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ABSTRACT 

Unprecedented changes in curriculum reforms by many education systems globally have often 

brought challenges for teachers due to mismatches between new reform demands and teacher 

knowledge and skills. Zimbabwe was not an exception. Following the introduction of a new 

curriculum in 2014, Zimbabwe met serious challenges, as teachers lacked the requisite skills, 

knowledge, dispositions and aptitudes to handle the curriculum (MoPSE 2015; Hawson and 

Kingsbury 2021). Consequently, the government launched a state-sponsored teacher capacity 

development programme (TCDP) through five universities. This was to enable teachers to 

professionally learn and upgrade their knowledge to deliver the new reform. The government 

focussed on, on-the-job professional learning as it was impossible for all teachers to undertake 

fulltime study (MoPSE 2015).  Many teachers thus enrolled on this TCDP. However, the nature of 

their professional learning engagements is not clearly known.   

This study sought to explore the professional learning engagements of rural senior primary school 

teachers (SPSTs) enrolled on this government sponsored TCDP, teaching in one province in 

Zimbabwe. The study also wanted to establish the mediational tools that enhanced professional 

learning on the programme as well as forms of support that the teachers received in their schools to 

promote their learning on the TCDP.  

The third generation of Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) guided this study to generate 

and analyze data, and explain findings. This generation of CHAT, is composed of seven 

nodes/elements: subjects, object, mediation tools/artifacts, rules, community, division of labour and 

outcome, which constitute an activity system (Engestrom 2015). This was a qualitative study within 

an interpretive paradigm where data were generated from 30 purposively selected rural SPSTs 

through individual face-to-face interviews, focus group discussions and professional learning map 

discussions. Manual data analyses involving eight interrelated steps of open coding was adopted. 

Findings indicated that professional learning for the rural SPSTs occurs in interaction in multiple 

domains of formality: formal in the university, non-formal in school meetings and ministry 

workshops, and informal/incidental through spontaneous collegial chats (Mukeredzi 2016). Formal 

university learning occurred in face-to-face lectures through student-student interaction, student-
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lecturer interaction, note-taking, lecturer guidance, group work, and question and answer. The study 

also found that rural SPSTs engage in professional learning through various forms of technology: 

PowerPoint, Web sites, WhatsApp, and zoom classes. Non-formally, rural SPSTs engaged in 

professional learning in whole-school staff development meetings, grade-level meetings and lesson 

observation/supervision by school management. In wider professional sites, professional learning 

was from cluster meetings and ministry workshops; while WhatsApp, and informal discussions 

promoted informal learning.  

Mediational tools that supported teacher professional learning on TCDP, included computers, 

handouts, infrastructure and human mediational tools-like lecturers, and peers. The rural schools 

offered teachers on TCDP resource support, emotional support, and collegial support. It also 

emerged that rural SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP for both intrinsic and extrinsic push/pull factors.  

While the study yielded significant findings, this was a small research of 30 participants teaching in 

one district of one province. This thesis therefore suggests comprehensive research involving more 

provinces and more universities. Regarding the CHAT, while the framework was helpful in 

analysing professional learning, it emerged that on its own it does not allow for differentiation of 

the nature of professional learning activities that take place within the activity system. This study, 

therefore suggests a typology combining CHAT with domains of formality: formal, non-formal and 

informal to fully understand professional learning engagements on the TCDP. The study therefore 

proposes an all-embracing study, drawing on the theoretical framework to develop it beyond this 

study.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

1.0. Introduction  

The purpose of this study was to understand professional learning engagements of rural senior 

primary school teachers (SPSTs) enrolled on a Teacher Capacity Development Programme (TCDP) 

and teaching in one province in Zimbabwe. Unprecedented changes in curriculum reforms by 

governments globally have often brought challenges for teachers owing to misalignment between 

new reform demands and teacher knowledge (Gatawa 1990; Hawson and Kingsbury 2021; Pak et 

al. 2020). The relevant literature (Lei and Medwell 2020; Mumhure et al. 2021; Musanti and Pence 

2010) shows that education reforms can only be realised if teachers possess the competencies 

required for the envisaged change. As teachers are central to any curriculum delivery, their 

knowledge and skills must match the demands of new educational reform for it to be implemented 

effectively (Evers et al. 2016). Where mismatches exist, teacher capacity must be developed through 

professional learning so that the knowledge and skill gaps are addressed (Villegas-Reimers 2003). 

Immediately after the launch of a new curriculum in 2014, the Zimbabwe government realised the 

misalignment between teacher knowledge and skills, and the demands of that new reform. 

Consequently, a capacity development programme, the TCDP, was launched to provide professional 

learning so that teachers are equipped to engage with the new curriculum.  

Teacher professional learning may be understood as a comprehensive, ongoing, intensive learning 

process, which occurs individually or in collaboration with other teachers, aimed at improving their 

effectiveness in nurturing student achievement (Learning Forward 2011). Darling-Hammond, Hyler 

and Gardner (2017) add that professional learning is centred on the content that teachers deliver, 

given that it focuses on teaching strategies, which are linked to specific curriculum content. Capacity 

development, on the other hand, encompasses effort made to improve the abilities, skills, and 

expertise of teachers. According to the UNESCO International Institute for Educational Planning 

(2021) teacher capacity building involves developing teachers’ conceptual and functional 

understanding and knowledge of a reform, including appropriate selection and application of 

materials in lesson planning and delivery, and the ability to appraise the effectiveness and impact of 
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that reform. In other words, teachers must comprehend fully the ‘what, how, when, and why’ of the 

particular reform. Given this overlap in the goals of professional learning and capacity development 

to enhance classroom practice and students’ achievements, it was important to investigate teacher 

learning through this programme. The TCDP, on which participants in this study were enrolled, was 

launched to enable teachers’ development of conceptual and functional understanding to deliver the 

new curriculum reform.  

The professional learning for teachers on the TCDP at the time of the study was a long-term process 

designed to help them build knowledge, skills, dispositions, and understandings of teaching and 

learning (Darling-Hammond 2006; Hea-Jin 2011; Sparks and Loucks-Horseley 2018). Evers, Van 

der Heijden and Kreijns (2016) believe that professional learning is vital for filling gaps in teachers’ 

skill sets to develop their capacity for effective curriculum delivery, and Mayotte, Wei, Lamphier 

and Doyle (2013) indicate that the professional learning process is planned and organised to offer 

teachers these opportunities. 

Sparks (2012) indicates that teacher professional learning is central to determining the quality of 

teaching and, consequently, the quality of curriculum delivery. In addition, Bradley (2015) 

emphasises that professional learning is linked to student learning, quality of teaching and school 

improvement, and that any endeavour to improve children’s learning depends on some form of 

teacher development. These arguments are consistent with Sergiovanni (2021) who says there is an 

emerging consensus that teacher professional learning is key in any attempt to improve schools. In 

other words, in the absence of teacher professional learning, student learning, quality of teaching 

and school improvement may be affected. Thus, developing an in-depth understanding of the 

professional learning experiences of teachers on the TCDP, and the mediational tools used to support 

their learning was vital. 

Villegas-Reimers (2003: 12) relates professional development to professional learning, viewing 

professional learning as “[a] long-term process that includes regular opportunities and experiences 

planned systematically or unplanned to promote growth and development in the profession”. In other 

words, teacher professional learning is continuous learning which may continue throughout a 

teacher’s professional life, occurring in different spaces and settings that include planned, 
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unplanned, and incidental spaces. Professional learning may occur formally, non-formally within or 

outside institutional settings, and informally (Bertram 2014; Mukeredzi 2015). 

Professional learning for the SPSTs on the TCDP in this context was viewed as taking three 

dimensions: formal, which was university supported and contributed towards the attainment of their 

degree qualification; non-formal, which may have been planned, organised and structured either 

internally or externally to the programme, but without any direct contribution to their qualifications; 

and informal, which was incidental, spontaneous professional learning which they would gather 

from, for example, collegial interactions (Mukeredzi 2009). This study set out to understand all three 

dimensions of their experiences of professional learning on the TCDP. Data generation therefore 

attempted to extract information indicating whether or not, and to what extent, some or all of these 

dimensions benefited the professional learning of the SPSTs. 

1.1.Background to the Study 

This background to the study covers the global and regional debates on professional learning. 

1.1.1. Global and Regional Context of Professional Learning 

Professional learning, as indicated above, contributes to effective curriculum delivery. Failure to 

support teacher professional learning may impact curriculum delivery and the entire education 

system (Govender 2018). Mangin (2014) concurs that teacher professional learning is responsible 

for enabling implementation of curriculum changes in classrooms, as teachers improve their 

knowledge and skills, which are prerequisite for new practices. The significance of professional 

learning is also foregrounded in the United Nations Educational Scientific Organisation (UNESCO) 

Teacher Policy Development Guide (2015), where the focus for Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) for the period 2016 to 2030 relates to teacher lifelong learning opportunities. The SDGs 

Goal 4 seeks to “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and [to] promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all”. This has challenged member states and stakeholders to focus their attention 

on the development of quality teachers, and the provision of effective on-going teacher professional 

learning for serving teachers. UNESCO (2022) highlights that education is critical for upward 

socioeconomic mobility, is key to escaping poverty, helps to reduce inequalities, and promotes 
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gender equality, which education is crucial to fostering tolerance and more peaceful societies. For 

this to happen, serving teachers need to engage in intensive, prolonged professional learning to 

upgrade their skills. UNESCO indicates that, over the past decade, significant progress has been 

made towards increasing access to education and school enrolment rates at all levels. However, the 

same cannot be said of the quality of education. The UNESCO document (2019) laments that the 

rights of children within education continue to be compromised by poorly trained and (un)prepared 

teachers. The International Labour Organisation (ILO) supports international education goals by 

reinforcing the importance of teacher professional learning and the principles of quality teaching by 

the key people who deliver education: the teachers.  

In their 2021–2025 guide to supporting teachers, the ILO (2021) stresses that ensuring appropriately 

skilled, knowledgeable, and motivated teachers in every classroom is the single-most important 

school-based determinant of quality curriculum delivery and achievement of learning outcomes. 

They lament that, around the world, not only are there not enough teachers, but large numbers of 

teachers have not received sufficient training and lack current knowledge of what the curriculum 

entails and how to deliver it. Financing and investment in teachers and teaching are the basis of 

quality education. Teachers must be adequately and appropriately prepared and supported with 

ongoing professional learning to ensure that a generation of learners is not lost. According to Maher 

and Prescott (2017), teachers are the key players in curriculum delivery, and teacher professional 

learning is the link for developing their capacities. Therefore, developing an understanding of the 

professional learning of these key players on the TCDP, a government-financed programme, was 

worthwhile.   

The UNESCO Teacher Policy Development Guide also provides a framework for member states to 

“Ensure that teachers are empowered, motivated, encouraged and supported within well-resourced, 

efficient and effectively governed schools to engage in on-going professional learning and 

development” (UNESCO 2015). The framework proposes that teachers engage in professional 

learning through organised and structured, formal, non-formal and informal/incidental professional 

learning settings to enhance their teaching effectiveness and motivation towards work (Skoko 2022). 

Rural SPSTs’ professional learning on a capacity development programme needed to be understood 

against this backdrop. 
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Bradley (2015) notes that, at a time of substantial pressure on schools when teachers are reacting to 

changes in curriculum, changes in accountability, and so on, the need for staff professional learning 

is recognised as central. ILO/UNESCO (1996) recommendations are based on the idea that any 

educational advancement is dependent largely on staff qualifications and their ability regarding 

human, pedagogical and technical qualities in general. Thus, without teacher professional learning 

and development, educational advancement may be impeded. In addition, research (Asia Society 

2014; OECD 2015; World Bank 2013) in several countries and education systems concludes that 

teachers are the single biggest in-school influence on student achievement, and teacher effectiveness 

is the most important component of successful implementation of education reform. Professional 

learning therefore plays an important role in equipping teachers with the requisite knowledge and 

skills to effectively deliver curriculum reform.  

According to Kaplan and Owings (2009), every proposal to reform, restructure, or transform schools 

emphasises professional learning as a primary vehicle to bring about the needed change. Eshiwani 

(2015) advises that, because improvement of education depends mainly on the improvement of 

teacher competency, there is a need for systematic upgrading and training programmes for teaching 

staff through long-term initiatives. The TCDP, on which the teachers explored in this study were 

enrolled, was a long-term formal professional learning programme emanating from the launch of a 

new curriculum reform (which is detailed later). Given that the phenomenon of quality education 

and teacher professional learning has become an international concern, it became imperative to focus 

local efforts in this direction. Therefore, this study sought to explore the professional learning 

experiences of the rural SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP teaching in one province in Zimbabwe.  

1.1.2. National Context of the Zimbabwean TCDP 

Consistent with global trends in education, and the dynamic demands of the Zimbabwean 

population, the Zimbabwean government, through the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education 

(MoPSE), launched a new curriculum in October 2014, which was defined in the Curriculum 

Framework for MoPSE of 2015-2022. At its launch, the new curriculum was pioneered at ECD level 

(Foundation Phase, Grades R to Two) in the primary school, while in the secondary school sector it 

was pioneered in Forms One and Two (equivalent to Grades 9 and 10). Subsequently, in 2017, the 
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curriculum was rolled out from ECD to Form Six (Grade 13) (MoPSE 2015). The new curriculum 

in Zimbabwe was replacing the preceding curriculum, which had been inherited at independence 

from the former colonial regime (Gasva and Moyo 2017). This new reform was introduced to 

address the limitations of the old curriculum, which was criticised for being predominantly 

academically oriented and relying on summative evaluation (MoPSE 2015). As such, the purpose 

of the new curriculum, among others, was to “establish some strong scientific, mathematical and 

technological oriented learners to meet moral, national identity, pride, civic obligations and value 

country heritage” (MoPSE 2015: 22). In other words, the new curriculum emphasised a hands-on 

approach, which was aimed at expanding not only cognitive domains, but also social, physical, and 

emotional domains. The education needed to produce learners who possessed skills to become 

entrepreneurs, to boost livelihoods, independence and empowerment as opposed to job seekers 

(MoPSE 2015).  

This introduction of the new curriculum in Zimbabwean schools in 2014 led to the birth of the TCDP 

as a strategy to build the capacities of teachers in Zimbabwe to respond to the demands of the new 

curriculum (MoPSE 2015). The TCDP in Zimbabwe was a government-sponsored programme, 

which was initiated in collaboration with UNICEF to fund a small fraction of the teachers (Chitamba 

2015). The programme was launched in 2014. As teachers are at the chalk-face of any effective 

curriculum delivery, failure to develop teachers in line with any curriculum leads to curriculum 

failure (Gatawa 1998). Thus, subsequent to the launch of the new curriculum, the Zimbabwean 

government noted three challenges.  

First, teachers did not have the capacity to implement this new reform. According to the MoPSE 

Report (2015), the ministry realised that the Zimbabwean teaching cadre was inadequately equipped 

with the essential knowledge and skills for effective teaching of the new curriculum. Consequently, 

the teachers were under pressure to improve their knowledge, skills, and teaching practice through 

professional learning to meet this goal.  As a result, a government sponsored TCDP was launched 

to capacitate them.  

Second, it was impractical to send all teachers to universities for full-time staff development. As 

full-time capacity development in universities for all teachers was not possible, the ministry had to 
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focus on mixed-mode models of in-service learning. Third, the ministry had to focus on on-the-job, 

in-service teacher training, upgrading and/or re-skilling (Masango 2015; MoPSE 2015). This was 

premised on the notion that teacher education should address national needs and issues of quality 

teacher supply and demand, and allow teachers to remain in schools while pursuing their studies 

part-time (Mukeredzi 2009). Practising qualified, under-qualified and semi-qualified teachers had 

to undergo capacity development so that they would be adequately prepared and fully equipped to 

deliver the new curriculum effectively (Chitamba 2015). 

The MoPSE targeted the many teachers who did not have a degree to upgrade them to undergraduate 

level (MoPSE 2015). Consequently, the TCDP was designed and launched as a three-year (six-

semester) part-time and mixed-mode programme, offered through block release in selected 

universities. MoPSE (2015) indicates that to put this TCDP initiative into action, the government 

partnered with four universities: Bindura University of Science and Technology, Great Zimbabwe 

University, Midlands State University (MSU) and Zimbabwe Open Zimbabwe (ZOU). It was 

imperative for all teachers including the rural SPSTs to upgrade their proficiencies (Owusa-Mensah 

2008), since “…teachers are strategic components in the success of any curriculum change and 

delivery” (Mangaleswarasharma 2017: 317). A literature search has revealed that, since the launch 

of the Zimbabwean TCDP in October 2014, no comprehensive research (particularly in relation to 

theoretical analysis) has been carried out to explore how the teachers in general, and the rural SPSTs 

in particular, experience professional learning through this programme, the mediational tools used 

to support their learning on the programme, as well as the support that they receive in their schools. 

This is what the current study attempts to understand. 

Apart from the teacher-oriented knowledge-gap challenges highlighted above, related studies 

conducted in Zimbabwe on curriculum delivery have revealed that implementation of any new 

curriculum is faced with challenges that include the readiness of schools and teachers to implement 

the curriculum (Mangwaya et al. 2016; Esau and Mpofu 2017). Further, implementation of any new 

curriculum may lead to heightened emotions and despair among schools and teachers, resulting in 

confusion and a struggle to apply change in classroom practice (Jacobs et al. 2004). It was necessary 

to establish whether or not these factors were being addressed through professional learning on the 

TCDP. The European Union (2010) summarises the challenges that educational reform presents 
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among schools and teachers in relation to the knowledge application implicit in those reforms. Thus, 

schools need to be supported to ensure a smooth transition from the old to the new curriculum, and 

teachers need to bolster their knowledge and skills for successful new curriculum implementation. 

The TCDP is one form of teacher professional learning support programme. Governments have 

acknowledged that teachers play a significant role in the successful implementation of educational 

reform and the realisation of policy changes (Hargreaves 1995). Educational reform in Zimbabwe 

called for developing a “highly skilled and innovative workforce critical for social, cultural and 

economic growth” (MoPSE 2015: iii). Consequently, this led to the launch of the TCDP to capacitate 

teachers. 

Cochran-Smith and Zeichner (2010) suggest that capacitating teachers is underpinned by the fact 

that teachers have a key effect on the success of curriculum implementation and delivery, given that 

the design of teaching and learning processes and student learning are dependent on the teacher. 

Thus, as education reforms and their delivery are almost entirely in the hands of teachers as 

implementers, teacher professional learning on the TCDP became the cornerstone of that curriculum 

change and its delivery. A study of the literature (Makwara 2022; Okeke and Mtyuda 2017) shows 

that the absence of professional learning has deep negative effects on students’ achievement, teacher 

wellbeing and professional growth. In addition, the absence of professional learning negatively 

affects teaching quality and teacher self-confidence (Dalby 2021). In other words, if adequate 

professional learning were not experienced by these rural SPSTs on the TCDP, this would affect 

curriculum delivery, which would impact on students’ learning and eventually on the quality of the 

education system. Villegas-Reimers (2003) also indicates that teachers are an important stakeholder 

in educational reform since they must plan and implement the curriculum that has an impact on 

learning. The problem is that, if curriculum implementers lack the required tools, namely, 

knowledge, skills and aptitudes, then curriculum reform is not likely to succeed.  

