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ABSTRACT Depending on their experiences, teachers observe the professional development initiatives they are
exposed to, and what they have taken part in, indifferently in the setting of their signification. The aim of this
phenomenological qualitative research was to investigate teachers’ experiences of their professional development
in effective teaching and learning in schools. An interview schedule was used to collect data. Ten teachers were
sampled through the simple random sampling procedure to participate in face-to-face semi-structured interviews.
The results show that teachers are not provided with adequate time for professional development (DP) workshops
and are not financially supported by both, the Department of Basic Education (DBE) and their schools. Furthermore,
results show that teachers are undergoing professional development initiatives in order to gain financial rewards.
The survey recommends that professional development of teachers (PDT) should be associated with financial
rewards such as increment in teachers’ pay and promotions. It is also recommended that further research on the
rationale behind teachers’ further studies, as part of professional development, be undertaken.
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INTRODUCTION

Metcalfe (2011) states that the South Afri-
can education system has failed to transform
teaching due to its failure to pay adequate atten-
tion to the professional growth of teachers. Ryan
(2007) and McMillan Education South Africa
(2017) suggest that teachers in South Africa are
more like workers than professionals, responsi-
ble for transmitting teacher syllabus and need
momentous personal development to get to the
phase of being professionals. Professional de-
velopment (PD) programmes have revealed evi-
dence that the majority of teachers are unable to
reflect critically on their own practice or try out
new solutions to solve problems they come
across daily (Steyn 2008). The Department of
Basic Education (2011) and Department of High-
er Education and Training (2011) indicate that
the fundamental principle regarding teachers’
professional development is that teachers should
independently and jointly be responsible for their

own professional development. However, the
Department of Basic Education seems to be more
focused on the number of official workshops or
the number of participants in such workshops
rather than the impact of such PD programmes
in classrooms or schools (Steyn 2008).

It is unfortunate that the majority of teach-
ers in South Africa only have experience on-
shot-professional development initiatives, some
even conducted through a cascade model al-
though its educational effectiveness is not ob-
viously demonstrable (Robinson 2002). The cas-
cade model for professional development of
teachers is criticized, as the messages are sent
to the next storey, with higher risks, such that
critical information tends to be watered-down
or misconstrued (Fiske and Ladd 2004). The
majority of professional growth initiatives and
programmes are extended by the nation to pre-
pare instructors in the implementation of new
curriculum policies only, than to improve teach-
ers’ classroom practices (Steyn 2008). Ryan
(2007) laments that the vast majority of teacher
professional development trainings rarely touch
on the difficult task of implementation or on the
practice of teaching, but are more targeted to
inform teachers about new reforms and policies.
Teachers from different schools within a district
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are sometimes expected to form clusters to work
on learners’ files, as part of their professional
development workshops initiatives (Ryan 2007).

Most concerning is that professional devel-
opment for early childhood teachers is insuffi-
cient and inadequate, undependable, irregular
and inconsistent (Bowman et al. 2001). Accord-
ing to Economist (2010) the non-existence of
professional development initiatives for early
childhood teachers is affecting Grade 12 learn-
ers. Archibald et al. (2011) state that a fragment-
ed system of standards, assessments and teach-
er evaluation of the professional development
programmes are some of the issues that are frus-
trating teachers and hindering the application
of their professional learning. Price (2008) states
that teachers feel isolated when professional
development programmes and/or initiatives are
planned, something which creates one of the
most serious challenges to their professional
development.

Teachers have sometimes been asked to per-
form tasks that they have not been trained in
and are not being asked to engage their own
ideas, values and energies in the learning pro-
cess (Elmore 2002). Teachers experience profes-
sional development initiatives or workshops,
which are simply just traditionally short-term,
one-size-fits-all courses, which are disjointed,
and often held outside of the school day in
physical locations and contexts that are far re-
moved from the classroom (Murphy 2002; Rive-
ro 2006; Elmore 2002). Birman et al. (2000) indi-
cate that professional development workshop
approaches are seen as ineffective as they fail
to provide educators with enough time, activi-
ties and content to make a noticeable improve-
ment in their knowledge and skills. Teachers think
that they are simply being exposed to one-shot
professional development schemes that have
failed to provide the support necessary to sus-
tain educational change and reform (Reeves
2006).

