Powerful Facilitation of Professional Development for Teachers of English Language Learners
Abstract

In the present paper, I explore the characteristics of powerful facilitation within the context of
professional development specifically designed for educators working with English language
learners. Facilitators of professional development that focuses on language minority students
face unique challenges because of the great diversity among various stakeholders in background
knowledge, professional experiences, and personal values and beliefs about the purpose and
process of educating ELLs. In the present paper, I examine the facilitator’s role in encouraging
collaborative and inclusive interaction within an emerging professional learning community
focused on the teaching and learning of language minority students. Such interaction is
considered by most scholars in education to be at the heart of a successful professional learning
community.
Objectives

For more than a decade, the professional development literature has shown that most teachers are
not adequately prepared to teach ELLs (that holds true for both specialist and mainstream
teachers) (see, for example, August & Hakuta, 1997; Beykont, 2002). Research that focuses on
professional development for teachers of ELLs, however, is rare (Genesee et al., 2006).
The aim of the present paper is to contribute to the discussions of professional development for
teachers of English language learners. Through a detailed analysis of social interaction, I
illustrate how one facilitator fosters the kind of collegial learning environment that is often
considered key to any professional learning. My analysis contributes to the literature by
providing detailed empirical descriptions of successful facilitation practices. Such descriptions
are an important counterpart to broader, more theoretically-based discussions of the features that
might be used to describe high-quality professional development for educators working with
ELLs.
Theoretical framework

My analysis draws on discussions in the educational literature of professional development for
teachers of English language learners and in particular the literature that focuses on professional
learning communities. Based on their review of the literature, Stoll and Louis (2007) arrive at the
following definition of professional learning communities: “the term ‘professional learning
community suggests that focus is not just on individual teachers’ learning but on 1) professional
learning; 2) within the context of a cohesive group; 3) that focuses on collective knowledge; and
4) occurs within an ethic of interpersonal caring that permeates the life of teachers, students and
school leaders” (p. 3). This definition overlaps to a significant degree with definitions provided
by other scholars (e.g., Grossman, Wineburg, & Woolworth, 2001).
In my analysis of the interaction that takes place in an emerging professional learning
community dedicated to the teaching and learning of ELLs, I focus on three features in
particular: the extent to which the interaction in each of the communities seems to foster respect
for others’ professionalism, open up spaces for alternative points of view, and encourage
participants “to dig deeply into matters of practice” (Little, 2002, p. 918). I select these particular
features because they bear upon issues of power, which are endemic to any social group but may

tend to be obscured by the connotation of the term community. In addition, these features help
examine the relationship between conflict and learning. The handling of conflict is an important
feature of any professional learning community (e.g., Grossman et al., 2001) and so merits close
analysis. As a result, one of the main aims of the analysis is to trace the evolving relationships
among participants and to examine the role of the facilitator in encouraging mutual respect,
collegial support, and constructive challenge.
The connection between collegial discursive norms and teacher learning is unclear. Collegiality
is often seen as a form of collaboration (Lima, 2001), and collaboration in the form of collective
participation is one of the five key components that Desimone (2009) outlines as contributing to
teacher learning. Nevertheless, the importance of collective learning in relation to other key
components (such as content focus, for example), is as yet unknown. Moreover, collegiality has
been interpreted in divergent ways of different scholars (Lima, 2001). In my analysis, I use the
term collegial to describe “an ethic of interpersonal caring” (Stoll & Louis, 2007, p. 3) among
the members of a community. It is important to point out that I am not interested in the extent to
which the participants like each other as friends but rather in the ways in which they are able to
do work together. I thus investigate the types of relations (or discursive norms) among
participants and the extent to which these relations promote respectful interaction (e.g., Borko,
2004), encourage the expression of divergent views (e.g., Hawley and Valli, 1999), and foster
meaningful discussions of practice (e.g., Little & Horn, 2007).
Methods and Data Sources