1.1.3. History of Teacher Professional Learning in Zimbabwe 

Teacher professional learning in Zimbabwe has generally been conducted by external experts as a 

once-off activity (Mumhure et al. 2021). As with other developing countries, in-service training for 

qualified teachers was previously facilitated by education officers through workshops in 



9 

 

collaboration with the University of Zimbabwe (Zvobgo 1998). According to Zvobgo (1998), the 

only strategy which was used for teacher professional learning was the cascade model. 

In most Southern African countries, the priority in the 1990s was initial teacher education (ITE) 

(Mulkeen 2010; Maunganidze 2017). The focus of these countries was aligned to the United Nations 

Millennium Development Goals and the call for Education for All (EFA), which almost all Southern 

African countries adopted. The attainment of independence in 1980 saw the new Zimbabwe 

government adopting the EFA policy (Sibanda and Young 2019) where emphasis was on providing 

free and compulsory primary education. The massification of the education system gave rise to 

teacher demand that outstripped the supply from the conventional teachers’ colleges (Mukeredzi 

2009). In such cases, as Mulkeen (2010) notes, governments focus their attention on ITE and neglect 

the professional learning of practising teachers. The massive expansion of education also resulted 

in a quantity-quality dilemma (Gatawa 1998; Sibanda and Young 2019). There was severe under-

resourcing, poor supervision of teachers, low pass rates and high attrition in response to poor 

working conditions. The need for ongoing in-service training for teachers to improve classroom 

practice became imperative to the Zimbabwe government (Maunganidze 2017; Zvobgo 1998).  

In October 1990, the Commonwealth Conference held in Harare initiated a project in its first phase 

targeting professional learning of heads of schools “as it was felt that the head carries the prime 

responsibility for creating an effective educational environment” (Ministry of Education 1995: ii) 

ii). This initiative started school cluster systems in all the provinces of Zimbabwe to nurture good 

quality education. Whilst this was a noble initiative, it did not improve the way teachers taught in 

both primary and secondary schools because it only targeted school principals. The Ministry of   

Education, Sports and Culture (2000) later realised that the development of school heads’ leadership 

and administrative skills would not automatically translate into the provision of effective teaching 

and good quality education. It therefore became imperative to bring teachers on board. The second 

phase introduced in 1996, was launched through the Better Schools Programme Zimbabwe (BSPZ) 

which involved classroom practitioners, (Delport and Makaye 2009). This saw the birth of subject 

panels/cluster systems as platforms for ongoing professional learning for teachers in Zimbabwe with 

financial and technical support and expertise offered by donors from the Netherlands. However, 
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donor funding for clusters ceased around 2010 and the project was inherited by the Zimbabwean 

National Association for Secondary School Heads (NASH) (Mumhure et al. 2021).  

The Zimbabwe Science Education In-service Teacher Training (SEITT), a professional learning 

initiative funded by the Dutch government, was introduced in 1990, targeting Advanced Level 

secondary science and mathematics teachers (Gwekwerere, Mushayikwa and Manokore 2013). 

SEITT developed further in 1997 after the University of Zimbabwe secured funding for the 

continuation of the programme (Gwekwerere et al. 2013). The programme offered a two-year part-

time in-service postgraduate diploma to secondary school teachers, focusing on student-centred 

teaching and active learning strategies (Gwekwerere et al. 2013). According to Mukeredzi (2013), 

professional learning for teachers in Zimbabwe needed immediate attention to improve the quality 

of education. Consequently, the TCDP was another initiative introduced by the government of 

Zimbabwe as a strategy for professional learning to enhance the quality of teaching and learning and 

consequently the quality of education following the launch of a new curriculum. Therefore, SPSTs’ 

professional learning on this new initiative, the TCDP, needed to be documented. 

1.2. Focus and Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this research was to understand the professional learning of rural SPSTs on the TCDP 

who were teaching in one Zimbabwean province. The primary school curriculum in Zimbabwe is 

organised into two phases: the Infant or Foundation Phase, which is the Early Childhood 

Development (ECD A to ECD B - equivalent to Grades RR and R); and the Junior Phase, Grades 

Three to Seven (MoPSE 2015). Together, infant and junior school modules constitute primary 

education. However, within the junior level, Grades Six and Seven are also known as senior phase.  

Thus, the description ‘senior primary school teachers’ (SPSTs) in the Zimbabwean context refers to 

Grade Six and Grade Seven teachers. In this study, I specifically focused on Grade Six and Grade 

Seven primary school teachers who were teaching in rural primary schools and studying on the 

TCDP with one State University. These teachers who were practising rural SPSTs held teaching 

diplomas from various teacher training colleges and wished to progress to degree level (MoPSE 

2015). They were studying for various bachelor degrees. My focus on these rural SPSTs was 

motivated by the notion that they were teaching at the senior level of primary education, which 

marked the transitional phase from primary to secondary education, prior to students’ sitting for 
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Grade Seven National Examinations at the end of the primary cycle (MoPSE 2015). Thus, these 

teachers were selected because they played an important role in ensuring adequate learner 

preparation for entry into high school learning. In addition, Mukeredzi (2009: 52) says “rural is not 

urban or metropolitan but is characterised by simple life, agriculture, smallness, homogeneity and 

dullness.” As such, the desire to study rural SPSTs was a bid to understand how these teachers 

experienced professional learning in what are perceived as the disadvantaged and marginalised 

contexts (Hlalele 2014; Moletsane 2012) in which they were teaching. In this study, rural schools 

where these SPSTs were practising were located at least 100 kilometers outside the Bulawayo city 

centre. Therefore, data generation provided information indicating how these rural SPSTs engaged 

in professional learning on the TCDPs, the mediating tools used to enhance their professional 

learning as well as the support that they received from their rural schools. 

1.3.Personal Context and Motivation for the Study 

In this section, I discuss my personal context and motivation for undertaking this research, which 

emanated from my experience as a rural SPST. I did my initial teacher training at the University of 

Port Elizabeth and began my professional life as a rural SPST in Zimbabwe. During my six years of 

teaching, I taught Grade Six and Seven classes where I found the subject content that I was required 

to teach very different from what I had learnt at university. I struggled as a Grade Seven teacher, 

with the knowledge that these classes were due to write the Grade Seven national examinations at 

the end of year. Colleagues in the school were supportive, though we were all struggling, and all 

needed to be professionally developed. 

The changes in the educational reforms required that teachers attend workshops organised by the 

ministry. I participated in many staff development workshops organised at the school as well as 

workshops that were organised at cluster and district levels. However, the bulk of these workshops 

did not address the challenges that I faced as a Grade Seven teacher. The training did not influence 

my practice in any way because the workshop content presented was not relevant to my Grade Seven 

class. Olsson (2019) declares that most professional learning opportunities have been cited as failing 

to promote professional learning that leads to improvements in teaching practices. Olsson (2019) 

also notes that this process of translating the acquired knowledge from these workshops into practice 

in the classroom is individualized, and largely up to each individual teacher to interpret how and 
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when to apply the knowledge. In addition, because of limited funding, the workshops were half-day 

sessions from which teachers did not benefit much.  

On the contrary, Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (1995) acknowledge that effective 

professional learning activities should provide teachers with opportunities to investigate, 

experiment, reflect, discuss, and collaborate to improve their teaching practice. The learning that we 

received in workshops and staff development meetings at school provided neither the skills, 

knowledge, or competencies we required, nor time to investigate, experiment, reflect, discuss and 

collaborate. 

Having experienced the pressures faced by teachers in schools, I left primary school teaching and 

joined Adult and Non-Formal Education as District Adult and Lifelong Coordinator in the same 

Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education (MoPSE) where, at the time of this study, I was still 

employed. My work involved managing adult and functional literacy activities in the district, which 

are offered through primary schools. This interaction with teachers created an awareness of adult 

education programmes and gave me an opportunity to recruit adult learners. I then decided to read 

for a Diploma in Adult Education, Bachelor of Adult Education Degree, and a Master of Education 

Degree in Adult Education with the University of Zimbabwe. My coordination work in schools 

exposed me to the TCDP that teachers were engaged in. It was through these interactions that I 

became interested in understanding how the teachers on the new formal TCDP were experiencing 

professional learning. 

Rural SPSTs studying on the TCDP are adult learners and their professional learning through the 

local university was a form of adult education programme. Given that adult learners prefer learning 

that is relevant to their needs and is of immediate use to them (Kapur 2015), I wanted to understand 

how the teachers engaged in professional learning on the TCDP. Undertaking this study was born 

from my experiences of professional learning activities and programmes in the MoPSE, where 

professional learning failed to adequately prepare me and my colleagues for our teaching and 

consequently did not influence our practice. It was in view of the aforementioned contextual 

experiences that I was motivated to undertake this research to understand how rural SPSTs engaged 
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in professional learning on the TCDP, the mediating tools that were used in their professional 

learning as well as the support that they received from their schools. 

1.4.Axiological Assumptions. 

Axiological assumptions focus on what the researcher values in his/her research. In other words, 

axiology addresses questions related to what is valued and considered to be desirable or good for 

human beings and society (Biedenbach and Jacobsson 2016). In this regard, Mukeredzi (2009) 

advices that we should acknowledge that research is value-laden and there are some biases. In the 

current study, I accept the value-laden nature of data generated from the field and report my own 

values and biases (Mukeredzi 2009). As a key instrument in generating data from participants, my 

presence would be important through data interpretation and presentation. In this regard, my 

epistemological role had effects on the axiological assumptions in the study.  

My interpretations of professional learning for these rural SPSTs were shaped by my personal 

experiences as a grade seven rural primary school teacher.  I must state openly that in this study, 

while I focused my attention specifically on the SPSTs’ professional learning engagements on the 

TCDP including the support from their rural schools, given my experience working with some of 

them before embarking on my doctoral studies, I brought some biases to this study. Despite all 

efforts to ensure impartiality, biases could have influenced my perceptions and understanding of the 

data that I generated and the way in which I interpreted my experiences. I began the study with the 

view that rural SPSTs experience diverse professional learning engagements. This was in fact a vital 

anticipation, which was taken for granted, however, I probed how they engaged in professional 

learning, the mediational tools used to facilitate their learning and the forms of support that they 

received from their schools to enhance their learning on the TCDP. I therefore investigated and 

analysed the values of rural SPSTs from their engagements, to determine how these influenced their 

professional learning. Having declared my axiological assumptions, in the next section, I present the 

rationale for the study.  

1.5. Rationale for the Study   

Existing literature shows abundant academic work on teacher professional learning globally, 

regionally, and nationally. From an international context, researchers such as Timperly et al. (2007) 
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in New Zealand studied teacher professional development and its impact on learners. Osmond-

Johnson (2017) in Canada also focused on the potential of teacher-led professional learning in 

developing professional capital in teacher leadership. Lieberman, Campbell and Yashkina (2017) 

studied teachers as front-runners of professional learning in the United States, as well as Desimone 

and Garet (2015), who also examined the best practices of professional learning, looking at the key 

features that make professional learning and development for teachers effective.   

In the region, Mangope and Mukhopadhyay (2015) in Botswana explored professional learning of 

primary and secondary schools’ teachers, while in South Africa, Jita and Mokele (2012) focused on 

teacher professional learning through clusters. Studies have also been carried out on teacher 

professional learning in Zimbabwe, for example, Mukeredzi (2013) focused on professional learning 

of professionally unqualified rural secondary school teachers through teacher roles. These teachers 

were degree holders, studying for a Postgraduate Certificate in Education, whereas my study targets 

primary school diploma holders teaching in rural areas. Mumhure (2017), also in Zimbabwe, studied 

professional learning of secondary school history teachers. While all these studies revolved around 

teacher professional learning, the contexts, participants, and focus are different from the current 

research of rural SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP, which suggests a gap in knowledge, which my study 

contributes. I targeted rural schoolteachers given the link between rurality and 

disadvantage/marginalization. Mukeredzi (2013) laments that rural schools have been associated 

with deficiencies and challenges, to which du Plessis (2014) adds that, in most cases, research 

conducted on district issues overlooks rural schools. Hence, I focused on rural SPSTs who were 

teaching in rural schools and were studying on the TCDP.  At the time of this study the TCDP was 

a fairly new programme, launched in October 2014, and apparently no comprehensive academic 

work had been carried out to investigate how enrolled students experienced professional learning. It 

was vital to conduct research in that area.  

Concomitant to the above, very limited literature is available for policy makers regarding what rural 

SPSTs in remote communities have gone through, or are going through to ensure effective learning 

on the TCDP. The daily challenges that they are confronted with, the stresses that they must live 

with, and their experiences regarding learning on the TCDP in the unstable Zimbabwean 

environment needed to be documented. Under these circumstances, the rural SPSTs are expected to 
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make good progress in their learning, while effectively managing learners in rural school classrooms 

and the entire rural school community. The purpose of this study was to develop an understanding 

of what these teachers go through on the TCDP. It attempted to go behind the “faces and skins”  of 

these rural teachers and to understand, through their eyes and stories (Mukeredzi 2009:33), their 

professional learning experiences on the programme, the tools used to support their learning and the 

nature of support that they receive in their rural schools. 

Furthermore, the post-2015 development agenda of the UNESCO Education 2030 outlines that, for 

education to reach every child, particularly those in the disadvantaged communities like rural areas, 

there is a need to raise the standard of teaching and learning in schools through continuous teacher 

professional learning support (SDG Goal 4, UNESCO 2014). Given that the phenomenon of quality 

education and student learning in disadvantaged (rural) areas has become an international concern 

(Mukeredzi 2016), it became imperative to focus local efforts in this direction. Therefore, this study 

sought to explore the professional learning experiences of the rural SPSTs through TCDP. It was 

hoped that professional learning through this initiative would enable teachers to improve their 

knowledge and skills to implement the new curriculum and consequently enhance the quality of 

student learning in schools.   

As this study was located within the larger international concerns, it would inform policy makers, 

institutions, as well as teacher development experts on issues relating to the professional learning of 

practising teachers through part-time formal programmes. Professionals, academics, and the 

research community need to understand not only what professional learning experiences teachers on 

the TCDP gain on the programme and how these experiences are gained, but also what mediational 

tools are used and how, as well as what support schools offer their teachers. Professional learning 

of teachers is ultimately intended to enhance instruction, and consequently student learning and 

achievement. Society wants good teachers because it wants and needs a well-educated population 

as well as effective learning and achievement. Ultimately, therefore, the test of adequate professional 

learning and professionalism must always be the quality of education learners receive (Mukeredzi 

2009; 2013). For this reason, by exploring the experiences of professional learning of the rural 

SPSTs on the TCDP, this case study could make a unique contribution to the knowledge on 

professional learning experiences.  



16 

 

This study contributes to the current debates on the value of teacher professional learning for 

improving education quality, student learning and achievement. It addresses a specific research 

question around models of teacher on-the-job teacher staff development and will contribute to how 

teachers can be prepared for new curricula (Mukeredzi 2009). This study therefore contributes to 

knowledge in this area. As indicated previously, my immediate experience is in the field of adult 

education. Since new ideas and methods are often drawn from research, the study would fulfil this 

utilitarian value and consequently any feedback would be of maximum benefit to my adult education 

work and responsibilities. 

1.6. Research Aim and Questions 

The aim of this study was to understand the experiences of professional learning of the rural SPSTs 

on the TCDP. To enable deep exploration and achieve this aim, the study attempted to answer the 

key question: How do rural senior primary school teachers in one Zimbabwean province engage in 

professional learning on the TCDP?  

To address this key question, the following research questions were developed:  

1. How do rural senior primary school teachers engage in professional learning on the TCDP?  

2. What mediating tools are used to facilitate teacher professional learning on the TCDP? 

3. What forms of support do the teachers on the TCDP receive in their rural schools?  

1.7. Overview of Theoretical Framework  

The study adopted Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) developed from the work of 

Vygotsky (1978). CHAT views learning as a process embedded within the social and cultural 

practices occurring through engagement in collaborative activity and drawing on historically 

established norms and practices Engeström (2010; 2016; Engeström and Sannino 2021). Thus, in 

the current research, the theory enabled understanding how the rural SPSTs engaged in professional 

learning through active involvement with others (Daniels 2004; Engeström 2018; Mukeredzi 2009). 

Using the CHAT framework, teacher professional learning for the rural SPSTs studying through 

TCDP was examined and understood within the context of the activity system. The research was 

informed by the third generation activity theory model, comprising seven nodes/elements: subjects 
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(teachers), object (professional learning on the TCDP), mediation tools/artifacts, rules, community, 

division of labour, and outcome, which, taken together, constitute an activity system (Engeström 

2015). These elements of CHAT helped to clarify and explain the professional learning of SPSTs. 

Drawing on Engeström (2015), in this study subjects represent people engaged in the activity system 

(rural SPSTs on the TCDP). An object (professional learning) is the focus or objective of the activity. 

The outcome (improved understanding) is the result of continuous action on the object by the 

subject. Artefacts are material or psychological mediational tools and resources that enable actioning 

the object by the subject (course outlines, handouts, books, computers, knowledge, experiences, 

etc.). The community represents individuals with a shared interest in the object (ministry, university, 

schools, parents, etc.). The division of labour is the distribution or allocation of roles and 

responsibilities performed by the community members (professional learning by rural SPSTs, 

learning provision by the university, lecturing by lecturers). The rules are operational guidelines for 

action in the activity system (policies, lecture attendance rules, implicit rules, etc.). Enactment of 

object and achievement of outcome depend on all the different nodes of the activity system 

performing their roles according to the division of labour. Thus, the analysis of the CHAT nodes 

provided a holistic view of rural SPSTs’ professional learning experiences on the TCDP.  

1.8. Overview of the Methodological Approach 

The experiences of 30 rural SPSTs studying through TCDP from rural schools in one province of 

Zimbabwe were explored, drawing on the interpretive paradigm using a qualitative approach. The 

interpretive paradigm enables an understanding of how participants make sense of their reality 

within their natural setting (Creswell 2015; Yin 2016). According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison 

(2018), from the interpretive paradigm, action is based on personal perspectives and experiences. 

Qualitative research offers flexibility, enables generation of subjective data from ongoing 

experiences and is valuable for its multi-modal quality (Creswell 2015; Strauss and Corbin 1998). 

Thus, how rural SPSTs experienced professional learning on the TCDP could best be understood 

through the qualitative approach (Berg 2014), where individual interviews, focus group discussions 

(FGDs) and professional learning maps discussions were used for data generation. These methods 

provided rich, in-depth data (Creswell and Poth 2017) about the professional learning experiences 

of rural SPSTs, the tools used, and the professional learning support offered by their schools. Data 
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analysis was conducted through eight steps of open coding which allowed for: transcribing audio 

records into prose; familiarisation with the data; sorting and organising data according to research 

questions; assigning codes to the data; clustering codes into categories; developing themes by 

clustering categories; using the hermeneutic cycle; and finally compiling the research report. Efforts 

to enhance rigour were described under four criteria for trustworthiness credibility, confirmability 

transferability, and dependability (Lietz and Zayas 2010). Ethical considerations focused on 

obtaining ethical clearance from the Durban University of Technology (DUT) and gatekeeper from 

the MoPSE, MSU, participant informed consent, prevention of harm and risk, ensuring privacy, 

confidentiality and anonymity, and voluntary participation.  