Objective

The aim of this phenomenological qualita-
tive research was to investigate teachers’ expe-
riences of their professional development in ef-
fective teaching and learning in schools.

METHODOLOGY

This study adopted a qualitative phenome-
nological approach. Phenomenological ap-

proach was suited to this study, as it is aimed at
understanding and interpreting the meaning that
subjects (teachers) give to their everyday lives
(De Vos et al. 2005). The population for this study
consisted of both primary and secondary school
teachers in Vhembe District. A simple random
sampling procedure was used to select partici-
pants for this study. Ten (10) teachers were sam-
pled from secondary schools attached to five cir-
cuit areas in the Vhembe District. An interview
schedule was used for data collection purposes.
Atlas.ti was utilised for qualitative data analysis.
Qualitative data analysis involved identifying
codes and themes from the data collected.

RESULTS

This sub-section presents the analysis and
interpretation of the qualitative data collected
through one-on-one semi-structured interviews
with ten (10) teachers. The results of the study
are discussed in accordance with the established
themes.

Teachers Who Have Undergone Professional
Development Programs

Even though the results show that teachers
have undergone PD programs, teachers perceive
that they are being partially developed.

The Importance of Professional Development
of Teachers in Promoting Quality Teaching and
Learning

The results show that teachers perceive the
importance of PD for promotion of quality teach-
ing and learning in schools. Participants ex-
pressed the importance of professional devel-
opment initiatives in helping them to cope well
with curriculum dynamics.

Teacher Professional Development (TPD)
Increasing Teachers’ Knowledge to Engage with
Learners in the Classroom

The results show that teachers recognize the
importance of PD in increasing their knowledge
to engage well with learners in the classroom.
However, they are critical of such initiatives and
trainings.
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Enhancement of Teaching Skills to Teach
Better Through Further Studies

The results show that teachers perceive
those teachers who are furthering their studies
as teaching better. However, the majority of
teachers are furthering studies in other areas
and not in their area of specialization or teach-
ing subjects.

Teachers’ Experiences with Professional
Development Initiatives

Lack of Support (Financial Support and
Bursaries) from the Department of Basic
Education (DBE) and Schools

The results show that the majority of teach-
ers think that they should be supported by the
DBE and their schools in their endeavor to study
further in their learning areas, as part of their PD
in promoting quality teaching and learning in
schools.

Lack of Salary Progression and Increments

The results show that teachers are under-
taking professional development programs to
improve their living conditions through better
salaries.

Inadequate Time for Teachers’ Professional
Development

The results show that teachers perceive that
there is not enough time for them to attend work-
shops for their PD since there are shortages of
teachers in some schools, which implies that
teachers cannot be at the workshops for long
periods of time. Teachers expressed their shock
at a PD workshop that is pedagogically struc-
tured to be conducted in one to three years be-
ing conducted in one to three days, which does
not help teachers at all in acquiring the much
needed knowledge and skills.

DISCUSSION

Teachers Who Have Undergone Professional
Development Programs

Even though the results show that teachers
have undergone PD programs, teachers perceive

that they are being partially developed. The fol-
lowing reasons were given. PD programs are
only in the form of workshops and seminars, PD
programs are haphazardly conducted in a day or
two or a few hours, and there are no adequate
and proper support strategies such as orienta-
tion, induction, and coaching for new appoin-
tees. “Such workshops and seminars cannot be
regarded as the means to develop teachers pro-
fessionally.” The results show that teachers are
frustrated with the facilitators at the workshops
whom they think are clueless regarding what
they are doing. One participant who is a Deputy
Principal at a secondary school had this to say.

