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Abstract

Effective professional development practice, when aimed at producing better classroom results, can be measured by the degree to which learning results in student achievements and changes in instruction. This makes teachers the focal point for institutionalising sustainable education reform and the most significant change agents aiming at quality education and school improvement. As one of the major determinants of success, teachers’ commitment to development and their beliefs become an important factor in attempting to determine and specify effective features of teacher professional development. Clearly, teachers’ thinking and teaching are influenced by their knowledge and beliefs.  The present qualitative study is designed to examine how teachers perceive positive changes in their instructional practice as a result of their participation in professional development activities. The study’s methodology applies the use of individual in-depth interviews, focus groups and participant observations. Through a process of data analysis and interpretation, the study intends to discover, understand and describe teachers’ beliefs on effective learning and development. The study will elaborate the successful classroom implementation of professional learning by providing insight into good models in support of major transformations and the implementation of reforms in education.
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Theoretical Background

The critical point of any education reform revolves around opportunities for teacher professional development (TPD) and growth. Given the right support and good opportunities for growth, a good teacher can genuinely make a positive and dramatic difference in student learning and future success (Johnston & Hayes, 2007; Center for Education Statistics and Evaluation, 2013). This makes teachers the focal point for institutionalising sustainable education reform and the most significant change agents aiming at quality education and school improvement (Molle, 2013; Vandenberghe, 2002; Villegars-Reimers, 2003; Day & Sachs, 2004). In order to develop and maintain high standards in education and effective teaching practice, it is essential that the conditions that promote learning should be understood as complex, and teachers need to be provided with effective professional development opportunities and resources (Guskey, 2003) in order to facilitate the successful and sustained implementation of any reform. 
 Various researchers (Villegars-Reimers, 2003; Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, & Funf, 2007; Richards & Farell, 2005; Day & Sachs, 2004; Fullan, 2001) define professional development in different ways, with a common understanding that it is an ongoing learning process involving formal and informal systematic activities that are both mandatory and voluntary and are available to teachers for growth, exploration, learning and development. In the existing literature, Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin (1995) consider TPD as an activity that involves teachers in the capacity of a learner and a teacher at the same time, creating new ideas about how teachers learn. Discussing TPD, we also need to bear in mind that the success of such activities and programmes is not to be judged by how many teachers are trained, but by how much their training contributes to better classroom achievements (Desimone, Porter, Garet, Yoon & Birman, 2002). Today, reforms focused on result-driven education are bringing about a profound change in how TPD programmes need to be designed and implemented. Various scholars (Bernhardt, 2015; Wayne, Yoon, Zhu, Cronen & Garet, 2008; Steiner, 2004) argue that focusing efforts on high-quality design and good TPD programmes will motivate teacher learning and is considered essential to improving teacher practice. 
The existing literature (Birman, Desimone, Porter & Garet, 2000; Guskey, 2002; Guskey, 2003; Day & Sachs, 2004; Armour & Makopoulou, 2012) provides an extensive discussion of the elements of effective TPD programmes, outlining successful approaches as well as difficulties and challenges. While the quality of the educator is one of the most important factors in student achievement, it is also noted that there is no one model that works best in terms of TPD. The biggest problem for teachers and policymakers has been the influence of TPD and practices that have not necessary contributed to improved practice. Unfortunately, not all professional development interventions have resulted in the required changes in teaching. More traditional approaches –providing a one-day training or workshop, conference attendance, listening to inspiring speakers, ad hoc interventions, etc. – have not been proven to result in positive and sustainable change in teacher practice, and often have no influence on student outcomes (Fullan, 2001; Guskey, 2003). 
When discussing what makes TPD effective, there seems to be a consensus on the features, elements and practices that influence effectiveness. The discussion provides a common understanding that high-quality professional development refers to sustained, content-based, active learning that is reflective and contextually situated (Garet et al., 2001; Desimone et al., 2002; Hill, Vogrinc & Zuljan, 2009; Beisiegel & Jacob, 2013). Professional development activities with these characteristics are more likely to produce better classroom results and prepare students to solve complex problems, to adapt to changing circumstances, to make use of technology, to network and to think innovatively and collaboratively regarding what is learned at school (Borko, 2004). Despite this common understanding among researchers on what makes learning effective, the important question of how to achieve this remains unanswered. 
In addition to the above, it is clear that there is a growing interest in developing a good understanding not only of how adults learn, but also of teachers’ perceptions and beliefs regarding the learning process and their needs. Teachers represent the central point of any education system undergoing reforms, and as such play a powerful role in assuring the expected results in the classroom and on the school level. As one of the major determinants of success, teachers’ commitment to development and their beliefs become an important factor in any attempt to determine and specify the effective features of TPD. Clearly, teachers’ thinking and teaching are influenced by their knowledge and beliefs (Vaughan, 1995; Bernhardt, 2015; Guamhussein, 2013). Therefore, as suggested by DeWith (2014), it is of crucial importance that teachers’ perception and beliefs should not be overlooked within the changing education system. Teachers’ knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and existing practices affect the impact of professional learning and development. Their perception of the usefulness of the professional learning opportunity in the classroom, and whether it helps them to improve their own skills and work, will have an impact on their own learning and on changing their beliefs regarding improvement of classroom practice and student outcomes (Armour & Makopoulou, 2012; Bayer & Brinkkjaer 2005; Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002; Vogrinc & Zuljan, 2009; Guo, Justice, Sawyer & Tompkins, 2011). This highlights the fact that to offer professional development to teachers in a way that addresses the way they learn best, while at the same time connecting this with classroom relevance, is crucial to the effectiveness of this important learning and development process. 
	Research Problem	