1.9. Definition of Terms 

The purpose of operational definitions of key terms provided in this section is to show how the terms 

are understood and applied in the context of this study. 

Capacity Building Programme: United Nations General Assembly Economic and Social Council 

(2016: 5) described capacity building “as the process whereby people, organisations and society as 

a whole unleash, strengthen, create, adapt, and maintain capacity over time, in order to achieve 

development results”. Teacher capacity development in this study was therefore understood as an 

extended programme where teachers were exposed to formal learning to attain expertise. 

Professional Learning: Sabah Fayez and Alsharami (2014: 92) define teacher professional 

learning as “…the planned opportunities and activities in which teachers engage for the purposes of 

enhancing life-long learning for themselves and their learners”. In this study professional learning 

was understood as exposing the teachers to learning opportunities and activities to gain new 

knowledge and skills that enhance their practice by incorporating three models of learning: formal, 

which is planned, structured and bankable, leading to accreditation; non-formal, which may be 

planned, organised, and/or structured in the school or in wider professional sites; and informal or 

incidental and spontaneous learning, which may occur through interaction with peers, among others.  

TCDP was a systematically planned long term (three-year), formal teacher professional 

development programme that was intended to offer teachers an opportunity to professionally learn 
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and acquire knowledge, skills, and dispositions to teach the new curriculum and also upgrade and 

attain higher qualifications. 

Rural SPSTs were the senior teachers in schools who were teaching Grades Six and Seven. They 

were qualified teachers who held at least a Teaching Diploma, were teaching in rural schools in one 

province, and were enrolled on the TCDP with one state university in Zimbabwe.     

1.10. Summary and Thesis Overview  

This thesis is organised into eight chapters. 

This chapter presents the introduction, setting the scene and arguing for the problem. The 

background of the study follows, giving a detailed description of the context focusing on the 

contextual issues and debates from the global, regional, and national perspectives. The chapter then 

outlines the focus and purpose of the study, my personal context and motivation for the study, and 

proceeds to discuss the rationale behind the study. The key research questions are laid out before 

the overviews of the theoretical framework and methodology are provided.  Definitions of key terms 

are then presented followed by a summary and outline of the thesis.  

Chapter Two comprises a critical review of literature deemed relevant to the research topic from 

international, regional, and national contexts. The literature is organised conceptually. First, the 

concepts related to professional learning: capacity building, professional development, and 

professional learning are defined. Second, literature related to how teachers engage in professional 

learning through formal, non-formal and informal settings is reviewed. Third, literature around 

mediational tools used to support teacher professional learning on capacity development 

programmes is analysed. Fourth, the chapter discusses reviewed literature related to school-based 

support that teachers receive for their professional learning. The key ideas emerging from the 

literature review are discussed in the chapter summary. 

Chapter Three outlines the theoretical framework of CHAT. The chapter covers the historical 

development of CHAT, from its genesis in the first generation with a simple triangle which shows 

three basic elements: subject, object, and mediating artifacts. The chapter then moves on to discuss 

the second generation comprising activity, action, and operation to accomplish the object, and finally 
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the third generation, which has seven nodes. The seven nodes/elements of CHAT are defined and 

explained in relation to this study. The nodes are subject, object, mediation tools/artifacts, rules, 

community, division of labour and outcome, which together constitute an activity system in the third 

generation of CHAT. The main principles of CHAT and their application in the study are then 

discussed. The chapter concludes by highlighting some of the criticisms of CHAT and how they 

were addressed to minimise their impact on findings. 

Chapter Four discusses the research paradigm, the research design, and the qualitative approach. 

The chapter also describes the research setting and proceeds to discuss the population, sample, 

sampling procedures and generation instruments used.  This is followed by a description of how data 

were generated starting with a pilot study. Data analysis through open coding is also discussed. 

Aspects of how rigour was enhanced through the four elements of trustworthiness: credibility, 

confirmability, transferability, and dependability are outlined. This is followed by the ethical 

considerations that were observed throughout the study. The chapter concludes by discussing the 

design limitations as well as how the limitations were addressed to minimise their impact on study 

findings.  

Chapter Five includes data presentation and analysis with respect to Research Question One on 

how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning on the TCDP. The analysis is presented with 

supporting literature and the theoretical framework. What emerged was that rural SPSTs 

experienced professional learning through lectures constituting various forms of interaction, note-

taking, lecturer guidance, group work and question and answer sessions, as well as assessment and 

research. It also emerged that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through technology, 

which comprised of PowerPoint, websites, WhatsApp, and Zoom classes, which fostered discussion 

and critical thinking. Regarding in-school professional learning, SPSTs’ learning was through 

whole-school staff development meetings, grade level meetings and lesson observation/supervision. 

Professional learning through out-of-school sites included school cluster meetings and MoPSE 

workshops, while informal learning occurred generally through WhatsApp and informal 

discussions. The chapter concludes by giving a summary of key issues that emerged from the 

discussion of findings. 
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Chapter Six presents data analysis in answer to Research Question Two on the mediational tools 

used to facilitate professional learning on the TCDP. What emerged was that SPSTs’ professional 

learning was mediated by computers for assignment typing, data storage and retrieval, handouts, 

lecture venues, and library. The findings also indicated that university lecturers acted as mediational 

tools for rural SPSTs’ professional learning through content (lecture) delivery, enabling and guiding 

discussion and debate, clarifying points, responding to questions, and encouraging critical thinking, 

reflection, and self-questioning. Lecturers as tools for learning were supportive and were available 

in their offices for consultation. Furthermore, the findings also revealed that management played an 

important mediational role in the formulation of plans, policies, rules, regulations and curriculum 

and instructional methods, without which there would be no professional learning. Results further 

showed that peers mediated professional learning through discussion during group tasks, clarifying 

issues and questions, and sharing notes and ideas. The chapter concluded with a summary of its main 

points.  

Chapter Seven provides the findings and discussion for Research Question Three on the kinds of 

support that rural SPSTs on the TCDP receive in their schools. The findings indicated that teachers 

enjoyed professional learning support in their schools through provision of internet, computers and 

tablets for doing the TCDP work, typing assignments, and attending virtual classes, and of bond 

paper for printing assignments. On the contrary, some schools lacked technological devices as well 

as functional libraries to support rural SPST professional learning on the TCDP. However, it 

emerged that such schools’ principals offered emotional support by showing interest, checking on 

the SPSTs’ progress on the TCDP, listening, offering to help, and encouraging them. The results 

also indicated that teachers received support from colleagues, particularly those who had completed 

the TCDP, through providing reading materials course information, and advice on how to enrol, 

answering their questions, and giving them guidance on assignments.  

The chapter also discusses reasons why the SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP. The findings revealed that 

rural SPSTs were motivated to enrol on the TCDP by intrinsic reasons like the desire to learn content 

knowledge, computer skills, and teaching strategies. The extrinsic push factors that emerged for the 

rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP related to the launch of the new curriculum, influence by 
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colleagues and school principal, the desire to obtain higher qualifications, and the wish for 

promotion and a higher salary.  

Chapter Eight presents a synthesis of the main research findings according to the research 

questions, addressing how the rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning, the mediational tools 

used and forms of support that these teachers on the TCDP received in their schools. The chapter is 

introduced, the research questions are recapitulated, and methodological reflections on the choices 

and processes undertaken are outlined. I then present a brief review of the study in which I 

summarise what is contained in each of the eight chapters. The key findings are then synthesised 

according to the research questions to show how each question was answered. I outline the original 

contributions of the study, and offer recommendations based on the research findings as well as 

recommendations for further research, before providing a summary of the chapter.   

Having set the scene by introducing my study and highlighting the problem, in the next chapter I 

review relevant literature to professional learning. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

2.0. Introduction 

Chapter One provided background to this study on how rural senior primary school teachers (SPSTs) 

teaching in one district and enrolled on a Teacher Capacity Development Programme (TCDP) in 

one Zimbabwean university, experienced professional learning. Following the launch of the new 

curriculum in Zimbabwe in 2014, as detailed in Chapter One, there was a mismatch between teacher 

knowledge and skills and the new curriculum demands (MoPSE 2015). It therefore became 

imperative for all teachers, including the rural SPSTs, to upgrade their knowledge and proficiencies 

(Owusa-Mensah 2008), since “…teachers are strategic components in the success of any curriculum 

change and delivery” (Mangaleswarasharma 2017: 317). This gave rise to the launch of the TCDP. 

This chapter reviews relevant literature on how teachers engage in professional learning on this 

programme. Drawing on Bhattacherjee (2012), in addition to exposing me to scholarly research in 

the area to enable me to contextualise my topic, literature view fulfilled a threefold purpose. First, 

it allowed me to understand the current state of research on the phenomenon of teacher professional 

learning through a programme. Second, it enabled me to identify key authors in this area, and the 

questions that they addressed. Third, the literature review served to point me to gaps in the body of 

knowledge, those questions that are still outstanding to which my research would contribute.  

The empirical studies that I reviewed were generally current. However, some dated sources were 

also consulted because of the pertinent information contained therein, which was not available in 

the current sources. The literature review in this chapter is organised conceptually, based on the 

following three research questions set out in Chapter One:   

• How do senior primary school teachers engage in professional learning on the TCDP?  

• What mediating tools are used to facilitate professional learning on the TCDP? 

• What forms of support do the teachers on the TCDP receive in their rural schools?  

 

The literature reviewed in this chapter provides information that addresses these questions. Informed 
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by Ramdhani, Ramdhani and Amin (2014) who suggest that literature should bring the reader up to 

date with current debates on a topic from all contexts, the reviewed literature in this chapter has been 

drawn from international, regional and local studies.   

Following this introduction, this chapter defines and discusses the related concepts: capacity 

building, professional development, and professional learning. Thereafter is a review of literature 

related to how teachers engage in professional learning, drawing on Mukeredzi’s (2009) typology 

of domains of formality and experience. This is followed by a review of literature concerning the 

mediational tools used to support teacher professional learning on the TCDP. Literature related to 

school-based support that teachers receive is then discussed. The chapter concludes with a summary 

that links key ideas from the literature review. In the next section, I unpack some of the key concepts 

used in the study.  

2.1. Understanding Concepts  

Before establishing the meaning of professional learning, it is important to clarify some of the related 

concepts: capacity building and professional development. 

What is Capacity Building?  

Harris et al. (2017) in the United States of America (USA), states that capacity building is an 

opportunity for teachers to learn to solve problems through observation and active participation in 

learning activities. They state that capacity building allows teachers to assume ownership in 

changing and enriching their knowledge through continuous learning. Capacity building therefore 

exposes teachers to learning that develops and enables them to address the demands of their work. 

Such learning can take place through a range of activities such as observation, continuous learning, 

and active involvement in the learning process. Teachers on the TCDP participated in similar 

learning activities. Similarly, Stocklin (2011) in China sees teachers’ capacity building as a process 

whereby individual teachers undergo training and re-training in seminars, conferences, workshops, 

or lectures to become more confident, efficient, and effective in the school system. Capacity building 

therefore involves teachers’ undergoing formal training and in-service training through various 

activities to gain knowledge and become more effective in their practice. The TCDP on which 

participants in this study were learning involved a wide range of learning realms such as seminars 
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and lectures to gain knowledge, skills, and other attributes in preparation for managing the demands 

of their new curriculum. 

At a regional level, in Nigeria, Salami (1999) views capacity building as planned and designed 

activities which teachers undertake with the aim of refining their knowledge and skills to make them 

competent and proactive in their teaching. In other words, teacher capacity building involves teacher 

engagement in planned activities to refine and enhance their competency in teaching. The TCDP 

was planned, designed, and structured to offer the rural SPSTs professional learning to make them 

competent in teaching the new curriculum. Ugwoke (2011), also in Nigeria, indicates that teacher 

capacity building entails government and policy makers’ providing necessary resources, materials 

and tools for teacher learning to improve their teaching. Building capacity of teachers in education 

is, therefore, a conscious attempt at upgrading, renovating, and ensuring teacher acquisition of skills, 

abilities, and knowledge consistently over time (Ugwoke 2011). This was the case in the TCDP 

study, where the government provided resources and launched this programme to enable teacher 

acquisition of skills and abilities to improve classroom practice. 

Nationally, capacity building is understood as a strategy to upgrade and build the capacities of 

teachers in Zimbabwe to effectively respond to the demands of the new curriculum (MoPSE 2014). 

The TCDP, as discussed in Chapter One, was necessitated by a drive to enable teachers to undergo 

professional learning for the acquisition and upgrading of knowledge and skills for the effective and 

successful delivery of the new curriculum. This involved upgrading teacher qualifications from the 

initial teaching diploma to undergraduate and possibly postgraduate level, at which teachers would 

undertake research on key subject areas. Teacher capacity building in Zimbabwe was therefore an 

integral part of curriculum implementation. The relevance of the TCDP is supported by Villegas-

Reimers (2003: 12) who notes that the purpose of teacher professional learning is for “…upgrading 

teachers; preparing teachers for new roles; curriculum-related improvements or refresher courses; 

and certification for on-the-job training.” 

From the definitions above, teacher capacity building involves planned opportunities for training 

through government efforts, over an extended period, to refine, upgrade, improve, and renew 

teachers’ knowledge, and skills. Such learning may be formal (lectures) or non-formal (seminars, 
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conferences, workshops), which may also improve teacher confidence, efficiency, and effectiveness 

in their teaching. In the current study, capacity building is understood as a planned, prolonged, 

structured, formal programme launched and supported by the government through providing 

resources to enable teachers to modify, improve, and upgrade their knowledge and skills to 

implement the new curriculum effectively. Closely related to capacity building is professional 

development, which I discuss next.  

What is Professional Development?  

Existing literature shows many definitions of the concept of professional development. The OECD 

Report (2009: 49) defines professional development as “…activities that develop an individual’s 

skills, knowledge, expertise and other characteristics as a teacher”. In other words, professional 

development is the processes or activities that develop skills, knowledge, expertise, and other 

essential attributes of a teacher. Darling-Hammond (2017) says professional development sits at the 

heart of improving teachers’ skills, knowledge, and practice. It may thus be understood as the 

processes or programmes that develop the skills, knowledge, and expertise of the teacher (in this 

context, rural SPSTs) to enhance implementation of the new curriculum.  

Villegas-Reimers (2003:110), whose research is based in France, describes “…professional 

development, as a long-term process, that includes regular opportunities and experiences planned 

systematically to promote growth and development in the profession the development of a person 

in his or her personal role which has a significant impact upon their beliefs and practices and on the 

implementation of educational reform.” Therefore, for Villegas-Reimers, professional development 

is long term, planned and structured, and takes diverse forms to promote professional growth. The 

process influences an individual’s personal role as a teacher, their beliefs and practices, and 

enhances delivery of educational reforms.  In this study of the TCDP, professional development is 

regarded as long term, given the duration of the programme which adopts different domains of 

formality: formal in university; non-formal, and informal in teachers’ schools and in wider 

professional sites. This learning influenced the teachers’ beliefs and practices and is intended to 

influence the implementation of the new curriculum. Thus, professional development activities such 

as the TCDP were expected to develop rural SPSTs’ skills, knowledge, and expertise to enhance 

delivery of the Zimbabwean Education reform – the new curriculum.  
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Another international scholar, Evans (2011), from the United Kingdom (UK), refers to professional 

development as broader changes that may take place over a long period of time. In other words, 

professional development is an outcome of multiple ‘specific changes’ accrued through prolonged 

teacher learning. Evans’s definition also includes a time dimension, as it indicates a process where 

people’s professionalism may be considered enhanced, with a degree of permanence that exceeds 

transitoriness. Given that teachers in this study were intended to develop professionally and be 

equipped with knowledge and skills for effective curriculum delivery, learning from the TCDP was 

intended to be permanent. 

Avalos (2011) from Chile views professional development as teacher learning, how they learn to 

learn, and how they apply the knowledge when they support pupil learning. To Fraser et al. (2007), 

professional development is about processes that bring about specific changes in the professional 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, beliefs, or actions of teachers. Thus, the purpose of professional 

development is to enable teachers to learn so that they can support learner learning. Similarly, from 

the UK, Coe et al. (2020) view teacher professional development as involving a continuous process 

of reflection, learning, and action to further teachers’ knowledge and skills, leading to enhanced 

teaching practices that positively impact on students’ learning. The notion of a continuous or long-

term process concurs with the ideas of Villegas-Reimers (2003); Coe et al. (2020) and Evans (2011). 

Coe et al. add the dimension of reflection, broadening teacher knowledge and skills and giving rise 

to improved teaching practice. This is consistent with Hargreaves and Fullan (1992) who show that 

professional development involves more than changing the teachers’ behaviour, attitudes, and 

beliefs, but also changing the person the teacher is, a view which is consistent of that of Fraser et al. 

(2007).    

Fullan (1991: 326) from the UK defines teacher professional development as: “the sum total of 

formal and informal learning experiences throughout one’s career from pre-service teacher 

education to retirement.” This definition relates to Villegas-Reimers (2003) who sees professional 

development as learning that takes diverse forms: formal in institutions and informal incidental 

experiences outside the formal domain, throughout the teachers’ career. In other words, professional 

development is a process of life-long learning that can be formal, non-formal or informal. 

Oluwatoyin Ayodele Ajani (2021) in Nigeria points out that professional development programmes 
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enable teachers to acquire the most needed and recent professional knowledge and skills that can 

enhance classroom practice and improve learner academic performance. The TCDP was intended to 

fulfil similar requirements.  

Jita and Mokele (2014) in South Africa point out that professional development is critical for 

building capacity essential for school improvement. They further say that the goals of most capacity 

building programmes are tied to education reforms to improve teacher performance and student 

learning. Professional development through the TCDP was tied to the new education reform (the 

curriculum) to ensure its effective delivery. Learning would alter the knowledge, beliefs and 

practices of teachers (Guskey 2002). Thus, intensive professional development programmes can 

help teachers to increase their knowledge and change their instructional practices to meet demands, 

and indeed improve learners’ academic performance (Jita and Mokele 2014). 

Nationally, while Mukeredzi (2016) states that professional development generally focuses on the 

growth of teachers in their profession, Shava (2016) says it is about enhancing the professional 

competence of members of the profession, by giving them input on policies governing the design, 

delivery, evaluation, and recognition of teaching. Similarly, Mtetwa and Thompson (2000) view 

teachers’ professional development as the process and product of developing a fresh vision of being 

a teacher that can potentially enrich the experience of teaching. According to these definitions, the 

purpose of professional development is to develop teachers and enhance their classroom 

competence. 