SDP: No, I don’t think teachers are being
professionally developed. Taking for an exam-
ple, I’m the deputy principal of the school. From
a 30-minute interview, I was taken directly into
the office, not even being orientated, not even
shown how to do the work, but from just an
interview for the work. I was never brought
through the system of induction, no orienta-
tion, and no coaching provided and was just
shown the office to start working and that was
all. And that is what is normally done when
new educators are coming into the system. The
only thing that is done is to show them the class-
es they are going to teach and allocate them
the subjects they are supposed to teach. There
is no time to sit with them and show them how
the subject is supposed to be taught.

In line with these results, Steyn (2008) notes
that the majority of teachers’ PD programs and
workshop initiatives in South Africa are only
utilized to train teachers in the implementation
of new policies such as Outcomes Based Edu-
cation (OBE), National Curriculum Statement
(NCS) and now Curriculum Assessment Policy
Statements (CAPS) and not improve the teach-
ers’ classroom practice.

The Importance of Professional Development
of Teachers on Promoting Quality Teaching and
Learning

Participants expressed the importance of pro-
fessional development initiatives in helping them
to cope well with curriculum dynamics. One par-
ticipant who is a primary school Deputy Princi-
pal stated the following.

PDP: I see it as important that teachers need
to be developed time and again to match up
with the immediate education changes that we
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are facing now. If you look, for an example, we
were trained under a Bantu Education system.
We have gone through Curriculum 2005, RNCS,
NCS and now CAPS, which we are not ade-
quately trained for. This means that we are ap-
proaching the system without its knowledge,
so professional development of teachers is im-
portant to address these kinds of pitfalls. But
little has been done that would suggest that
indeed, teachers need such PD initiatives.

These results are supported by Hustler et al.
(2003) who note that teachers’ perceptions of
continuing professional development have
shown that teachers want to continue to update
their skills and knowledge, both for their benefit
and their pupils, but that they were reluctant to
give up their time for training, which did not
meet their criteria, with the criteria being focused,
well structured, presented by people with re-
cent and relevant knowledge and provision for
active learning.

TPD Increasing Teachers’ Knowledge to Engage
with Learners in the Classroom

Even though teachers recognize the impor-
tance of PD in increasing their knowledge to
engage well with learners in the classroom, they
remain critical of such initiatives and the train-
ing they receive. One participant who is a sec-
ondary school Head of Department (HOD) had
this to say.

TSH: To be honest with you, it is very much
pathetic. I don’t know whether I can call it a
program or just another ordinary meeting
where we were/are gathered to be told to do
things which need to be completed in three to
five years and enforced in one day, and you
cannot say that is a development program be-
cause development programs take different stag-
es. That is why I don’t even know whether to
call it a course or a meeting or whatever. You
are only taken there for just a day and facilita-
tors who are clueless enforce the whole work
in one day with only ten-minute breaks or in-
tervals and at the end of the day, you don’t know
what you have learnt from such meetings.

In support of these results, Robinson (2002)
states that teachers frequently complained that
even the district trainers did not always under-
stand the curriculum they are expected to ex-
plain to them. Furthermore, Adewumi (2012)
notes that teachers are critical of their trainers,

as they show little teaching knowledge, little
knowledge of didactic methods in a learning area
or subjects, and little knowledge of the current
conditions in schools and classrooms and did
not seem to comprehend the problems in con-
temporary classrooms.

Enhancement of Teaching Skills to Teach
Better Through Further Studies

Teachers perceive that teachers who are fur-
thering their studies teach better. However, the
majority of teachers are furthering studies in oth-
er areas and not in their area of specialization or
teaching subjects. One participant who is a pri-
mary school Principal stated the following.

PP: Because teaching is an ongoing pro-
cess, teachers should acquire new ideas, more
knowledge and skills on how to deliver the sub-
ject content in their classes effectively and that
can only be achieved if teachers are furthering
their studies.

