly used
sponsored PD activities driven by managerialism. This is be-
cause institutional intervention is required to effectively
achieve this outcome.

PD, lifelong learning and teacher quality

The findings also reveal the strong connection between PD,
teacher quality and lifelong learning. According to this rela-
tionship, in-service PD is vital for instilling lifelong learning
that can lead to enhanced teacher quality and better class-
room practices as in the case of Participant 6:

When we learn throughout life we gather experience. We
know what to remove and what to keep what to improve,
and we understand all those things very well. So, | person-
ally feel that lifelong learning plays a big role in maintain-
ing teacher quality and classroom teaching (Lines 195-
197)

It is important to note that all practitioners, both novice and
experienced need to participate in ongoing PD as a way for
lifelong learning and continuously explore new methods to
enhance their quality and professional standards, and also
identify strategies to instil lifelong learning interest in their
learners. Especially, participants’ view that they can con-
struct quality in their practice with the experience they ac-
quire through PD activities has a significant connection with
the Sri Lanka Qualification Framework (SLQF) which has
identified heightening teacher quality and lifelong learning
as the two main aspects for quality assurance of the Sri
Lankan university sector (SLQF, 2015). This means that edu-
cational policies and reforms need to include measures and
strategies that enrich teachers’ lifelong learning, thus they
may develop self-reliance to engage in independent learning
on their own or collaborative practices with their peers for
achieving their developmental goals (Villegas-Reimers,
2003).

Implication of computer-mediated communication
technologies for teacher quality

It is also important to note that teachers broadly sought the
support of digital internet-assisted tools and applications,
and social media platforms to enhance their quality. Espe-
cially, participants use the internet-assisted applications for
upgrading their content and overall knowledge. Participant
1, for instance, emphasized, “l have various applications in
my phone which help me gain knowledge. | have the appli-
cations which were specifically built to improve the
knowledge in terms of phonetics and semantics” (Lines 166-
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167). Participants’ perceptions also demonstrated that prac-
titioners could fulfil their intrinsic motivation for self-regu-
lated learning with the support of the internet-assisted tools
and software. The significance of social media for improved
teaching practice and developing connections and collabo-
ration with other practitioners was effectively reflected on
the comments of Participant 8:

| am on Facebook | had like a host or pages related to my
field and | think it is a good way to be connected with pro-
fessionals in the same field. Through that, | learnt many
innovative methods, ideas and | gained many activities to
incorporate into the real classroom. (Participant 8, Lines
136-139)

Especially, these views demonstrates teachers’ strong con-
cern to take individual responsibility for their PD “as free
agent learners” (Mushayikwa & Lubben, 2009, p. 376), and
social networks’ contribution for accessing materials, re-
sources and support (Alberth, Mursalim, Siam, Suardika, &
Ino, 2018) across time and space (Parsons et al., 2019). Prior
research also suggests that social media platform is an effec-
tive shared learning space where teachers produce new
knowledge and negotiate their individual classroom prac-
tices (Dabbagh & Kitsantas, 2012; Doak, 2018; Haworth,
2016; Morgan, 2010; Visser, Evering, & Barrett, 2014). Alt-
hough the increased support of network technologies for in-
dependent learning is well documented in the literature
whether ESL teachers’ have sufficient self-regulatory skills to
manage such tools and applications to enrich their standards
and quality in practice is a question. Thus, provision of “per-
sonal knowledge management skills” (Dabbagh & Kitsantas,
2012, p. 7) by institutions will support practitioners to gain
necessary knowledge to customize and sustain such tools,
and thereby maximizing the outcome of self-directed learn-
ing.

Overall, participants’ perceptions of teacher quality have a
strong alliance with the dominant definitions in the litera-
ture. Although PD initiatives broadly support teachers’ qual-
ity enhancement its actual impact is highly unlikely to be
measured as various other external and work-related as-
pects can also take effect simultaneously (see Hanushek &
Rivkin, 2007; Johnson, 2006; Wright, 2012). Teachers’ per-
ceptions also demonstrated their understanding of the need
to sustain the quality in standards of professionalism and
professionalization for which the external agencies generally
set parameters. Notably, it is essential to promote teachers’
interest for pursuing PD to enhance their quality in practice,
and on the other hand, available opportunities must also ca-
ter for practitioner needs to facilitate their perceptions to
establish quality teaching in higher education.

CONCLUSIONS

Findings of the study expose that improving teacher quality
is one of the primary goals for engaging in PD initiatives. Par-
ticipants elaborated four aspects of teacher quality; (a) re-
fining teachers’ character and behaviour in a manner they
enhance the quality in their classroom practice (b) sustain-
ing currency of knowledge in relation to qualifications, con-
tent and overall knowledge and experience, (c) developing
teacher’s quality of delivery through improved expertise and
skills, and (d) enriching professional standards and identity.
These components are not only significance to ESL practi-
tioners and industry but also largely beneficial to all teachers
in education for sustaining their persona and ensuring qual-
ity in their practice. Findings also demonstrate that although
there are considerable differences between independent
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and sponsored PD in relation to the goals and learning out-
comes both types can provide meaningful learning opportu-
nities to heighten teacher quality.

Implications, limitations and recommendations for
future research

Enhancing the quality of ESL teachers in the Sri Lankan uni-
versity sector through the provision of PD is vital for them to
improve their students’ English language skills. Being aware
of participants’ perceptions of the constituents of teacher
quality would have been useful to address their needs via
more focused and productive PD opportunities. Hence, find-
ings of the study are valuable for PD providers, policy design-
ers and institutions with regard to framing and delivery of
PD programs in ESL. Findings are also of beneficial to profes-
sional establishment of ESL teachers in the Sri Lankan ter-
tiary sector and any other similar educational or organiza-
tional contexts as well as to improve their orientations.

Although the number of participants involved in this investi-
gation is similar to the previous studies of this nature if the
sample had comprised more participants and representa-
tives from several universities in Sri Lanka and in other con-
texts findings would have been more generalized. Although
the research reported important findings for policy design-
ers, facilitators of PD, and institutions in relation to the de-
sign and delivery of PD activities for ESL teachers the study
had not examined the perceptions of at least one of these
stakeholders, thus it is somewhat challenging to gain more
holistic view of the entire phenomenon. Future studies
should investigate the perceptions of PD providers, policy
designers and institutions in Sri Lanka and other similar con-
texts in order to recognize the intersection between PD and
teacher quality. Such studies can consider to which extent
the two types of PD: independent and sponsored activities
could support to heighten teacher quality. The results of
such studies would provide a better understanding of the
phenomenon and contribute to the discussion of what con-
stitutes teacher quality.
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