The international definitions above show that professional development develops teacher skills, 

knowledge, and expertise, which shape their beliefs and attitudes in relation to their teaching 

practice. Professional development is also seen as broader changes that occur over a long period, 

with reflection, meant to promote classroom teaching and learning and improve learner academic 

performance. Regionally, research shows that professional development develops teachers’ 

professional competence, knowledge, and skills to enhance classroom practices, and improve learner 

learning. It is therefore critical for building capacity, essential for improved teaching and learning 

and consequently school improvement. Nationally, professional development entails growth of 

teachers in their profession to increase their professional competence. In the current study, 
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professional development is therefore understood as broad, on-going professional changes that occur 

in teachers through reflection and acquisition of skills, knowledge, and expertise, which include 

changes in attitudes. While informal learning offers some contribution to professional development 

experiences, it is a natural occurrence that may not be recognised even by individuals themselves as 

contributing to their knowledge and skills.  

What is Professional Learning? 

Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) from the global arena view professional learning as a product of 

both externally provided and job-embedded activities that increase teacher knowledge and skills and 

help them improve and change their instructional practice in ways that support student learning. 

From this view, the purpose of professional learning whether externally provided, (external to the 

school) or job-entrenched (within the school), is to develop teacher knowledge and improve 

classroom practice. Thus, teacher professional learning is driven by the need for both extending and 

renewing teacher beliefs, teacher academic knowledge, practice, and skills (Bietenbeck 2014). In 

the USA, DuFour et al. (2016) conceptualise professional learning as job- embedded continuous 

learning that enhances teaching and learning processes. This is consistent with Darling-Hammond 

et al. (2017) who concur that professional learning is rooted/implanted in the teacher’s job, and is 

an on-going process, meant to enhance classroom practice. Professional learning activities are thus 

critical for teacher professional growth as they provide teachers with necessary skills to handle the 

demands of recurrent education reforms. This understanding is similar to the situation in this study 

in which the rural SPSTs engaged on the TCDP to gain knowledge and skills to be able to meet the 

new curriculum reform.    

Fraser et al. (2007) point out that teacher professional learning refers to processes, which can be 

formal and informal, planned and unplanned, voluntary and compulsory. Thus, such learning which 

enables acquisition of knowledge and skills occurs in a range of different domains: formal or non-

formal and planned or incidental. In this study, SPSTs’ teacher professional learning was deemed to 

have been occurring in diverse domains. Avalos (2011) views teacher professional learning as a 

complex process, which demands teacher involvement cognitively, emotionally, and collectively. 

Cognitive and emotional involvement refers to teachers’ capacity and willingness to do some 

introspection – reflection (examining the action after it has occurred, focusing on all players 
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involved and their actions) or reflexion (examining the action looking specifically at own 

involvement and actions) on where each one stands in terms of their convictions and beliefs and the 

enactment of appropriate alternatives for personal improvement or change. Such learning is viewed 

as occurring in different realms: formal, informal, non-formal and experiential through practice 

(Bertram 2014; Fraser et al. 2007; Mukeredzi 2009). In this study, professional learning is viewed 

as taking place through three dimensions: formal, non-formal and informal. 

On a regional level, Sithole (2020) in South Africa describes professional learning as well designed, 

typically interactive, sustained and customised to teacher needs, which encourages teachers to take 

responsibility for their own learning and to practise what they are learning in their teaching contexts. 

Thus, professional learning is planned, customised, and designed, where teachers are actively 

involved in their learning and apply that learning in the classroom.  Makwara (2022), also in South 

Africa, views the process as those experiences that are sustained (ongoing), job-embedded, that 

occur through interaction and collaboration, where teachers assume responsibility to improve their 

knowledge to enhance students’ performance and outcomes. For Makwara, this is an ongoing and 

interactive process, where teachers have a say in their learning to improve their teaching practice. 

Both Makwara (2022) and Sithole (2020) concur that the process is designed, interactive, planned 

and job-embedded where teachers take responsibility for their knowledge acquisition. Other regional 

authors like Bertram (2014) in South Africa suggest that professional learning is a process of doing 

something, (rather than a once-off activity), intended for the improvement of teacher academic 

standing as well as competence and efficiency in discharging professional obligations within and 

outside the classroom. This process includes collaborative teams of teachers, who commit to 

working together to accomplish common goals and are engaged in a continuous cycle of professional 

improvement focusing on classroom pedagogies (Komba 2005). Bertram (2014: 91) explains that: 

“… professional learning may take place in a range of different places, domains and spaces and thus 

not only as a result of formal professional activities.” Bertram’s definition includes domains of 

formality and development activities, while Sithole’s (2020) and Makwara’s (2022) definitions 

focus on teacher interaction and collaboration (non-formal and informal), an on-going process in 

which teachers take responsibility and initiative for their learning needs, all meant for learning 

improvement in their classrooms.  
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Komba and Mwakabenga (2019) in Tanzania view professional learning as an essential mechanism 

for enhancing teacher knowledge and instructional practices through carefully designed programmes 

where teachers learn, learn how to learn, and transform their knowledge, competences, and skills 

into practice, to enhance student achievement of learning outcomes. It is therefore a key vehicle 

through which teaching is improved, as learning experiences are geared towards developing teacher 

knowledge, skills, competences, and other attributes to cope with classroom educational reforms 

and facilitate achievement of learning outcomes. 

Mukeredzi (2009) at national level also defined professional learning as an on-going process 

occurring in different domains: formal, non-formal, and informal, to enable teacher acquisition of 

knowledge and skills. Such learning may be unplanned, planned and structured, interactive, 

collaborative, and job-embedded, where teachers are central to that learning. Learning demands 

cognitive and emotional preparedness as well as reflection, consequently impacting teachers’ 

attitudes, beliefs, and dispositions. The learning is intended to improve teachers’ professional 

growth, competence, and efficiency in discharging their professional practice within and outside the 

classroom, and to address the demands of education reforms. This is the understanding of 

professional learning on which this study was based.  

Based on the preceding discussion, given the goals of teacher capacity building, teacher professional 

development, and teacher professional learning to enable teacher knowledge and skills acquisition, 

to change teacher beliefs, attitudes, and dispositions for school and classroom improvement, and to 

equip teachers for education reform through effective curriculum delivery, in this study, the three 

concepts are understood as implying the same process and may be used interchangeably.  

Having defined the concepts related to professional learning, a key aspect in my topic, next I 

critically evaluate the literature on how teachers engage in professional learning, drawing from 

international, regional, and national studies.    

2.2.1. How Teachers Engage in Professional Learning 

This section critically evaluates literature on how teachers engage in professional learning.  As 

highlighted above, I draw on Mukeredzi’s (2009) typology of professional development domains of 
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formality and experience – formal, non-formal, informal, and experiential learning.  However, while 

I adopted Mukeredzi’s typology of domains, I left out her fourth domain of experiential learning as 

it is outside the parameters of my study. As such, I review the literature under the three domains: 

formal, which occurs at the university; non-formal, which takes place in the school and in wider 

professional sites; and informal, which is the incidental, professional learning which sits at the verge 

of formal and non-formal learning engagements (Mukeredzi 2009; Mukeredzi 2016). In the next 

section, I critically evaluate literature on how teachers experience professional learning formally.   

2.2.1.1. Formal Professional Learning   

Mukeredzi (2009) indicates that formal learning is specifically provided by and occurs in 

educational institutions through teacher-student associations, is planned, and is structured in terms 

of learning outcomes, duration, content, methods, and assessment. The learning, according to 

Mukeredzi, is directed towards attainment of practical and theoretical knowledge, insights, attitudes, 

and a teacher repertory for everyday classroom practice. Mukeredzi (2009) says this type of learning 

is credit bearing and bankable as it leads to certification. The learning should include instruction and 

coaching, theory, practice, assessment, and consistent supportive feedback if it is to effect change 

in classroom practice (Day and Sachs 2004; Mukeredzi 2016). Thus, formal learning, enables 

socially and professionally mediated learning with and from knowledgeable ‘others’ (lecturers, 

knowledgeable colleagues, etc.) and is enabled by mediational tools (like books and computers) 

(Engeström 2004). Such learning therefore arises out of and is greatly mediated by one’s own 

personal efforts and those of others. The next section reviews literature on formal professional 

learning through the face-to-face lecture.  

2.2.1.2. Professional Learning Through Lectures  

This section presents a critical analysis of literature on how teachers engage in professional learning 

through lectures. The literature reviewed is drawn from global, regional, and national studies. 

Research (Anderson et al. 2015; Astrid et al. 2019; Chiriac 2014; Chirinda 2011; Mukeredzi and 

Nyachowe 2018; Regmi 2012; Zlotskaya 2016) shows that the lecture is the dominant strategy 

through which students engage in formal learning. These authors suggest that professional learning 

within the lecture is through various forms of interaction: student-student interaction, and student-
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lecturer interaction. It also occurs through note taking; lecturer guidance; group work; question and 

answer sessions; assessment; research; and through technology involving PowerPoint, searching 

Web sites, WhatsApp and Zoom classes.  

According to Nwankwo et al. (2019: 4) a lecture: “is a continuing oral presentation of information 

and ideas by a professor, presumably a synthesis of his/her own reading, research and experiences, 

and interpreted in light of his/her own insight.” Large groups of students in front of the instructor 

learn from a more experienced teacher/ expert who gives out a lot of information (Zlotskaya 2016) 

Marmah (2014) emphasises that the lecture is the oldest technique, which is widely used in tertiary 

institutions. Supporters of the face-to-face lecture highlight the value of didactic delivery during 

sessions to initiate a dialogic relationship between lecturer and students (Fulford and Mahon 2018).  

Regmi (2012) in the UK conducted a study to understand students’ learning through lecturing and 

facilitation in teaching and learning. The study involved a literature search using major technological 

databases, Medline, PubMed, EMBASE, CINAHL, JSTOR, PsycINF and Web of Science, whereas 

my study was of a qualitative nature. Regmi (2012) discovered that the lecture enabled learning, 

through question and answer sessions to determine student understanding, clarify misconceptions, 

and consequently help students develop deeper understanding. From the CHAT perspective, the 

lecture was a mediational tool and, within it, question and answer sessions were an additional tool 

for the SPSTs to enact the object professional learning’s leading to deeper understanding (Engeström 

2015). Mediation tools from the CHAT framework in which this study is grounded are what 

Vygotsky (1978) called ‘auxiliary stimulus’, the psychological and material tools and artefacts that 

enable achievement of the object (professional learning) and its transformation into an outcome 

(improved understanding) (Miettinen 2006). In the CHAT the subject is the individual (the SPST) 

performing the activity, and the object is that being worked on (professional learning) through 

mediational tools. In other words, artefacts are integral and inseparable components of human 

learning and functioning (Miettinen 2006; Mukeredzi 2009). Thus, mediational tools are the means 

and artefacts, which may be psychological or material resources, that enable the subject (SPST) to 

act on the object (professional learning). Psychological mediational tools are the knowledge, 

language, or experiences (the intangibles) while material tools are the resources or aids (tangibles) 

such as books, computers, handouts, buildings, etc. at the disposal of the teacher/learner which 
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facilitate learning. In other words, it is the mediational tools and artefacts that control the connection 

between subject and object (enactment of subject on the object) (Mukeredzi 2009).  

The value of questioning is confirmed by Astrid et al. (2019) from Indonesia who found that 

questioning supports learning through probing understanding, provoking critical thinking, and 

clarifying misunderstanding. From the CHAT framework (Engeström 2015), critical thinking is an 

intellectual mediating tool for engaging the subjects in higher order problem solving, which enables 

learning and helps them to improve their understanding.  

Regmi’s (2012) study also reveals that the lecture enables learning through interaction: student-

student interaction as well as interaction between lecturers and students. Through interaction, 

students receive lecturer guidance and take notes in their own words. Okita (2012) supports 

interaction during the lecture, stating that social interaction is effective in assisting the student to 

organise their thoughts, reflect on their understanding, find gaps in their reasoning, and consequently 

learn. Teachers can mediate and guide students through the process of learning by interacting with 

and questioning them. Hamamorad (2016) from the UK states that questioning is an effective type 

of teacher-student interaction during face-to-face lectures.  Hamamorad (2016) further suggests that 

the lecturer as facilitator asks questions to provoke students’ interest in learning and enhance their 

participation and thinking. Ho and To (2022) found that questioning enables the evaluation of 

student conceptual understanding in order to provide feedback on their thinking processes from 

simple to complex concepts, which boosts the development of critical thinking skills. From the 

CHAT standpoint (Sadeck 2013; Vygotsky 1978), interaction through questioning is a psychological 

mediational tool used to manipulate the object (professional learning). In current study, it was yet to 

be established whether the rural SPSTs in engaging in professional learning through the lecture 

method also experienced interaction, questioning and development of critical skills. 

Professional learning and development of critical skills through interaction within the lecture may 

also be engaged through group work. Chiriac (2014) in Sweden studied 210 university students’ 

experiences of group work learning where data were generated through a questionnaire, with 

multiple choice and open-ended questions. The findings revealed that group work enables interactive 

learning of content knowledge and is an incentive for learning as students engage with peers. In 
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support of Leopold and Smith (2019), Chiriac indicates that collaboration through group work 

enhances students’ content learning and crosscutting competencies required by employers. Chiriac 

further found that diversity in higher education is an asset when students interact, as it allows 

knowledge sharing. This is consistent with Swanson et al. (2019) who concur that team-based 

learning is interesting, allows for deeper understanding of content and prepares students effectively 

for assessment of the course. In terms of the CHAT framework (Mukeredzi 2009; Sannino and 

Engeström 2017), group work is a psychological mediational tool which enables subjects (SPSTs) 

in the activity system to engage in collaborative learning. In such circumstances, students assume 

the role of peer tutors who cooperatively construct and reconstruct an appropriate environment and 

alter it to accomplish the planned outcomes – deeper understanding of content, thereby achieving 

professional learning. In the current study, it was hoped that professional learning on the TCDP 

would create space for rural SPSTs to share ideas, collaborate and experience professional learning 

through group work and other team-based learning strategies. Costley (2021) says group work leads 

to individual learning, and enhances critical thinking and construction of knowledge. However, 

students who contribute less to the group gain more from higher levels of collaboration than those 

who take a more active role. Chen and Yang (2019) concur that the group work strategy is commonly 

used in institutions of higher learning. In this study, it remained to be seen whether lectures in the 

TCDP included group work learning.  

In the regional and national contexts, a South African study by Thondlana and Belluigi (2014) 

indicates that group work holds potential for augmenting interaction, the sharing of diverse 

experiences and deep engagement with subject content. According to Hamamorad (2016), group 

work gives each student equal opportunities to participate in the discussion and to enjoy the task. In 

relation to this, Mukeredzi (2017), also from a South African study, argues that effective learning 

occurs when both lecturers and students participate in learning activities and that this participatory 

type of learning encourages mutual exchange of information, and stimulates interest as well as the 

recognition of respect among the lecturers and their students. Discussion during the group sessions 

within face-to-face lectures allows students to converse freely with a peer/group and work together 

to solve problems or answer questions assigned by lecturers (Rader and Summerville 2010). From 

the CHAT viewpoint (Sadeck 2013; Vygotsky 1978), group work and discussion are psychological 
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mediational tools used by students (in this context the SPSTs) to manipulate the object (professional 

learning).  

Consistent with the South African studies, Chingombe (2018) in Zimbabwe investigated the use of 

cooperative learning strategies in pre-service secondary school teacher education. Chingombe 

(2018) found that cooperative learning creates a culture of teamwork, which inspires students to 

work collectively, develops cognitive skills for both lecturers and students, and stimulates students 

to work as ‘ants on an anthill’ (Chingombe 2018: v). Gregorius (2017) says that within or after 

lectures, lecturers assign some group tasks for students to engage in collaboratively. The process of 

working on group tasks and assignments also enables students to review and analyse information 

from different sources, which enhances learning. These findings suggest that the SPSTs in this study 

engage in professional learning through sharing and discussing the assigned group work tasks.  

Related to professional learning through group work within the lecture, students should read, 

research, and extract relevant information from the websites and other sources to undertake group 

tasks. The CHAT emphasises collaborative engagement as in group work, where knowledge is 

jointly discovered, constructed, and transformed by subjects to an outcome in the activity system 

(Engeström 2015) leading to deeper understanding (professional learning) of topics. Kapur (2017) 

states that research provides answers and solutions for group tasks and the experience of completing 

a group research project gives students the opportunity for professional learning as participants in a 

research community. In addition, reading literature from the websites, books, journals, handouts, 

and PowerPoint presentation slides involves highlighting key points and taking notes in their own 

language, which is a source of professional learning. Schmidt (2019) found that note-taking requires 

both a great deal of skill and effort, as it is a complex activity that demands comprehension, selection 

of information and written production processes. In other words, selecting key points and recording 

them while comprehending this new information, all at the same time, presents sizeable demands 

on the central intellectual part and other components of one’s working memory, all of which bring 

about effective engagement in professional learning. These sources can equip students with 

favourable conditions to develop autonomous and individual learning (Hamamorad 2016).  
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The lecture method also enables student engagement in professional learning through assessment 

and feedback. Mukeredzi and Nyachowe (2018) found that assessment is critical for learning 

because feedback motivates learners to be passionate in their work if they did well or prompts them 

into working harder when performance is poor. Formal professional learning through assessment 

within the lecture would stem from preparation for in-class tests, assignments, and end of semester 

examinations. These assessments prompt students to read widely from a range of sources, including 

handouts and websites, thereby experiencing professional learning from their critical engagement 

with the text and from writing personal notes. From the CHAT perspective, these assessments and 

related activities represent psychological mediational tools manipulated and transformed by subjects 

as they enact the object (professional learning) to obtain the outcome (improved understanding). 

Anderson et al. (2015) argue that allowing students to write notes on content in their own words 

when trying to answer assessment tasks enables them to knit together information after reading from 

different sources to produce creative, researched assessments. My study would establish whether 

the rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through such activities when addressing the 

assessment tasks on the TCDP.  

From the discussion above, it is clear that formal learning through the lecture method emerged as a 

useful and effective mediational tool, which enables learning through discussion and various forms 

of interaction. Within the lecture space, professional learning also occurs through question and 

answer sessions, group work, research, and assessment. However, none of these studies explored 

how rural SPSTs engage in professional learning through a programme like the TCDP, creating a 

gap in knowledge which my study attempted to address.  

The lecture method also facilitated learning through various technological tools. I review literature 

related to learning through these technological artefacts in the following sections, starting with 

PowerPoint.  

2.2.1.3. Professional Learning through PowerPoint 

Lari (2014: 1673) defines Microsoft PowerPoint as: “…a presentation programme developed by 

Microsoft.” Literature (Leon and Martinez 2021; Patil and Jadhav 2021; Rosmiati Siregar 2020) 

indicates that PowerPoint has a substantially positive effect on learners’ academic scores. Segundo 
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and Salazar (2011) add that PowerPoint is a comprehensive presentation package, which helps 

university lecturers to produce academic presentations in professional programmes. According to 

Mohammed et al. (2017), technological tools provide institutions with means of improving teaching 

and learning activities, enhance student-teacher relationships, and provide students with interactive 

material. From the CHAT perspective, educational technology such as computers, which enable 

PowerPoint presentations, and other items like tablets and smartphones on which students can access 

the internet, are all material mediational tools (Engeström 2017) which facilitate students’ enactment 

of the object (learning) and convert it to the outcome (deeper understanding). Ng and Ranti (2022) 

in a Malaysian University examined students’ perceptions of the use of PowerPoint in the classroom. 