However, one participant who is a primary
school Head of Department had this to say:

TPH1: We no longer want to specialize, but
we are just developing ourselves, not aiming at
development, but aiming at increasing a little
bit of our salaries and that’s why we no longer
go for specialization. We only go for something
that can help us for the time being…and that
will increase our salaries.

Teachers’ Experiences with Professional
Development of Teachers

Lack of Support (Financial Support and
Bursaries) from the Department of Basic
Education (DBE) and Schools

Teachers indicated that they should be sup-
ported by the DBE and their schools in their
endeavor to study further in their learning areas
as part of their PD in promoting quality teaching
and learning in schools. In line with these find-
ings, Opfer and Pedder (2010) state that teach-
ers need to be supported at school in develop-
ing more collaboration and research- informed
approaches to their professional development.
In addition, such PD provision needs to involve
teachers in more active forms of learning with a
clear link to classroom teaching and learning.
Lastly, schools also need to emphasize on con-
tinuous, long-term, sustained professional learn-
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ing of their teachers. However, teachers indicat-
ed that they are not being supported to under-
take PD initiatives, and one participant who is a
secondary school teacher added the following.

TS2: Unfortunately, there is no effort from
the Department of Education, unless if you
could stand up and feel it in your heart that
you have to develop yourself, nobody is going
to help you.

Another participant who is a CS1 secondary
school teacher added:

TS1: Look here, the education system is pro-
moting the idea that we are already trained as
teachers and the new curriculum won’t be a
problem to us. Teachers are assumed to be in a
position to learn on their own. The education
system is confused, and the teachers are con-
fused and this is making learners also confused.
Learners are asking questions that I cannot
answer because I’m confused. This is pure in-
justice to the learners.

Lack of Salary Progression and Increments

The results show that teachers are under-
taking professional development programs to
improve their living condition through better
salaries. One participant who is a CS1 second-
ary school teacher said:

TS1: In my case, the reason behind the up-
grading of my qualifications, to be fair, is money.

The results also show that the majority of
teachers are frustrated with the DBE, as one of
the participants who is a primary school Deputy
Principal had this to say:

PDP explains: The Department of Basic Ed-
ucation is only able to give us a ‘once off’ cash
bonus, which is not even worth the money spent
when one is furthering his or her studies.

This was supported by another participant
who stated that the sole reason for him to up-
grade his qualification is:

PDP: Money and not necessarily profession-
al development.

Inadequate Time for Teachers’ Professional
Development

The results show that teachers perceive that
there is not enough time for them to attend work-
shops for their PD since there are teacher short-
ages in some schools, which implies that teach-

ers cannot be at the workshops for a very long
time. The teachers expressed their shock that
the PD workshop is meant to be spread over 1 to
3 years but is done in 1 to 3 days, which does
not help teachers at all in acquiring the much-
needed knowledge and skills. In disagreement
with these results, Wayne et al. (2008) argued
that having teacher professional development
initiatives extending over a longer period of time
may result in teachers leaving their classrooms
more often, which may cause more disruptions
to the students’ learning.

CONCLUSION

Teachers are critical of their professional
development as they are not being supported
adequately by DBE and their schools. Teachers
are furthering their studies as part of their pro-
fessional development initiatives in order to gain
financial rewards and not necessarily to devel-
op themselves professionally for effective teach-
ing and learning in schools.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Teachers should be provided with adequate
time for PD workshops and supported by the
DBE and their schools. TPD should be linked
with financial rewards such as increment in teach-
ers’ salary and promotions. Teachers should be
involved in the planning and conception of their
PD, taking into consideration their own class-
room needs and be involved in the implementa-
tion thereof. Teachers should be subjected to
voluntary classroom observation as part of the
PD. It is also recommended that further research
on the rationale behind teachers’ further stud-
ies, as part of professional development, is
undertaken.

REFERENCES

Adewumi TM 2012. An Investigation into the Imple-
mentation of the Life Orientation Curriculum in Se-
lected Fort Beaufort District High Schools. Masters
Thesis, Unpublished. Alice: University of Fort Hare.