The professional development event that is the source of my data collection is a course entitled
Content and Language Integration as a Means of Bridging Success (CLIMBS®). The course was
recently developed by scholars at the Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL) on behalf of the
World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment (WIDA) consortium of states (www.wida.us).
CLIMBS® is a semester-long professional development course that targets teams of
administrators, general education teachers, and ESL/bilingual teachers. The course consists of
five monthly meetings, each of them a day long. Chats and discussion boards supplement the
face-to-face meetings. The professional development course has two main objectives: 1) to
provide teachers with foundational knowledge on research-based practices for teaching ELLs;
and 2) to facilitate the formation of communities of practice among the participants. Twenty
educators from a number of neighboring districts enrolled in the course. The educators included
district and building administrators as well as general education and ESL/bilingual teachers from
schools spanning the K-12 spectrum. The leading facilitator for the course was a staff member at
a regional education agency with long experience facilitating learning for educators working
with ELLs.
The research is guided by the following research question: how does the leading facilitator for
the course help reinforce an inclusive and collaborative learning environment for the participants
in the professional development?
The methodology I use for the foundation of my analysis is microethnography, which is a type of
discourse analysis (Bloome, Carter, Christian, Otto, and Shuart-Faris, 2005; Erickson, 1996;
Fitch, 2005; Streeck and Mehus, 2005). Microethnography seems particularly suitable to help
answer research questions like the one that guides the present study. The focus of

microethnography on social interaction as it unfolds in time enables me to trace how certain
topics of conversation are proposed and then picked up, ignored, or marginalized. It has already
been established that the discussions among participants are instrumental for learning because
they determine the knowledge and experiences that are made accessible to the participants in a
professional development event (e.g., see Borko, 2004).
The qualitative data used in the analysis include audio-recordings and transcripts of the five faceto-face sessions and researcher field notes. The transcripts are the primary data sources, and
excerpts from the transcripts were chosen and analyzed using an approach based on Bloome et
al. (2005).
Substantiated conclusions

In the educational literature on professional development in general and professional
development specifically designed for teachers of ELLs in particular, the importance of
facilitators in acknowledged but rarely explored. In the present paper, I describe how the
facilitator of a series of professional development events fosters collaborative and inclusive
interaction by:
 seeking and emphasizing areas of agreement in widely dissimilar visions;
 accepting loose ends and encouraging participants to agree to disagree;
 openly inviting criticism of her own opinion and positioning herself as a fallible person;
 questioning the basis for participants’ conclusions rather than the conclusions themselves;
 differentiating between facts and contextually-bound policies and practices;
 allowing her control over the content and flow of topics for discussion to be contested.
The excerpt below illustrates how the lead facilitator, Gabriela, fosters a collegial environment
by positioning herself not as a teacher but as a professional learning with and from other
professionals. Gabriela is talking with Paul, who is an elementary school principal.
Excerpt 1
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Gabriela:

and not- you cannot do one, and ignore all the
others. and so, what i feel about the research
of ruby payne is that she pulls one thread. and
ignores all the others. and no one thread is
more important than the other.
(3.0)
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Gabriela:

so, that's my- my two cents there ((laughs)).
did you agree or. i mean you can disagree with
me, it's ok, i'm not [that, conceited.
((laughs))
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Paul:

97

Gabriela:

go ahead.
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Paul:

((speaking slowly and deliberately)): i think,
i think it is one thread, but, for a lot of
buildings that are going through (2.0) a lot of
demographic changes,
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Gabriela:

uh hum,

[close enough. i mean that
i-
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Paul:

and went from middle class to lower income. a
lot- a lot of those teachers are not prepared
to understand that change. and so when you do
start looking at (2.0) staff development or
professional learning communities you have toyou have to understand that (2.0) to move
forward.

As the excerpt illustrates, Gabriela shows respect for others’ opinions by openly encouraging
disagreement. Such an action helps weaken the hierarchical relationship between facilitators and
participants and create a learning environment in which divergent points of view are welcome
and respected. Mutual respect and tolerance for differences of opinion are considered important
in fostering high-quality professional learning (see, for example, Borko, 2004 and Grossman et
al., 2001).
Scholarly Significance

As I pointed out in the first section of this proposal, research that focuses on professional
development for teachers of ELLs is rare. Indeed, the dearth of such research is one of the
principal findings of a review of the literature on this topic (Knight & Wiseman, 2006). It is,
nevertheless, clear from the existing scholarship in education that the discussions related to
professional development in general are important but insufficient in guiding those involved in
the professional growth of teachers of ELLs (e.g., Fillmore & Snow, 2002; Téllez & Waxman,
2006). The present analysis provides empirical descriptions of the ways in which facilitators can
help foster high-quality professional development for educators working with ELLs by
encouraging collaborative and inclusive interaction.