This was descriptive research employing a survey to investigate the responses of 157 undergraduates 

through a questionnaire. The results identified PowerPoint presentations as:  

• Enjoyable, easy to follow, interesting and beneficial for learners,  

• Stimulating to students’ thinking,  

• Allowing students to take notes more effectively during lectures,  

• Helping students to grasp lecture materials easily,  

• Improving students’ content retention,  

• Enabling students to study and review course materials for examinations,  

• Assisting lecturers to emphasise key points during lectures.  

It became vital in my study to establish whether participants experienced similar benefits from 

PowerPoint presentations. These findings are in line with Fisk (2019) who argues that the visual 

display of information makes text and graphics more accessible to the audience, and more legible 

than handwritten words on a chalkboard. Haghverdi et al. (2010) also show that note taking from 

PowerPoint helps students to translate the information according to their own comprehension, and, 

in addition, notes provided on PowerPoint by lecturers make valuable reading materials for student 

revision. Within the CHAT framework, printed PowerPoint notes represent material mediational 

tools which subjects employ to enact the object (learning) and transform it to outcome (improved 

understanding of content) (Kizito 2015). It remained to be seen in my study whether similar findings 

would emerge. 
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Leon and Martinez (2021) in Spain investigated the use of PowerPoint as principal teaching tool at 

university level. The study was quasi-experimental research in which 173 students participated. 

Leon and Martinez assessed students’ academic engagement and study strategies using two scales. 

Findings revealed that PowerPoint was useful for presenting material or guiding students, which 

enhanced their academic learning engagement. The PowerPoint slides which were printed out 

provided valuable handouts for students to refer to for subsequent reading and revision. Drawing 

from the CHAT framework, the PowerPoint slides made into printed copies are material mediational 

tools (Engeström 2017; Farrar 2016; Mukeredzi 2009) which enable students to enact the object and 

attain an outcome. Mukeredzi (2016) points out that hard copies are generally better for the brain, 

and for health, and they also enable more absorption and retention of information due to immersion 

in the hard copy. Priya (2012) indicates that displaying all the key points on a concept on the slide 

makes note taking easy for students as it allows them to read the notes in their own time. Thus, for 

students, reviewing content after the PowerPoint presentation reinforces understanding 

(Witherspoon et al. 2016) focusing on the key points of the lesson and the additional personal notes. 

Mukeredzi (2016) notes that seeing and feeling waxing, and waning pages enables the unfolding of 

the story both literally and figuratively. Mukeredzi further says that, with a printed hard copy, it 

would be easier to go back, crosscheck and confirm information without losing your place and 

having to scroll back or click back on the laptop. Despite the benefits of PowerPoint, findings from 

Leon and Martinez’s (2021) study also show that access to slides developed by the lecturer had a 

negative impact on student attendance of classes, as they would just get notes and study them. All 

these findings offered me aspects to look out for in my study.  

Mensah (2022) in Ghana, West Africa, investigated the effect of PowerPoint on privileged and less 

privileged schools, using pre-test and post-test quasi-experimental design. A random selection of 80  

students participated, and data were generated through Pre- and Post-Geometry Achievement Tests 

(GAT). The results showed that the PowerPoint increased students’ achievement and allowed them 

to collaboratively learn, and to contribute ideas and experiences, as opposed to the: “banking model 

of learning” (Freire 1970: 58). The findings are supported by Ozaslan and Maden (2013) who 

concluded that students learn better if the course material is presented through visual tools. This is 

further supported by Jonathan (2017) in Zambia, who says students perform better from PowerPoint 
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presentations than with the ‘chalk and talk’ method. In the same vein, Corbeil (2007) mentioned that 

students exposed to PowerPoint prefer this to textbook presentations; they learn better, and their 

attention is captured by highlighted words, colour, different fonts, and visual effects.  However, on 

the contrary, Azuka (2016) in Nigeria discovered challenges related to use of PowerPoint such as 

lack of interactivity, insufficient funding and general apathy among academic staff because of lack 

of knowledge on PowerPoint, notwithstanding that it deepens student learning. In this study, it was 

vital to establish whether the rural SPSTs experienced professional learning through PowerPoint 

and how they regarded this strategy.  

Musingafi (2014) in Zimbabwe investigated the use of projected media in the teaching and learning 

process in high schools. The study used comparative analysis of the usefulness of modern ICT in 

teaching and learning. Findings indicate that while urban secondary schools have some form of 

contemporary projected media, rural secondary schools do not. The expertise and enthusiasm to use 

the projected media is low in both urban and rural schools although the proper use of projected 

media leads to efficiency and effectiveness in teaching and learning processes. According to Eze 

(n.d), when properly combined and appropriately used, media supports the teacher to teach more 

efficiently and effectively and the learners to learn faster and better, to retain the content for longer 

and to transfer it more effectively. These were important pointers for the current study. 

From the studies reviewed above, PowerPoint emerged as an effective tool during the lecture as it 

offers visual, auditory, kinesthetic, and tactile learning, which is enjoyable and easy to follow. It 

stimulates thinking, allows note taking, and assists with grasping of lecture materials easily, which 

aids comprehension and retention as lecturers can emphasise key points. Slides become a useful 

source of notes (mediational tools) for revision. On the other hand, PowerPoint lecture delivery has 

also been associated with inactive student participation and limited funding. None of these studies 

investigated teacher (rural SPSTs’) professional learning on a TCDP. In the following sections, I 

review studies that examine professional learning through Zoom classes.  
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2.2.1.4. Professional Learning Through Zoom Classes 

According to Guzacheva (2020), Zoom is a cloud-based service, which offers space for meetings 

and webinars, providing for content sharing and video conferencing capability. Zoom thus supports 

university lecturers in bringing their students together in a frictionless environment to learn.   

From the international context, Vlachopoulos and Jan (2020) in Australia compared student 

attendance related to different lecture delivery approaches, and student preferences and motivation 

for attendance. This was a quantitative study of 806 university students, whereas my qualitative 

study generated data from 30 rural SPSTs on the TCDP. Vlachopoulos and Jan (2020) discovered 

that students prefer flexibility when attending lectures, choosing on-campus live streaming lecture 

delivery and not face-to-face lectures, and they also prefer recorded lectures presented through 

Zoom. Guzacheva (2020) notes that Zoom classes allow students to explore and engage in 

collaborative learning through rich interactions with lecturers. In addition, Guzacheva (2020) argues 

that due to screen sharing, Zoom motivates lecturers to annotate their shared screen, making lessons 

interactive. Guzacheva also indicates that university lecturers can record lessons and students can 

use recordings after the lessons, questioning, analysing, and evaluating the learning after watching 

the recordings. From the CHAT perspective (Hardman and Amory 2015; Wong 2018), Zoom 

technology (Zoom/Google Classroom) is a psychological mediational tool which the lecturers adopt 

to perform their responsibilities according to the division of labour and to engage subjects (students) 

to enact the object.   While the current study’s focus and methodology differ from Vlachopoulos and 

Jan’s (2020), learning through Zoom classes in this Australian study offers several aspects to 

consider regarding the use of Zoom technology to understand how rural SPSTs engage in 

professional learning.    

Zhang and Zhu (2020) in China compared face-to-face and online or virtual learning. With 653 

students’ responses to a questionnaire, Zhang and Zhu used SPSS to analyse data and discovered 

that Zoom classes are more effective than traditional learning among students and lecturers as they 

allow students to engage in the learning process in time and space beyond the limits of their classes. 

Zoom classes also emerged as vital for students to learn through discussion, expressing their views 

freely and confidently, collaboratively reflecting, comparing views, and refining their points of 
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view, asking questions, and making assessments of their work and the work of peers, all of which 

enhances their learning. The Zoom class discussions facilitate deeper understanding of concepts, 

which fosters learning. From the CHAT framework (Engeström 2017; Gogwim 2017), discussion 

during Zoom classes represents a psychological mediational tool, which, coupled with knowledge, 

experiences, and language, enables subjects to enact the object. Consistent with these findings 

Demuyakor (2020) in Ghana found the use of Zoom was preferred as a strategy as it enhances 

learning, providing a better understanding of the topic and motivating students. This study tried to 

establish whether Zoom classes are available on the TCDP and whether the SPSTs preferred the 

strategy to face-to-face learning.   

Class discussions are aimed at developing students’ capabilities and skills and expanding their 

understanding (the shared and individual understanding) of a specific concept (Witherspoon et al. 

2016: 6). In this regard, Shadt et al. (2017: 2) highlight some of the advantages of Zoom classrooms 

as “encouraging contact between students and faculty; developing reciprocity and cooperation 

among students; using active learning techniques; getting prompt feedback; emphasising time on 

task; communicating high expectations; and respecting diversity of talents and ways of learning.”  

These findings are consistent with those from the regional context where Ezekoka (2015) in Nigeria 

revealed that Zoom classes: 

• Enable students to study anywhere and at their own pace,  

• Facilitates independent learning,  

• Help to reduce the withdrawal rate of students,  

• Are cost effective,  

• Are a good substitute for attending classes,  

• Enhance learning outcomes,  

• Help balance work and school.  

The evidence shows that the Zoom classroom allows students to engage in learning despite their 

geographical settings or without being physically present in the lecture halls/classrooms. Lecturers 

can use the breakout rooms to group students in pairs, or in bigger group sizes if they want to 
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(Guzacheva 2020). This is an effective way to encourage students to work collaboratively and 

independently. Poon (2013) agrees that a key benefit of Zoom class learning is the increasing 

flexibility of access to learning that reinforces the student’s autonomy, reflection, and ability to 

research. On the contrary, Ezekoka (2015) found constraints on the use of virtual classes. The 

constraints included students’ feelings of loneliness and isolation; technophobia; lack of computer 

operating skills; high cost of ICT; poor internet connectivity, and the requirements for students to 

devote more time to their studies.  These, from the CHAT viewpoint, are secondary contradictions 

between two elements of the activity system (between subjects and mediational tools), which 

interfered with students’ engagement in learning (Bligh and Flood 2015: Engeström 2015). It 

remained to be seen from this study, how effective the Zoom classes were for the rural SPSTs 

studying on the TCDP.  

Chisadza et al. (2021) in South Africa also reveal that student’s positive performance through Zoom 

classes is associated with good Wi-Fi access, relative to using mobile internet data. These findings 

prompted me to examine how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through these virtual 

platforms, and what challenges, and successes they experienced. At the national level, Gomba 

(2016) in Zimbabwe investigated the attitudes and perceptions of high school learners towards Zoom 

classes in distance learning. The study utilised a cross-sectional survey design in which 34 

participants were investigated, and data were generated through a questionnaire. Gomba (2016) 

found that participants were happy with the introduction of Zoom classes as opposed to having to 

learn online by looking for information on their own. They viewed Zoom classes as lively through 

discussion, interaction, and sharing, as well as through critical thinking, and reflection, which 

enhance their learning. These findings prompted me to examine how rural SPSTs engaged in 

professional learning through Zoom classes and how they viewed such a mode of learning delivery.  

Another virtual platform that emerged from literature as vital for students’ learning is WhatsApp, 

an internet-based software application for messaging. Ansari and Khan (2020) in India also 

examined the application and usefulness of WhatsApp in sharing resources and interaction with 

academics in higher institutions. Ansari and Khan (2020) found that WhatsApp influences 

interaction between students and lecturers, and among students on their own, which positively 

impacts their academic performance. In addition, Ansari and Khan found that interaction with 
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lecturers and peers as well as online knowledge sharing through this platform positively enhanced 

students’ learning engagements, thereby improving their academic performance. Thus, WhatsApp 

allows students to engage in deeper conversations, which supports their learning as it represents 

another psychological mediational tool which allows members to exchange information and learn. 

This is in line with Mukeredzi’s (2013) view that peer interaction is an imperative component of 

professional learning where there are no passive listeners receiving knowledge from an authority, 

but peers conversing, engaging in discussion, reviewing, assessing, agreeing, and disagreeing and 

being part of the professional learning process. The evidence from Ansari and Khan’s (2020) study 

suggests that learning from one another is not only a feature of informal learning, but also occurs in 

spheres of formal and non-formal learning. The findings from the Ansari and Khan study encouraged 

me to determine the nature of WhatsApp interactions that the rural SPSTs engaged in, within the ten 

rural schools in my study.   

In Indonesia, Pramana et al. (2020) also explored the use of platforms of virtual learning like 

WhatsApp in teaching and learning at universities during the COVID-19 pandemic.  This was a 

qualitative-descriptive study, with 200 purposively sampled participants. Pramana et al. (2020) 

generated data through FGD during Zoom classes and Google Meetings. Pramana et al.  used NVivo 

12 software for data analysis and discovered that WhatsApp is a common model of online learning 

which gained great popularity during the COVID-19 pandemic because it is easily accessible and 

user friendly. WhatsApp provides students space where they can socialise with their peers, share 

information, and communicate with lecturers.  

From the global, regional and national studies reviewed above, Zoom classes and WhatsApp 

emerged as useful and effective psychological mediational tools which support learning through 

interaction, discussion, and collaboration, enabling exchange of information and feedback. 

Nevertheless, for Zoom classes, a few weaknesses are identified such as a lack of computer skills, 

the cost of ICT and poor internet connectivity. However, none of the reviewed studies investigated 

rural SPSTs’ professional learning on a TCDP. The next section reviews studies on how SPSTs 

engage in professional learning through non-formal activities within and outside the school. 
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2.2.2.  Non-formal Professional Learning within the School 

Kapur (2019) defines non-formal learning as all organised education programmes outside formal 

education. Mukeredzi (2009) indicates that non-formal learning is that type of learning which is 

often planned, organised, and structured, either internally or externally to the school, to offer 

teachers some professional learning and development but without direct contribution to formal 

qualifications. From the definition, non-formal learning is any organised educational activity outside 

the formal system, designed to meet the needs of the intended target group. Ideally, the school staff 

development committee liaises with teachers to identify teacher needs and then hosts workshops or 

seminars that address those needs (Harris 2010). In the current study, it was vital to determine 

whether rural SPSTs engaged in non-formal professional learning within their schools. The non-

professional learning within the school in this section is discussed under whole-school staff 

development meetings; teams/grade level meetings; and lesson observation/supervision. 

2.2.2.1. Staff Development Meetings 

Evans (2010) describes staff development as direct and indirect, all-encompassing learning 

experiences available to teachers. In this case, staff development provides and facilitates learning 

for teachers through continuous programmes to improve knowledge and skills for their professional 

growth.   

Hauge (2019) in Norway studied professional learning through collective and cooperative processes 

among teachers. The study aimed at establishing how professional learning and development 

occurred in schools. As was the case with my study, Hauge (2019) used CHAT as the theoretical 

framework for guiding data generation and analysis. Axial coding was used for data analysis and 

findings indicated that teachers engage in professional learning through collaborative processes in 

learning communities, with environments dominated by trust among participants. Trust is an 

important factor of collaboration during staff development meetings as teacher collaborative 

professional learning is based on trust and mutual respect. In this regard, colleagues act as resources 

while drawing on others as resources, which enhances collaborative professional learning 

(Macharaga 2021). In addition, Hauge (2019) discovered that collaborative learning through staff 

development meetings influences teacher planning and promotes teacher professional development. 
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Mukeredzi (2016:96) adds that “…dialogue within workshops promotes acquisition of new 

knowledge and skills as teachers reflect on what they hear, see, and practice, with their colleagues.” 

These were important pointers for the current study to establish whether any staff development 

workshops took place in the schools represented by the SPST participants, and the nature and content 

of such gatherings. 

A study conducted by Gonzalez-Geraldo and Monroy (2017) on teachers in Spain focused on the 

reasons academic staff attend development workshops/sessions in the university, to determine their 

satisfaction levels. The study included 248 participants who were conveniently sampled. A 

questionnaire survey generated data, which were analysed through SPSS version 20. Gonzalez-

Geraldo and Monroy (2017) discovered that teachers attend staff development to gain knowledge 

and skills, and for personal development. In addition, the findings reveal that staff development 

enhances teacher effectiveness in their practice. Along similar lines, Boslet (2004) indicates that 

teachers who participate in professional development activities perceive their teaching performance 

as higher because of confidence developed from attending such activities. Findings also show that 

professional learning through staff development meetings occurs when teachers engage in frequent, 

continuous activities with increasing concrete and precise talk about their teaching (Little 2003). I 

wanted to determine the nature of staff development workshops that the rural SPSTs in my study 

were exposed to in their schools. Praise and Spillane (2010) noted that teacher learning occurs 

through interactions with colleagues around teaching and learning, asking for help, and seeking 

advice about instruction. Staff development meetings are also aimed at providing and enhancing 

opportunities for teachers to work, support and learn together. This emphasises collective knowledge 

sharing, shared meaning, and a sense of belonging which results in professional learning. 

Collaboration and support enable teachers to discuss with colleagues and other experienced teachers, 

thus learning with and from one another, and being resources for others while drawing on them as 

resources (Mukeredzi 2015).  

In addition to the Gonzalez-Geraldo and Monroy (2017) study in Spain, Okechukwu, (2017) 

explored the influence of training and development among the academic and administrative staff at 

a university in Malaysia. A quantitative approach was adopted, with data generated from 81 staff 

respondent.  SPSS was utilised to analyse the data, unlike my study which used open coding data 
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analysis. The study found that institutional training and staff development as well as employee 

performance positively influence job satisfaction and employee productivity. These results are in 

line with findings by Lain (2014) in the USA who found that faculty members perceive professional 

staff development activities as vital because they help to make them better teachers and researchers, 

and to change their teaching practice Thus, teacher performance improves through exposure to staff 

development workshops. However, it was yet to be established whether teachers in the current study 

would share similar perceptions.  

Ghenghesh and Abdelmageed (2018) in Egypt sought to determine staff satisfaction in staff 

development workshops. Their study researched 247 participants using a questionnaire to generate 

data. Findings revealed that staff development is a valuable strategy for successful schools, which 

develops teachers’ skills and knowledge for effective teaching and personal growth. During staff 

development sessions, teachers collaborate and learn from one another, sharing and interacting 

(Kwakman 2003). Similarly, Goodnough (2010) agrees that collaborative learning improves teacher 

content knowledge as it promotes active learning and collaborative reflection among staff. Dennis 

(2014) also shows that the presence of knowledgeable and experienced teachers in staff development 

workshops is beneficial in promoting reflection as a communal learning process, as teachers learn 

from what would have been done or will be done differently in subsequent activities. Wakama 

(2017) concurs, noting that staff development provides teachers with opportunities to experience 

new skills, knowledge and attitudes towards job performance from others.  