Archibald S, Coggshall JG, Croft A, Goe L 2011. High-
Quality Professional Development for All Teachers:
Effectively Allocating Resources. Research and Pol-
icy Brief. From <http://www.tqsource.org> (Retrieved
on 29 September 2012).

Birman BF, Desimone L, Porter AC, Garet MS 2000.
Designing professional development that works.
Journal of Educational Leadership, 57: 28-33.



112 F. RAVHUHALI, T. S. MASHAU, A.P. KUTAME ET AL.

Bowman BT Donovan MS Burns MS. 2001. Eager To
Learn: Educating Our Preschoolers. Washington,
DC: National Academy of Sciences - National Re-
search Council.

Department of Basic Education and Department of
Higher Education  and Training (DBE, DHET) 2011.
Integrated Strategic Planning Framework for Teach-
er Education and Development in South Africa 2011-
2025. Pretoria: Government Printers.

De Vos AS, Strydom H, Fouche CB, Delport CSL 2005.
Research at Grass Roots: For the Social Sciences
and Human Service Professions. 3rd Edition. Preto-
ria: Van Schaik Publishers.

Elmore RF 2002. Bridging the Gap Between Standards
and Achievement: The Imperativefor Professional
Development in Education. From <http://www.
ashankerinst.org/Downloads/Bridging_Gap.pdf> (Re-
trieved on 31 March 2006).

Fiske EB, Ladd HF 2004. Elusive Equity: Education
Reform in Post-apartheid South Africa. Washing-
ton, DC: Brookings Institute.

Hustler D, McNamara O, Jarvis J, Londra M, Campbell
A 2003. Teachers’ Perceptions of Continuing Pro-
fessional Development. Manchester: Institute of Ed-
ucation, Metropolitan University.

McMillan Education South Africa 2017. The Role of
the Principal in Continuous Professional Teacher
Development (CPTD). From <https://www. macmill-
an. co.za/news/education-news/4/the-role-of-the-prin-
cipal-in-continuous-professional-teacher-develop-
ment-cptd/109> (Retrieved on 13 November 2017).

Metcalfe M 2011. Better Teachers Will Make Better
Education. Pretoria News Weekend, January 8, P. 6.

Murphy M 2002. Let’s change staff development to
professional learning. Principal, 81: 16-17.

Opfer VD, Pedder D 2010. Benefits, status and effec-
tiveness of continuous professional development for
teachers in England. The Curriculum Journal, 21:
413-431.

Price BP 2008. Teacher Perceptions of the Impact of
Professional Development and Teacher-Student Re-
lationships on School Climate. PhD Thesis, Uni-
published. Alabama: Auburn University.

Reeves JR 2006. Secondary teacher attitudes towards
including English-language learners in mainstream
classrooms. Journal of Educational Research, 99:
131-141.

Rivero V 2006. Teaching your staff. American School
Board Journal, 193(9): 54-55.

Robinson M 2002. Teacher reforms in South Africa: Chal-
lenges, strategies and debates. Prospects, XXXII(3):
290-293.

Ryan ED 2007. The Value of School-initiated Profes-
sional Development in South African Schools: A
Case Study of Two Schools in Two Gauteng Districts.
Masters Dissertation, Unpublished. Johannesburg:
University of the Witwatersrand.

Steyn GM 2008. Continuing professional development
for teachers in South Africa and social learning sys-
tems: Conflicting conceptual frameworks of learn-
ing. Koers, 73: 15-31.

The Economist 2011. Briefing: Public Sector Work-
ers. From <http://www.theeconomist.com/ce/srch>
(Retrieved on 22 December 2013).

Wayne AJ, Yoon KS, Zhu P, Cronen S, Garet MS 2008.
Experimenting with teacher professional develop-
ment: Motives and methods. Journal of Education-
al Research, 37: 469-479.

Paper received for publication on March 2015
Paper accepted for publication on December 2016