Although a tremendous amount of theoretical and empirical research has been conducted in this field, teachers’ perception of improving instructional practice through effective professional development in developing countries remains an under-researched area in general (Avalos & Aylwin, 2007). Compared to developing countries, teachers’ perceptions of professional development as a way to improve classroom practice and support reform implementation is notably under-researched in Kosovo (Saqipi, 2014) and has not been examined to date. The present study examines how teachers perceive positive changes in their instructional practice as a result of participation in TPD. Essential to this approach is the recognition that what teachers believe and the way they feel about and assess the relevance of professional learning opportunities is key to the effectiveness of the process of professional learning. 
The study will be conducted in the Kosovo context, an education system in transition that is attempting to shift from traditional teaching towards a learner-centred approach. The reform concepts in Kosovo have been discussed since 1999 as a means of addressing the more traditional nature of teaching and introducing modern approaches to teaching and learning in schools. The main goal of the education reform, which has largely been driven by international models and good practices, is to target changes in teaching and learning in classroom practices in schools as one way of setting higher standards for education in Kosovo. As part of this process, efforts have been directed towards establishing the knowledge, values and skills to be included in school programmes, while at the same time providing input on how this can work in a post-conflict context (Saqipi, 2014). Unfortunately, despite many interventions and a large amount of work undertaken, professional development in Kosovo during the last decade is considered to have been mainly state and donor driven (Saqipi, 2014), with no real evidence of its effectiveness or relevance to teachers’ needs.

Research Goal and Research Questions

 	The goal of the present research study is to explore teachers’ perceptions of positive changes that have occurred in their classroom practice as a result of reform-based professional development. In addition, the study will attempt to describe the teachers’ perceptions of significant learning practices and experiences during their professional growth that have influenced their teaching and resulted in improvements in student outcome. 
Hence, the study will address the question of how teachers, through TPD, translate changes in their beliefs to changes in their practice and instruction within the context of major educational transformations. In order to provide a focus for the research, the following questions have been developed:

1) What type of TPD programme is perceived as effective for teachers?
2) In what way has TPD supported teachers in developing the skills required by education reforms?
3) What conditions are necessary to implement these changes in teaching practice?
Based on the findings, the study will aim to suggest a model with the most influence on improving classroom instruction and the effectiveness of TPD programmes. 

Methods and Research Approach

In order to address the research questions and gain a better understanding of the teachers’ perspective and the various contexts in which teachers work and learn, the study will apply a qualitative method approach. In qualitative research, each study is unique in its setting and contextual factors (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2006); as such, the present study will focus on better understanding and insight rather than hypothesis testing, and will tend towards describing a particular context in depth rather than seeking to generalise the context. 

Participants
	An important goal of this study is to select participants who can best contribute to the phenomenon studied, rather than those who represent a larger population (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2006). The study therefore targets 10 teachers with at least 10–15 years of experience who are also active participants in professional learning activities in Kosovo. The participants in the study may be regarded as a homogeneous sample, as the teachers will have similar background experience and qualifications: they will have a significant amount of teaching experience, they will have attended trainings and other learning activities, and they will have experienced professional development during the education reform since 2000, as Kosovo attempted to rebuild the country after the conflict. This will allow the teachers to compare different types of professional development and learning activities, and to provide feedback on the benefits and effectiveness of these activities, as well as on their ability to apply the knowledge in the classroom in order to influence results. 

Data Collection Process 
Due to an interest in the participants’ perception and the context in which they learn best, the study requires more in-depth data collection. As is typical in qualitative studies, data will be collected through: semi-structured and in-depth interviews, providing the primary source data for the study; focus group discussion; and written relevant documents, such as training and programme evaluations, if available. In addition, the researcher will observe participants where needed, in order to relate to the content of the TPD and observe it implemented in classroom instruction. 

Data Analyses
Data analyses and interpretation are critical stages in the research study, as summarising the content of the gathered data and providing it with meaning can be a complex and messy process (Creswell, 2007). As data will be collected from participants, interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed. Analyses will involve following three repeating steps, as described by Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2006, p. 469: “reading,  describing what is going on in the setting and classifying research data”. The researcher will examine and re-examine data in search of themes that will evolve through organising, coding, categorising, analysing and interpreting the data in a meaningful, structured and logical way (Creswell, 2007). Through a process of data analysis and interpretation, an attempt will be made to identify relationships, and to discover, understand and describe teachers’ perceptions on effective learning and development. 

Ethical Considerations

The study will address ethical considerations by: a) ensuring voluntary participation of respondents in the research; b) avoiding the use of any offensive, discriminatory or other unacceptable language in the formulation of interview/focus group questions; c) ensuring the privacy and anonymity of participants; d) acknowledging the works of other authors used in any part of the dissertation with the use of an appropriate referencing system, and f) maintaining the highest level of objectivity in discussions and analyses throughout the research (Bryman & Bell, 2007).

Expected Results/Scientific Contribution

The present study will shed light on the evidence of improved instructional practice through successful models of teacher professional development and growth by providing insight into good models in supporting major transformations and implementation of reforms in education in the Kosovo context. The study is significant because its findings will provide information on the influence of TPD on developing the required skills for teachers in support of classroom instruction improvement and reform implementation in Kosovo. In addition, the research will contribute new knowledge to the scientific field of teacher education and education sciences, and will serve as a useful case study for other countries undergoing similar processes.  
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