Amos (2013) in Nigeria examined the modes of training adopted by various schools in staff 

development for teachers, and the impact of such in-service training programmes on the teachers’ 

methods in the classroom. The study took the form of a survey, in which a questionnaire was used 

to generate data from 150 randomly sampled teachers. Chi-square, T test and ANOVA were 

employed for data analysis. Amos discovered that staff development meetings are essential as they 

impact on teachers’ teaching methods. The findings also reveal that staff development supports 

teachers’ professional growth, providing them with the latest developments in their field and 

enabling them to polish their skills. It became vital for my study to establish whether staff 

development meetings enhanced rural SPSTs’ skills and knowledge to deliver the new curriculum.  
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Isabirye et al. (2015) in South Africa explored the opinions of academics on staff development 

initiatives in a university. As in my own study, a qualitative research approach was adopted. Isabirye 

et al. (2015) generated data from six purposively selected participants through interviews, and 

Giorgi’s (2009) phenomenological method was used for analysis. The findings revealed that staff 

development provided valuable knowledge, skills, and competencies, enabling and promoting 

innovative forms of teaching and learning. Results also showed that teachers experience professional 

learning from collaboration in staff development activities, which result in knowledge and skills 

acquisition, and improvements in teaching and learning. Stanley (2011: 72) in the UK discovered 

“hunger for collaborative opportunities” within schools, where teachers can exchange ideas and best 

practices in the classroom. Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2001) argue that professional learning through 

staff development involves collaborating with colleagues in the school over time, using a trial-and-

error approach, as well as actively exploring new ideas. In addition, they note that staff development 

involves linking previous knowledge with new understanding within broader educational reform, 

reflecting on classroom practice, and collectively sharing and discussing educational practice. From 

Isabirye et al. (2015), participants experienced professional learning through staff development 

workshops, which allow them to work and engage in small-group interaction, constructing 

knowledge together instead of learning as individuals. These findings are in line with Mukeredzi’s 

(2016: 95-96) statement that teachers “…with diverse biographies, backgrounds, experiences, 

disciplines, knowledge and understandings, create a rich environment for cross-fertilisation of ideas 

and sharing of knowledge during staff development meetings”. The group effort emphasises the 

significance of personal learning as individuals, and as colleagues. It was, therefore, crucial to 

investigate how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through staff development.   

Dhliwayo and Tshabalala (2020) assessed how schools execute staff development programmes in 

Zimbabwe. This was quantitative research, which used a sample of 250 participants to generate data 

through questionnaires. Dhliwayo and Tshabalala (2020) discovered that school heads do not have 

time to implement teacher professional development programmes and those that are provided are 

monotonous because of poor planning. Similarly, Shonhiwa (2018) in Zimbabwe also evaluated the 

effectiveness of school-based staff development programmes in secondary schools. Shonhiwa notes 

that school heads with deputy heads, teachers-in-charge or heads of department identified topics of 
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concern and selected teachers to facilitate the staff development sessions. Shonhiwa discovered that 

the lack of follow up evaluation sessions for these staff development programmes affects the 

effectiveness of their design and implementation. The study also reveals that time and resources 

allotted to staff development programmes are not adequate. Drawing on the Zimbabwean studies by 

Dhliwayo and Tshabalala (2020) and Shonhiwa (2018), my study also tried to establish the planning, 

management, and nature of staff development meetings held in rural SPSTs’ schools.  

The issue of time is also raised by Amos (2013) in Nigeria who highlights that time is a prohibitive 

factor which does not allow discussion on all the diverse teacher needs and thus hinders 

comprehensive professional learning through in-school staff development. Gonzalez-Geraldo and 

Monroy (2017) also found that time constraints and administrative workload prohibit some teachers 

from attending staff development sessions. These findings are in line with Erogh and Kaya (2021) 

in Turkey who examined professional development barriers for teachers and found that barriers 

include inadequacy of in-service training, ineffective school functioning, and other individual school 

problems. They also found barriers related to inconvenient course time, monotony of course content, 

and heavy workload. From a CHAT perspective, staff development workshops represent 

mediational tools, however, subjects in studies by Amos (2013), Erogh and Kaya (2021) and 

Gonzalez-Geraldo and Monroy (2017) could not effectively manipulate the tools to engage in 

professional learning due to these secondary contradictions (time, resources, and workload) within 

the activity system (Engeström 2017; Foot 2014). Whether rural SPSTs in the current study also 

experienced similar barriers in their staff development needed to be established.    

What emerged from the studies reviewed above indicates that professional learning during staff 

development occurs through collaboration and interaction, where colleagues share intellectual 

mediational resources, and gain competence. Studies also show that staff development enables 

teachers to link previous knowledge with new understanding, promotes reflection on their classroom 

practice and allows them to work and engage in small-group interaction, constructing knowledge 

together instead of learning as individuals. The activities also promote innovative forms of teaching 

and learning, providing teachers with the latest developments in their fields which enable them to 

hone their skills and change attitudes towards their work. However, lack of time, the heavy 

workload, poor planning, and unsupportive school environments hindered staff development 
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activities. While the sample in these studies included teachers, none of these studies explored rural 

SPSTs on a teacher learning programme. In the next section, I review studies on how teachers engage 

in in-school professional learning through lesson observation.    

2.2.2.2. Professional Learning Through In-School Lesson Observation 

Lesson observation is one of the effective school-based professional learning approaches for teacher 

learning and school improvement (Akiba at al. 2016). According to Hora (2013), classroom 

observation is a method of directly observing teaching practice as it unfolds in the classroom, in real 

time, with the observer or analyst taking notes and/or coding instructional behaviours in the 

classroom or from videoed lessons.  

From the international arena, Bayram et al. (2021) in Turkey explored how teachers experience the 

planning, implementation, analysis, and reporting phases of lesson observation and the implications 

of lesson observation for their professional learning. The study adopted a qualitative research 

approach that generated data through observation, interviews, whole group discussions, and 

reflective reports. The study explored 29 purposively sampled pre-service science teachers. NVivo 

was used for analysing the qualitative component. Bayram et al. (2021) reveal that lesson 

observation has challenges and benefits for teachers’ professional development. Bayram et al.  

discovered that lesson observation increases teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge, reflectivity, 

research skills, collaboration, and collegiality. From the CHAT standpoint (Sadeck 2013), lesson 

observation is a psychological mediational tool for enacting the object of professional learning in 

the activity system. Coenders and Verhoef (2018) support these findings, confirming that lesson 

observation particularly enriches teachers’ knowledge and pedagogy. Bayram et al. conclude that 

lesson observations are a good starting point for institutions wishing to adopt a more teacher-led and 

collaborative view of professional development. From Bayram et al. study, I tried to understand 

whether participants in my study were exposed to avenues of professional learning such as lesson 

observation. 

Abdulaziz (2020) in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia explored perceptions of teachers towards lesson 

observation in relation to classroom practice, professional development, assessment, and school 

support. A descriptive approach was used to investigate 198 randomly selected participants who 
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were Sharia science (a body of religious law that forms the Islamic tradition) female teachers in 

public schools. Abdulaziz (2020) used questionnaires to generate data, and SPSS for data analysis. 

Abdulaziz discovered lesson observation is vital for classroom practice, professional development, 

and school support. The guidance and feedback provided by the observer enable teacher professional 

learning. It is after conducting lesson observation that school leadership or the observer prepares a 

lesson observation report, which helps the teacher to reflect on the three areas: strengths, weaknesses 

and the way forward in terms of improving weaknesses or upholding the strengths (Mukeredzi 

2015). The report leads to reflection and the whole process involves providing guidance and 

feedback on the teachers’ performance. Such feedback is one of the effective sources of professional 

learning. Matthew (2020) states that the purpose of feedback is to give the observed the information 

they can use to confirm what they already believe in or change their existing knowledge and beliefs. 

Consistent with these views, Sheailleabháin (2015) confirms that school-based professional learning 

through lesson observation enhances knowledge of educational content for teachers, which is 

reflected in their classroom practice. Other literature shows that supervision moulds teachers’ 

practices, allowing them to analyse, to reflect on their teaching, and to challenge their previous 

beliefs about teaching, all of which equates to professional learning (Mayrhofer 2019; Takahashi 

and McDougal 2016; Arslan 2019). From the CHAT framework (Sannino and Engeström 2017), 

supervision is a psychological mediational tool that supports the subject (rural SPSTs) to act on the 

object (professional, learning). These findings were relevant to my study.   

Widjaja et al. (2017) in Australia examined the professional learning experiences of teachers 

participating in a clinical supervision lesson study. Lesson study is a form of clinical supervision 

where the observer and ‘observee’ engage in joint planning during a pre-lesson observation session 

(before lesson observation) and then sit down again at the post-lesson observation stage to discuss 

findings from the observed lesson and offer feedback (Mukeredzi 2009). The study used a qualitative 

approach with 10 teachers and generated data through interviews. Widjaja et al. established that 

lesson supervision is effective for the professional learning of teachers through feedback and 

guidance from school administrators, senior teachers and experienced colleagues who observe the 

lessons. Feedback thus enables teachers to learn from their own practice and from their errors. In 

this way, Matthew (2020) argues that feedback and instruction are intertwined. Mukeredzi (2015) 
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discovered that more learning is gained from errors than from straightforward teaching processes. 

The interaction between the supervisor and supervisee during post-lesson observation encourages 

an exchange of ideas and experiences (Abdulbaki et al. 2018). In addition, comments from observers 

after lesson observation prompt teachers to reflect on the presented lesson. Reflection from 

experience is an important aspect of professional learning (Connelly et al. 2020) as learning stems 

more from reflection on the experience than from the experience itself (Mukeredzi 2015). From 

Widjaja et al.’s (2017) study, reflection stimulates teachers’ professional learning through self-

examination and self-evaluation of their actions. From these findings, I planned to determine 

whether the SPSTs in my study also experienced lesson observation and if they benefitted from the 

process.    

Ogegbo and Gaigher (2019) in South Africa investigated the use of lesson observation in the 

teaching of physical science by teachers in rural and urban schools. This study was underpinned by 

social constructivism (Vygotsky 1978) and andragogy (Knowles 1980), whereas my study was 

guided by CHAT. The study adopted a case study research design and a convenient sample of four 

physical science teachers from rural and suburban settings. Ogegbo and Gaigher (2019) generated 

data through semi-structured interviews, classroom observations, lesson observation meetings, field 

notes, participants’ lesson plans and reflective writings. Ogegbo and Gaigher discovered that lesson 

observation improves professional teaching strategies, networking skills, lesson planning, classroom 

management, self-efficacy, and positive attitudes towards teaching. Creese (2010) affirms that 

teachers view visiting one another’s classrooms as providing them with rich professional resources. 

Supervision, in the CHAT framework (Sannino and Engeström 2017), is also a psychological 

mediational tool, which supports the subject (rural SPSTs) to act on the object (professional 

learning). In addition, Johnson (2003) contends that through lesson observation, teachers become 

resources for one another through sharing. This gives teachers an opportunity to reflect on their 

classroom practice. In this regard, teachers share their successes and failures, which is what Darling-

Hammond and Richardson (2009) regard as building critical friendships. However, challenges such 

as lack of institutional support and insufficient instructional materials may pose a threat to teachers’ 

participating in lesson observation.  
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Makara (2016) in Lesotho investigated changes in secondary school teachers’ classroom practice, 

and whether there was any impact on learner understanding of mathematics after lesson observation. 

The study employed a mixed methods approach, with 200 secondary school mathematics teachers 

in Maseru. A questionnaire, observations and interviews generated data. Makara discovered that 

lesson observation has a positive impact on both teachers and learners. Thus, after the critical 

appraisal (observation report), teachers can update their content, pedagogical and overall teaching 

knowledge. These findings from Makara are aligned to Darling-Hammond et al. (2017: v-vi) who 

assert that: “…some key features of effective teacher professional development include content 

focus, active learning, collaboration, and use of models for effective practices.” Makara (2016) also 

revealed that learners whose teachers participate in lesson observation are motivated, participate 

more in classroom discussions and show more understanding of mathematics concepts. However, 

the study also revealed that time was a major challenge that prevented implementing lesson 

observation, as teachers did not have a common available time due to their full timetables. While 

Makara researched in different geographical settings, using a different methodology from the current 

study, the study provided me with important pointers to determine whether and how the SPSTs in 

the current study benefitted from lesson observations.   

Sibanda et al. (2011) in Zimbabwe investigated primary school teacher views on the way school 

heads undertake lesson observations in selected primary schools. A qualitative approach was used 

with a semi-structured questionnaire to generate the data from 65 purposively selected qualified 

teachers who participated in the study. Content analysis was used in analysing data. Sibanda et al. 

discovered that clinical and collaborative supervisory practices in lesson observation existed in 

schools. They also discovered that school heads are largely negative, as they tend to base lesson 

observation on the dominant neo-scientific models of supervision where the function of a supervisor 

is primarily to monitor teachers’ achievement of school goals. Mukeredzi (2009; 2013) states that 

neo-scientific management is where supervisors simply check to ensure that duties are being 

performed according to the specified procedures and expectations. Sibanda et al.’s (2011) study 

concluded that school heads lag behind in embracing collaborative and democratic approaches in 

supervision. While lesson observation represents mediational tools in the CHAT framework, the 

negative school heads’ approach to observations reflects secondary tensions or contradictions in the 
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activity system (Engeström 2015/16; Sannino 2020), which obstruct teacher engagement with the 

mediational tool to attain the object (professional learning) and transform it to an outcome (improved 

understanding). The existence of lesson observations and the approaches adopted by school heads 

to promote rural SPSTs’ professional learning needed to be established in this study.  

From the above critical analysis of studies, professional learning through lesson observation 

emerged from feedback and reflection on the lesson, leading to learning from own practice and own 

errors and enhancing teachers’ classroom practice. On the contrary, from a national study, the 

evidence reveals that school heads ignore the objective approaches to lesson observation in favour 

of autocratic neo-scientific styles of supervision. In the following section, I review studies on non-

formal teacher professional learning through grade level meetings.  

2.2.2.3. Professional Learning through Grade Level and Specialization Meetings 

Teacher professional learning within schools also occurs between same-grade teachers or in grade 

level meetings. Mukeredzi (2016: 100) defines such meetings as “talking departments” marked by 

active interchange of professional ideas and information. The Department of Basic Education (2015) 

considers grade meetings important for developing quality teachers, building knowledge, teaching 

and assessment skills at an equal level. Public Agenda (2017) in the USA states that grade level 

teacher collaboration is part of school improvement efforts. Whether the participants in the current 

study engaged in such professional learning activities at grade level needed to be established.  

Mukeredzi and Manwa (2019) in Zimbabwe investigated the kinds of knowledge student teachers 

gain from mentor-mentee meetings during teaching practice. Such meetings are considered to be 

grade level as the mentor and their mentee focus on the same grade. The study sought to explore 

student teachers’ perspectives of their learning to establish the kinds of knowledge that they gain 

from mentoring meetings during residential teaching practice (TP). A qualitative approach was 

employed, as was the case with my study. Mukeredzi and Manwa used a questionnaire with open-

ended questions to generate data from 16 student teachers. The findings revealed that student 

teachers gain general pedagogical knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, curriculum 

knowledge, knowledge of learners, and knowledge of educational contexts through mentor-mentee 
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meetings. This suggests student teachers experienced professional learning through sharing ideas 

with their mentors, discussing lesson plans, teaching strategies, classroom challenges and solutions.  

In her comparative study of South Africa and Zimbabwe, Mukeredzi (2009) explored how teachers 

engaged in professional learning through subject specialisation. She studied 12 participants and 

discovered subject specialisation or department meetings revolving around the exchange and sharing 

of mediation tools and artefacts. She also discovered that professional learning occurs through 

sharing ideas, and through psychological and material tools. This is consistent with observations by 

Vincent (2009) in the USA who investigated research groups’ support as a strategy for professional 

learning among nursing students. Vincent discovered that research groups allow participants to 

comment on each other’s work, enhance research productivity, make the research more competitive 

and support both individual and group scholarship. In addition, Vincent notes that group members 

can glean diverse views on their work. Sharing challenges and solutions enables the realisation that 

one is not alone in such situations and enables learning about how similar challenges are resolved 

elsewhere (Mukeredzi 2009). In the CHAT framework (Engeström 2017), grade level and 

specialisation meetings provide mediational tools that support learning as a collaborative activity. 

Engaging in dialogue with others is central to grade level professional learning (Fox et al. 2020; 

Mukeredzi 2016). I also wanted to establish whether rural SPSTs in this study engaged in 

professional learning through grade level meetings.    

From the studies reviewed above, it is evident that teachers engage in professional learning through 

dialogue with their mentors, sharing information and discussing teaching strategies. In the following 

sections, I review studies on how teachers engaged in professional learning through wider 

professional learning sites.    

2.2.3. Non-formal Professional Learning in Wider Professional Learning Sites  

Mukeredzi (2016) states that wider professional sites refer to those spaces like subject specialization 

gatherings, cluster and association meetings and MoPSE meetings/workshops through which 

teachers experience professional development. The following section reviews studies where 

teachers gained learning through such wider professional learning sites, starting with cluster 

meetings. 
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2.2.3.1.Professional Learning through School Cluster Meetings 

Dittmar et al. (2002) defines a school cluster as a group of schools that are geographically as close 

and accessible to one another as possible. Mukeredzi (2016) also views clusters as a group of schools 

within close geographical proximity of one another that regularly converge to provide support and 

cooperative work, share ideas, resources, pedagogies, and challenges, all intended to improve 

education quality and relevance of their respective institutions. Through this collaborative work, 

teachers reflect on their own practice and learn from reflection on colleagues’ practice and 

experiences. In the context of this study, a school cluster is a school network that brings teachers 

together to learn and acquire knowledge and experiences from one another, and to share resources 

and expertise to improve their practice. However, in the current study, it was yet to be known 

whether clusters existed and how school cluster meetings supported rural SPSTs to professionally 

learn and develop knowledge and skills towards implementation of the new curriculum.   

Aitbayevaa et al. (2016) in Dubai examined the formation and development factors of educational 

clusters from a global perspective to help craft the cluster policy for the Republic of Kazakhstan. 

This was a comparative quantitative study. Aitbayevaa et al. established that clusters improve 

competitiveness of schools and promote integration among cluster schools. The school cluster 

meetings promoted inter-school interdependence and sharing of both material and psychological 

mediational tools to encourage collective learning as equal participants within the activity system 

(Mukeredzi 2016). Literature further confirms that, through engagement in cluster networks, 

teachers benefit as active contributors to their own professional learning, rather than as passive 

recipients of training (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 2014; Calvert 2016). Clusters directly 

stimulate competitiveness of educational schools (Kabók 2017). Whether rural SPSTs in this study 

engaged in professional learning through clusters and what benefits ensued would be determined. 

Nadezhda et al. (2016) in Russia analysed theory and practice of network interaction within the 

framework of educational clusters. The results highlight advantages of the cluster approach as 

theoretical and practical methodology for pedagogical education management. The study used 

content analysis of publications (articles, monographs, abstracts of theses, etc.) and FGDs to 

generate data. Nadezhda et al. found that academics have positive attitudes towards clusters as a 
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strategy for professional learning. In addition, they add that clusters are an innovative form of 

professional learning as teachers engaged in learning through sharing ideas and discussion with 

subject specialists or advisors. Mukeredzi (2016) notes that engaging in the cluster system offers an 

opportunity for teachers to experience professional learning through socialisation and sharing with 

teachers from other schools and from the district. Mkhwanazi (2014) adds that clusters assist 

teachers to communicate and to set tasks and assessments collaboratively outside the schools, which 

enhance their professional learning. Whether and how the participants in this study engaged in 

professional learning through school clusters needed to be investigated.  

Lupak et al. (2020) in Ukraine examined student teachers’ and educators’ perceptions of educational 

clusters as tools for improving the professional competence of future educators and identifying 

cluster related tools to improve their professional competences. This was a quantitative study of 32 

participants, which used a questionnaire, FGD and semi-structured interviews for generating data. 

A content analysis technique was used to process language–based data obtained through FGDs and 

interviews, while questionnaire data were analysed using SPSS Statistics v24 analytic package. 

Lupak et al. found that clusters improve professional competence of future educators and their 

professional advancement. In addition, they discovered that tools of this nature are competence-

oriented and aimed at deepening professional experience, developing capacity for the realisation of 

life-long education, and the creation of one’s own professional public image. My study would also 

establish whether the SPSTs’ experiences of professional learning related to findings by Lupak et 

al. (2020).  

Mphahlele and Rampa (2014) in South Africa studied how cluster systems could enhance teacher 

development. Mphahlele and Rampa adopted the interpretative paradigm with grounded theory 

including a qualitative approach using Guba’s (1995) model of trustworthiness of the respondents. 

The study discovered that school clusters enhance teacher development as teachers can work on 

problems they experience in their practice. This promotes their own professional learning as 

individuals and groups (Villegas-Reimers 2003). School clusters generate a process where teachers 

can communicate, share, address issues, observe one another’s work, and develop expertise in 

various aspects of their teaching practice (Jita and Mokele 2014).  
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Myende (2016), also in South Africa, investigated teachers’ clusters as a new initiative for teacher 

development in the country. The aim of the study was to explore the extent to which two Geography 

teacher clusters function as teacher learning communities. The study was located within the 

interpretative paradigm and qualitative approach and investigated five participants, generating data 

using semi-structured interviews. The findings indicate cluster meetings provide professional 

learning through the construction of question papers, moderation of scripts, discussion of previous 

question paper standards and development of notes together. In addition, Myende indicates that 

content discussions are based on content knowledge of a subject that teachers teach, which offers 

professional learning. From the CHAT framework (Sadeck 2013), school clusters are a 

psychological mediational tool, which enable subjects (rural SPSTs) to enact the object in the 

activity system. Collective focus on student learning and collaborative learning are identified as vital 

characteristics of school clusters. This is consistent with the results from Mumhure et al. (2020) who 

confirm that teachers experience professional learning as they engage in collaborative activities like 

setting assessments for district mid-year examinations, development of essay writing skills, 

presentations at seminars, and learning how to teach ‘A’ level history. Thus, teachers develop 

professionally from discussion and sharing with colleagues. According to Steyn (2008), 

collaboration among teachers remains an effective way of promoting successful teaching against the 

usual traditional belief of individual teacher practice. Collaboration promotes sharing of knowledge, 

ideas, skills and values among teachers for improved teaching practice. Thus, drawing on Myende’s 

(2016) findings, I also wanted to establish whether the rural SPSTs in my study had similar 

experiences and sentiments about professional learning through school clusters.  

Makaye (2015) in Zimbabwe sought to contribute insights to debates on the utility of clusters in 

improving teaching and learning in schools through the Better Schools Programme of Zimbabwe 

(BSPZ). This was an example of a school cluster service, and a site for instructional leadership for 

participating schools and clusters. The investigation adopted a mixed methods approach with 101 

participants in which a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews were employed to generate 

data. Makaye established that school clusters carry out instructional leadership activities that include 

supervision and administration of school professional development workshops for the teachers in 

the participating schools. Mukeredzi (2016) and Ayodele and Govender (2015) concur that clusters 
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offer opportunities for professional learning through socialisation and sharing from other schools or 

from the district, the meeting of minds, and the designing of instructional materials appropriate for 

their classroom settings. My study also sought to determine whether some of these aspects would 

be highlighted by the rural SPSTs investigated.   

The studies reviewed above show that school clusters enable teacher professional learning through 

networking, socialisation, sharing ideas and resources, and collaborative development of assessment 

tasks, as well as discussion with subject specialists, advisors, and teachers from other schools. In the 

next section, I analyse studies related to professional learning through cascaded learning.  

2.2.3.2. Professional Learning through Cascaded Learning Workshops 

Literature consulted (Villegas-Reimers 2003) indicates that teachers engage in professional learning 

through cascaded learning. According to Leu (2004: 2) the cascade model can be “…an effective 

strategy to transmit messages about aspects of educational reform.” Mukeredzi (2013) says cascaded 

training involves training a limited number of people from schools, for instance school heads or 

heads of department, who in turn train teachers in their schools. These definitions suggest that 

professional learning through cascade models occurs when experts pass information to teachers. 

Whether or not the rural SPSTs in my study engaged in professional learning through cascade 

models needed to be determined. Mukeredzi found that cascaded workshops from the MoPSE are 

generally beneficial, although they tend to focus on systemic issues of curriculum and policy without 

addressing teacher needs. Also, in her earlier work, Mukeredzi (2009) reveals that the advantage of 

this approach is that when teachers engage in cascaded learning, information is spread to many 

teachers, within a short space of time, and at little cost.  

Lieberman and Yashkina (2016) in Canada investigated the effectiveness of cascade-based 

professional learning activities. They collected over 30 articles, case studies and summaries to 

understand the effectiveness of cascaded professional learning. Lieberman and Yashkina indicate 

that teachers report a slight change to their classroom practice from cascaded workshops. The study 

further reveals that the cascade model is ineffective as the learning activities are not aligned to 

classroom practice. Similarly, literature (Garet et al. 2016; Mukeredzi 2013) concurs that 

professional learning through the cascade model fails to meet the learning needs of teachers, is often 
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misdirected, and fails to focus on specific knowledge meant to improve classroom practice, as 

information is distorted and or watered down when it reaches the intended audience. The findings 

from Lieberman and Yashkina (2016) are relevant to the current study considering that the cascaded 

model of professional learning is generally criticised in favour of other models that result in 

meaningful change in teacher classroom practice. My study would determine the effectiveness of 

the cascaded model of professional learning for the rural SPSTs.  

Chogonga and Mutodi (2019) in South Africa investigated the extent to which professional learning 

through cascade models improved mathematics teachers’ learning during the implementation of the 

National Curriculum. A qualitative research design was used to explore 50 purposively selected 

participants. Data were generated through FGDs. The study discovered that teachers disapprove of 

the structure of these workshops, claiming that they are disconnected from classroom practice.  

From the discussion above, the cascade model is a cost-effective strategy for training large numbers 

of teachers within a short space of time, which has often been coined professional learning through 

‘multiplier’ workshops. However, the model has been criticised for being disconnected from 

teachers’ classroom practice, distortion, and watering down of information, notwithstanding its 

value in training teachers for policy changes. Having discussed teacher professional learning through 

cascaded multiplier workshops, in the next section I review studies on informal teacher professional 

learning. 

2.2.4. Informal /Incidental Professional Learning  

Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2012: 4) describe informal professional learning as: “…learning that rests 

primarily in the hands of the learners and happens through observation, reading magazines, 

participating in groups, trial and error, asking for help, conversing with others, listening to stories, 

reflecting on a day’s events, or being stimulated by general interests.” Thus, informal professional 

learning activities are unplanned, incidental, unassessed and uncontrolled by the teacher, and take 

place in everyday life (Hodkinson 2005). This type of learning emanates from incidental 

opportunities that are spontaneous and unpredictable (teacher exchanges at tea break, at the 

photocopier, etc.) and the learning is neither creditable nor structured and may occur in the context 

of work but involve the kinds of things that Reid’s Quadrants refer to as incidental corridor culture 
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‘whispers’ (Mukeredzi 2009). In other words, informal/incidental learning activities are not planned, 

but occur spontaneously and informally within formal and non-formal learning at the school as well 

as outside the school. Mukeredzi (2020) adds that while informal learning offers some contribution 

to professional development experiences, it is a natural occurrence that may not be recognised even 

by individuals themselves as contributing to their knowledge and skills.   

From the international field, Nawab (2012) in Pakistan explored the nature of teachers’ informal 

learning in rural secondary schools. As in my study, Nawab (2012) adopted a qualitative approach 

to study seven randomly selected participants. Data were generated through interviews, 

observations, and document analyses. The study discovered that informal learning happens through 

informal interaction, dialogue, and incidental observations of practices of senior colleagues. The 

study further shows that media is a source of informal learning for teachers and recommends that 

schools link with external sources to create internal informal learning opportunities for teachers. It 

was also the intention of my study to understand how the rural SPSTs experienced informal 

professional learning. 

Kaulens (2019), in the Republic of Latvia reviewed literature to summarise the theoretical 

approaches of informal learning focusing on several aspects of this type of learning for teacher 

professional development. The study sampled 25 articles, and findings indicate that informal 

learning includes individual and collective activities, which are carried out inside or outside the 

school and are based on learning from other professionals, participating in formal conversations or 

sharing experiences without a specific learning goal. Mukeredzi (2009) notes that continuous 

listening and interaction enables learning from colleagues as well as from own experiences. This 

increases teacher knowledge and skills, making them deeply rooted in classroom practice, and 

enhancing their personal and professional growth. Literature (Ahn and Nystrom 2020) suggests that 

learning is an embodied and social activity that includes interaction with others (saying and doing), 

and which develops an understanding of local practices. This is in line with Mukeredzi (2009), who 

emphasises that professional learning opportunities arise when teachers have incidental chances to 

see or hear about and reflect upon their own and colleagues’ practice. She also notes that, though 

unplanned, these informal/incidental encounters enable gaining knowledge of the school that 

transcends teachers’ own classroom walls and that some such opportunities arise naturally through 
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teacher collective engagements. In this view, practice is not simply a background or static context 

for actions but rather a site (place) where learning, knowing and actions emerge in mutual 

interactions with other people and/or material objects (Hopwood 2016). It was, therefore, crucial to 

investigate the informal /incidental occasions that the rural SPSTs engage in, which offer them some 

type of professional learning within and outside the TCDP and their schools.     

Huang et al. (2020) investigated the relationship between teacher emotions and participation in five 

kinds of informal teacher learning (ITL) (media, colleague interaction, stakeholder interaction, 

student interaction, and individual reflection) among 2,880 primary school teachers with a large 

range of teaching experience. Regression analysis and structural equation modeling were used for 

data analysis. Huang et al. discovered that most ITL activities were positively related to teaching 

experience, except for stakeholder interaction. Thus, learning was through perusing websites, 

communicating on media platforms, collegial interaction, stakeholder interaction, student 

interaction, and individual reflection. Wenger McDermott and Snyder (2002: 4) point out that 

“…collegial learning enables the creation of communities of practice, allowing teachers with 

common interests to “deepen their knowledge and expertise by interacting on an ongoing basis”. 

The findings from Huang et al.’s (2020) study influenced the current research to investigate whether 

the rural SPSTs experienced professional learning through these informal/incidental learning spaces 

and interactions in their schools.  

In a case study in South Africa, Prammoney (2011) explored how teacher learning occurred 

informally in the workplace. In addition, the study sought to describe ways in which informal 

learning contributes to teacher development and whether the workplace supported or hindered 

informal learning. The study included 49 purposively selected participants with data generated 

through reflective journals, photo voice and interviews. Prammoney (2011) discovered that informal 

learning is an important strategy for teacher professional learning, which happens through incidental 

chats in common work areas like staffroom and tearoom, and from collaboration with experienced 

teachers and other colleagues. Sharing in this case refers to “…sharing intellectual mediating tools 

and artifacts including sharing about their teaching workloads, which foster effective 

teaching/learning” (Mukeredzi 2009: 195).  
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From the discussion above, informal learning occurs through socialising, collaborating with senior 

and non-senior colleagues, incidental chats, interaction, sharing ideas with colleagues, and collegial 

communication on WhatsApp and other social platforms, experimenting and testing the ideas 

gleaned from colleagues in formal or non-formal situations. This is consistent with Mukeredzi 

(2009) who notes that school structures and wider professional sites enable informal interaction and 

enhance informal/incidental professional learning within planned activities and meetings, as 

informal learning is a by-product of formal or non-formal contexts of course-type situations.  

Having critically reviewed literature related to my Question One, how teachers engage in 

professional learning formally, non-formally and informally, in the following section, I discuss 

studies related to my second question, which focus on mediational tools that are used to support 

teacher professional learning.  

2.3.Mediational Tools Used in Teacher Professional Learning  

According to Turuk (2008: 250-251) “…mediation refers to the part played by other significant 

people or objects in the learners’ lives, which enhances their learning by shaping learning 

experiences presented to them.” In addition, Gerlach and Ely quoted by Arsyad (2008) note that 

media is a material mediational tool that builds conditions to enable students to obtain knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes. As highlighted above, mediational tools are any artefacts or resources, 

psychological and/or material that enable learning and understanding. In this study, they are the 

tools that the SPSTs manipulate to enable their professional learning. These are discussed below, 

starting with the use of computers as mediational tools.  

2.3.1.1. Technological Mediational Tools for Professional Learning 

Technology has emerged as an important mediational tool for developing knowledge and increasing 

skills for teachers in many learning contexts. Singh (2013:77) defines technology as “…a collection 

of technical devices and resources, which are used to transmit, store, and manage information.”  In 

this study, the main technological tool used as material mediational artefact to support professional 

learning was the computer. Other technological mediational tools that support learning like 

PowerPoint presentations, Zoom classes, websites, and WhatsApp are discussed in detail above and 
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I highlighted that they represent mediational tools from the CHAT perspective. Consequently, these 

are not discussed in this section. In this section therefore, I review a few studies on the use of 

computers for e-mail, watching videos, writing, storing, and retrieving of information as mediational 

tools for supporting learning.  

Shabiralyani et al. (2015) in Pakistan explored the teachers’ thoughts on the use of the technological 

mediational tools such as videos and projectors in enhancing students’ attention in reading literary 

texts. A questionnaire was used to generate data from 200 participants, staff and students who were 

randomly selected from public and private educational institutions. Findings show that teachers and 

students have positive perceptions of the use of visual technological tools. In addition, Shabiralyani 

et al. indicated that watching videos that are projected on the screen allows students to see key points 

and follow the discussion clearly. Noppe (2007) stresses that presenting key words, terms and ideas 

from the class presentation enables students’ memories to allocate space to activities leading to 

deeper content processing such as thinking about the significance of the points presented. In this 

regard, Rezabek (2008) notes that that visualisation skills (seeing skills) are an important element in 

learning because they promote learner critical thinking, learning and communication, improve 

memory, and increase relaxation and motivation. It may therefore be inferred that the use of these 

technological tools such as videos in Shabiralyani et al.’s (2015) study had similar outcomes to those 

outlined by Rezabek. In addition, Rezabek indicates that visual technologies allow students to write 

their own notes. In this regard, Boyd (2004) found that students who take notes perform better in 

examinations than students who simply highlight text. While the Pakistan study related to teachers 

in a different context, from this study, it emerged that perceptions about technological mediational 

tools held by the rural SPSTs would also need to be determined.  

The use of computers for communication is also a vital mediational tool for supporting professional 

learning. El-Sabban (2009) in Kuwait conducted a five-year survey with 2000 university students 

on the use of e-mail for communication at the College for Women, Kuwait University. The study 

found that e-mail as a mediational tool offers flexibility and access without time constraints, as 

messages remain permanent for future use, frequent access and reference. El-Sabban also found that 

e-mail is valuable as students can receive messages, information and important announcements, 

handouts, and other course materials. Furthermore, the findings indicated that instructors are spared 
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the trouble of photocopying materials, and this makes e-mail economical. It also emerged from El-

Sabban’s study that students’ feedback on e-mail as a mediational tool is positive. This is in line 

with Davies (2012) who notes that computer mediated communication allows users to share brief 

messages as well as bulk documents, thus facilitating professional learning. Sharples et al. (2016) 

also indicate that computer e-mails allow students to engage with new knowledge in an interactive 

way. They point out that e-mail helps students to engage in learning, and promotes creative thinking, 

collaboration and sharing of resources. Whether the rural SPSTs in this study also engaged in 

professional learning through e-mail as a mediational tool, and the success of that communication 

given their rural contexts, would be determined.   

Ulusoy (2006) in Turkey investigated the role of computers as a mediational tool in writing by 

reviewing journals to find related articles. The articles and books were classified under the headings 

prewriting, composing, revising, and editing. The study found that word-processing programmes, 

online spelling checkers, online dictionaries, and online style and grammar manuals are useful 

mediational tools for writing and editing which assist in the writing process. Findings also show that 

the computer as a mediational tool is critical for revising work using the delete, insert and other 

commands, which allow writers to rearrange text without retyping it. These findings are in line with 

Cheung (2016) who notes that, when using word processors in writing, writers can make changes 

during the process or in the final product. In addition, Daiute (1985) adds that word processing 

provides writers with more freedom than paper- and pencil-based writing because they can compose 

text sequentially or insert ideas at any point in a text. Therefore, writers can compose documents 

quickly on the computer and store them for later changes (Daiute 1985). According to Armstrong 

and Casement (2000), on-screen revising is easier, but the quality of the writing and revision depends 

on the nature of the changes that are made. In this study, it was yet to be established whether a 

computer as mediational tool supported rural SPSTs in their assignment typing.   

With regard to the use of computers for document storage and retrieval as a mediational tool, Elmasri 

and Navathe (2011) affirm that information retrieval is the process of accessing or reclaiming 

documents from a collection in response to a query (or a search request) by the user. Information 

storage and retrieval as a mediational tool is a process of searching through a collection of documents 

to identify those pertaining to a specific subject (Agboola and Shaibu 2019).  
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Agboola and Shaibu (2019) in Nigeria investigated the use of the computer as a mediational tool for 

retrieval of information in academic libraries. The study used survey research design with 60 

participants. Data were generated through a questionnaire and analysed using descriptive statistics, 

frequency count and percentages. Agboola and Shaibu discovered that information retrieval as 

mediational tool impacts on academic libraries and effective learning; it makes information or 

documents required by the user available through the computers. Information retrieval as a 

mediational tool increases the cost effectiveness of many physical and cognitive processes. In 

addition, the study found that information retrieval saves time for library users, as they can download 

many documents, unlike the use of print, where users may borrow only a limited number of books. 

Literature (Jimoh 2010) shows that libraries are switching to on-line collections so that learners and 

researchers can visit libraries electronically through computers instead of physically. From a CHAT 

perspective, in this study information retrieval as a psychological mediational tool enables subjects 

(rural SPSTs on the TCDP) to obtain information from a wide range of online platforms. Therefore, 

understanding students’ learning activities and preferred environment in a library is critical to 

providing appropriate spaces to support their learning performance and wellbeing.  

In the following section, I analyse studies related to physical infrastructure as a mediational tool for 

professional learning.  

2.3.1.2. Physical Infrastructure as Mediational Tool for Professional Learning 

In the current study, I sought to establish the three types:  material (physical); psychological and 

human mediational tools used to support professional learning of rural SPSTs on the TCDP.  

Scholars (Loughlin and Bryne 2019; Mukeredzi and Nyachowe 2018) define supportive 

environments as constituting diverse physical infrastructures, contexts and cultures, which work as 

mediational tools to enhance students’ free and effective learning. Hanssen and Solvoll (2015) state 

that the most important stimuli for learner satisfaction regarding a university’s physical learning 

environment as a mediational tool are the quality of social areas, auditoriums, and libraries. Within 

the CHAT framework, infrastructures are the physical mediational tools for supporting professional 

learning.  
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Ipser et al. (2021) examined students’ experiences of the physical learning environment on an 

academic continuing education university campus. The study used a mixed methods approach, 

whereas my study was qualitative. Data were generated through questionnaires, a semantic 

differential scale, walking interviews and FGDs, as well as technical measurements and photo 

protocols. Ipser et al. identified acoustics, air quality, visual comfort, furniture and equipment, 

plants, and greenspaces as essential mediational tools for creating a conducive learning environment. 

These were also important mediational tools to look for in the current study. In addition, Ipser et al. 

discovered that students reveal a strong need for appropriate spaces for collaborative work, 

individual and informal learning on campus as mediational tools that support their learning. Apter 

(2014) states that physical environment factors that include sound quality, light, colour, temperature 

and seat arrangement may either improve or hinder learners’ academic performance. These 

mediational tools often play a critical role in advancing successful student engagement and 

enhancing academic performance. In the next section, I review studies related to handouts as 

material mediational tools for supporting learning.      

2.3.1.3.Handouts 

Handouts refer to printed information, usually provided free of charge, to accompany a lecture 

(Hawsawi 2015). Handouts from the CHAT perspective are material mediational tools. A good 

handout, according to Race (1999), is much more than simply a copy of a PowerPoint presentation; 

it should include questions, activities, extended notes/recommended reading. My study would also 

establish the nature and content of these physical or material mediational tools used to support the 

SPSTs’ professional learning. Wongkietkachorn et al. (2014) in Thailand conducted a survey on 

medical students’ opinions and behaviour, comparing lectures with handouts and lectures without 

these material mediational tools. Wongkietkachorn found that there is less concentration in lectures 

without handouts, note taking decreases, with an increase in class skipping behaviour, and there is 

a rise in photocopying of peers’ lecture notes. Wongkietkachorn concluded that handouts are 

essential mediational tools in lectures for students and understand the dynamics of lectures. 

Wongkietkachorn concluded that handouts are essential mediational tools in lectures for students 

and taking handouts away could immensely reduce students’ capability to concentrate and 

understand the dynamics of lectures. These findings are in line with Frey and Birnbaum (2002) who 
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indicate that the use of handouts as mediational tools in college help students to add notes and 

organise their studying. While Wongkietkachorn et al. (2014) revealed that there is less 

concentration in lectures without handouts, there is an abundance of literature (Cohn et al. 1995; 

Jakee 2011; Meikle 2015) which shows that handouts made available prior to a lecture can easily 

become a substitute for the lecture itself, as giving students handouts may result in lecturers’ losing 

students’ attention since they might be tempted to read or develop the habit of skipping lectures. In 

the CHAT framework, printed handouts represent material mediational tools which subjects employ 

to enact the object (Kizito 2015) (professional learning) and transform it to an outcome, thus leading 

to improved understanding. In the next section, I discuss studies on university human resource as 

mediational tool that supports learning.  

2.3.2. Human Resource and Peers as Mediational Tools 

Other mediational tools used by universities to support rural SPSTs’ professional learning are related 

to human resources (university lecturers and professional staff) who mediate professional learning. 

According to Kaur (2019), university lecturers as mediators need to show students respect and care, 

become role models, make the environment pleasant, treat them appropriately and facilitate their 

learning, guiding their road to success. According to Abdelsalam (2013), university lecturers as 

mediational tools play an important role in the teaching process, through leading and organising the 

educational process and managing the communication between themselves and their students. This 

mediational supportive role of lecturers enables professional learning, critical thinking, reflection, 

and self-evaluation (Darling-Hammond et al. 2020). In this regard, a teacher as a mediational tool 

has the leading role of engaging students through various teaching/learning strategies like group 

work, discussion, and asking probing questions that encourage learning and critical thinking.  

Gawhari et al. (2021) in Afghanistan generated data from university professors and professional 

technicians to explore their duties and responsibilities. They discovered that roles and 

responsibilities of professors include guidance of assistants in teaching and research; teaching and 

evaluation of students’ work; preparing teaching materials (textbooks, auxiliary textbooks, lectures, 

lecture notes) and other materials required for lessons; and maintaining good behaviour and good 

relationships based on accepted values in the academic environment. Wicklund and Pantaleo (2012) 
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in the USA, explain the role of the professor as mediating and supervising students’ learning, and 

“lifting their thinking to higher levels” (Wicklund and Pantaleo 2012: 355). Otts (2020), also in the 

USA, indicates that true teaching professors teach actively; mentor; communicate in person, 

remotely, and online; provide non-academic counselling (different from academic advising); 

conduct and guide research; serve the professional communities at camps, state and national levels; 

present and publish papers; as well as engage directly with students on the ground or online. The 

South African National Education Policy 1996 (Act No 27 of 1996) Norms and Standards for 

Educators also describes roles for educators as: “learning mediator; interpreter and designer of 

planning programmes and materials; leader, administrator and manager; scholar, researcher and 

lifelong learner; community, citizenship and moral role; assessor; and learning 

area/subject/discipline/phase specialist.” The current study needed to investigate whether university 

lecturers as mediational tools performed these roles to support the rural SPSTs’ engagement in 

professional learning on the TCDP.  

University leadership is another important mediational tool for rural SPSTs’ professional learning 

on the TCDP. According to the European University Association, the principal role of university 

leaders as mediators of learning is to ensure that the institution has a fit-for-purpose strategic plan, 

and that it is implemented. A study by Aldulaimi and Abdeldayem (2020) in Bahrain investigated 

the role of leadership in knowledge sharing in higher education. The study focused on how higher 

education institutions carry out their functions and achieve their goals based on their academic 

leadership competence and abilities. Aldulaimi and Abdeldayem discovered that the academic 

leaders as mediational tools manage crises that may hinder achievement of university goals by 

confronting, resolving, and mitigating situations, analysing the resulting risks, determining the 

incidence of losses resulting from problems, and cooperating with the relevant authorities to resolve 

these crises. The importance of academic leadership as mediators also includes developing study 

programmes and academic courses, and developing visions and strategies for adequately owning 

students’ cognitive aspects. The current study investigated whether or not professional staff, which 

includes university leadership, mediated professional learning of rural SPSTs on the TCDP.  

Peers are also a vital mediational tool. Sinclair (2017) in Jamaica examined the importance of peer 

mediation among a group of postgraduate students in an online programme. The study employed 
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interviews with 25 participants. The results of the study show that students place great value on peer 

support as they mediate their educational needs. Sinclair recommended implementation of methods 

that promote peer support among students. Peers mediate one another’s learning, which could be 

conceptualised as peer tutoring based on Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of learning from a 

knowledgeable ‘other’ which occurs when learners learn behaviour, concepts, or information from 

other learners (Gordon 2005).   

Srivastava and Rashid (2018) describe peer tutoring or peer assisted learning as an effective 

mediational tool for instructional strategy, which involves active and interactive participative 

learning processes resulting in deeper understanding of concepts. Srivastava and Rashid in the 

Middle East investigated the effectiveness of peer tutoring as a mediational tool for the academic 

achievement of students in the General Foundation and Undergraduate Programmes at a college in 

Oman. The study was conducted through online surveys, personal interviews and judging the class 

performances of the students. Srivastava and Rashid discovered that peer tutoring was a bolstering 

experience as it led to increased knowledge and skills, self-confidence, and sense of responsibility. 

In addition, peer tutoring developed a better understanding of the subject concerned, better 

cooperation skills among peers, increased motivation to study a particular subject, better 

communication skills and confidence. Furthermore, Srivastava and Rashid indicate that peer 

tutoring as a mediational tool fosters learner autonomy to reap the full benefits of academic life, 

nurturing innate talent and abilities. They concluded that the shift from teacher-led to student-

centered classes has been hailed as a milestone to foster learner autonomy and productive learning. 

Literature (Puteh et al. 2015; Smith 2011) shows that peer mediation bridges the knowledge gaps 

and skills that are not covered by formal learning.  

In another study, Al Kharusi (2016) at Sultan Qaboos University in the United Arab Emirates sought 

to establish the impact of peer tutoring on senior English language students hired to tutor their peers 

who were struggling with the language. Data was generated from 25 employed peer tutors through 

questionnaire and group discussion. The study found success in the adopted one-to-one peer-tutoring 

programme, which contributed to peer tutor development. Peer tutors also benefited academically 

through resources available and exchanging knowledge with their peers. The study also found that 
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peer tutoring offers peer tutors a good chance to practise their language skills and responsibility, and 

develops their confidence, patience, extroversion and punctuality.  

Tullis and Goldstone (2020) in the USA sought to determine the benefits of peer instruction among 

students. The study generated data from 208 participants through a questionnaire. Tullis and 

Goldstone revealed that peer instruction as a mediational tool helped students to be confident and 

accurate in their responses. Carvalho and Santos (2021) in Portugal sought the views of teachers and 

peer teacher students on the role of transformative peer learning projects in secondary schools and 

higher education institution. The study included a multiple-site case study and data were generated 

from 63 participants who were purposively sampled. Data were generated through semi-structured 

in-depth interviews and questionnaires. Content analysis and descriptive statistics were used for data 

analysis. Carvalho and Santos discovered that strengths of peer learning as a mediational tool 

included cooperation and improvement of interpersonal skills among participants in these projects. 

The study concluded that peer learning projects as mediational tools promote pedagogical 

transformation and innovation in schools. How peers as mediational tools influenced their peer rural 

SPSTs’ professional learning had to be established, given that these were qualified and experienced 

teachers who were assumed to be confident already.  

From the global and regional studies consulted, the computer and its accessories and software are 

effective mediational tools for learning. Handouts emerged as another mediational artefact that 

supports learning as they allow for future reading, adding own notes according to one’s own 

understanding, and expanding the points. In addition, physical infrastructure (lecture halls and 

libraries) are also vital mediational tools for supporting student learning. Furthermore, university 

lecturers play a critical mediational role in facilitating, counseling, guiding, assessing, and 

supporting learning. Literature also shows that peers play a vital mediational role in the learning of 

their peers as this improves cooperation, interpersonal skills, sense of responsibility, confidence, 

patience, extroversion and punctuality. Peer tutoring also improved motivation and interest in 

particular subjects, as well as communication skills. In the next section, I discuss studies related to 

school-based support that teachers receive to promote their professional learning.  
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2.4.The School-Based Support that Teachers Receive 

According to Mukeredzi (2016), school-based support structures that provide a conducive 

environment for professional learning include mentoring, supervision, whole staff, and subject 

specialisation meetings.  This section focuses on the form of support that teachers receive from their 

schools to enhance their professional learning on the TCDP. The discussion is based on studies 

related to support offered by school leaders, colleagues, and resources. 

2.4.1.  Support from School Heads and Colleagues   

The school head is the educational leader in the school responsible for all aspects of the school’s 

operation connecting education authorities, teachers, students, and communities as well as ensuring 

and supporting teachers not only with mediational resources but also emotionally. Emotions play an 

important role in performance (Sutton et al. 2009) and in this regard, school heads are challenged to 

pay attention to the teachers’ emotions, as their support can enhance teacher professional 

performance (Rhoades and Eisenberger 2002). Berkovich and Eyal (2017) in Israel examined the 

principals’ emotional intelligence, specifically their ability to recognise emotions in others which 

makes them supportive and effective transformational leaders, measured by reframing of other 

teachers’ emotions. The study adopted an experimental vignette method. Berkovich and Eyal 

explored 113 primary school teachers and discovered that empathetic listening of their principles   

was related to greater emotional reframing (positive emotional change). These findings also indicate 

that school leadership plays a significant role in school success, which is achieved through “its 

effects on teachers’ emotions” (Berkovich and Eyal 2017:  1). Literature (Leithwood et al. 2008; 

Sutton and Wheatley 2003; Sutton et al. 2009) shows that school principals’ practices affect 

teachers’ emotions, which in turn shape teacher motivation and performance. As a result, leaders 

are challenged to pay attention to teachers’ negative emotions because their support can enhance 

teachers’ positive moods (Rhoades and Eisenberger 2002). The results indicate that school heads 

emotionally support and encourage teachers, interacting and listening to them empathetically and 

showing a lot of compassion. Drawing on these findings, the present study examined how school 

principals emotionally supported the rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP.   



73 

 

Ullah et al. (2021) in Pakistan sought to establish the role of school principals in improving teacher 

professional development. The study adopted a quantitative research approach and used a stratified 

sample of 332 principals/headmasters who provided data through semi-structured interviews, 

questionnaire, and researcher diaries. Data were analysed through inferential and descriptive 

analysis. The results indicated that school principals occupy unique positions in the schools and play 

a significant role in improving the professional development of teachers. Ullah et al. indicates that 

school principals’ roles include being instructional leaders and learners, creating a learning 

environment, direct participation by designing and delivering professional development content and 

also assessing it.  In addition, Ullah et al. reveals that school principals exercise their professional 

development roles through training and classroom observations. The study found that school heads 

take the responsibility of motivating teachers to enhance their professional skills. Results also 

indicate that school principals act as role models, sharing innovative ideas with teachers for their 

professional development. In another study, Holland (2009) analysed the views of principals about 

what novice teachers need in order to learn and grow and how novice teachers learn, and examined 

what these principals were doing to meet these needs. The study was based on a qualitative research 

approach and data was generated from seven principals through interviews and observations. The 

study reveals that principals view novice teachers as needing learning and growth. It indicates that 

school principals support teacher professional learning through setting expectations and ensuring 

that structures are in place to support new teachers, rather than providing direct assistance. The study 

also shows that school principals delegate much of the responsibility for novice teacher professional 

development to mentors, staff development programmes or to the novice teachers themselves. There 

was evidence in the study of direct assistance from the school principal in the context of 

bureaucratically mandated evaluation of teaching.  

Another form of support offered by school heads relates to resources. Owoko (2010) describes 

resources as not only referring to teaching materials but also to time available for instruction, and 

the knowledge and skills of teachers acquired through training and experience. Resources that 

should be available to teachers for teaching and learning include material and human resources such 

as support staff and physical facilities such as laboratories, libraries, and classrooms (Owoko 2010). 

Faith (2020) in Turkey examined the role of school leadership in constructing, and organising 
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professional activities based on the needs of teachers. The study sought to evaluate the level of 

support provided by school leadership in teachers’ professional learning through a qualitative study. 

Faith revealed that school principals supported teachers’ professional learning through the provision 

of relevant resources: material and psychological mediational resources and information related to 

professional learning. This is confirmed by Salam (2015: 18) in Portugal who says that teaching 

materials such as “textbooks, handouts and course timetables,” are some of the vital mediational 

resources that teachers need for enhancing teacher professional learning. Salam also notes that 

teachers perform better and feel supported in their professional learning when they are provided 

with appropriate material resources.  

Jusoff et al. (2016: 6) states that congeniality “refers to friendly human relationships that exist 

between teachers and is characterised by loyalty, trust, and easy conversations that result from the 

development of a closely-knit social group.” In other words, cordial collegial or congenial 

relationships describe a work environment where responsibility and authority are shared equally 

by colleagues, where co-workers smile at one another genuinely, talk easily and without hiding 

information from one another, trusting one another and happily or pleasantly working together. 

Shah (2012) sought to establish the impact of teacher collegiality in professional commitment in 

public secondary schools Malaysia. This was a quantitative study of 364 participants where data 

were generated through a questionnaire and analysed using descriptive and inferential statistics. 

Structural equation modeling (SEM) using AMOS 16.0 was employed to analyse the impact of 

teacher collegiality on teachers’ professional commitment. Shah discovered that teacher collegiality 

enables them to support one another, trust one another and feel comfortable sharing their skills and 

expertise. Shah also reveals that teachers do not feel hesitant asking for suggestions about classroom 

management and discipline issues. In addition, the study shows that teachers believe in sharing 

knowledge as well as resources with their colleagues. Palaniandy (2017) in Malaysia used a review 

of literature to indicate that true collegiality must pave the way for knowledge seeking and 

knowledge sharing, especially in the context of improving instructional and pedagogical practices. 

Literature (Behrstock-Sherratt et al. 2014; Brundrett 1998; Wallace 1989) shows that collegial 

support is key for teacher effectiveness, teacher professional growth, and development from 

collegial interaction. Additionally, meaningful and supportive collegial interaction is associated with 
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sharing of ideas and information through critical conversations, with conveying subject and 

pedagogical knowledge from one teacher to another, and with greater adaptability to change 

(Charner-Laird et al. 2016; Ingersoll and Strong 2011). Thus, it was necessary to establish whether 

this congenial support for rural SPSTs’ professional learning existed in their schools.  

From the studies discussed above, schools offer supportive working environments and emotional 

support embracing empathy and compassion to enhance teacher professional learning. Schools 

create a conducive learning environment, putting in place relevant resources and structures to 

support professional learning and development of both novice and experienced teachers. Provision 

of appropriate material resources also emerges as an important form of support for enhancing teacher 

professional learning. In addition, colleagues at the school are an important source of support for 

teacher (in this case, rural SPSTs’) professional learning through interaction, collaboration, trust, 

critical dialogue, sharing of resources, ideas, and expertise. The next section sums up the chapter.     

2.5.Chapter Summary  

The purpose of this study was to investigate how rural senior primary school teachers (SPSTs) on 

the Teacher Capacity Development Programme (TCDP) in one Zimbabwean province experience 

professional learning. The study further sought to establish the mediational tools used in their 

learning and the forms of support that these teachers on the TCDP receive in their schools. Literature 

was analysed from international, regional, and national contexts and focused on formal, non-formal 

and informal learning, but none examined professional learning of rural SPSTs on a capacity 

development programme, a knowledge gap which this study hoped to address. Methodologically, 

most studies reviewed use the qualitative research approach within the interpretative paradigm and 

interviews are generally the main data generation instrument employed. The studies adopt various 

sampling techniques, although convenience and purposive sampling design are the common ones.  

Literature related to Question One on how teachers engage in professional learning reflects learning 

through three broad domains: formally; non-formally and informally. Formal learning occurs 

through lectures where students learn through collaboration and three forms of interaction: student-

student interaction, student-lecturer interaction, and lecturer-student interaction, as well as through 

note taking, lecturer guidance, group work, question and answer sessions, research, and assessment. 
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Studies also indicate that formal learning is engaged through technology, which involves 

PowerPoint presentations, websites, WhatsApp, and Zoom classes, which foster discussion and 

critical thinking. 

The studies show that non-formal learning within the school occurs through interaction and 

collaboration during staff development meetings, lesson observation, and grade level and 

specialisation meetings. Lesson observation offers professional learning from feedback, which 

promotes learning from reflection, and from own practice. Interaction in collegial collaboration and 

sharing during staff development and grade level meetings enables learning where teachers are not 

being dictated to, but are enabled to engage, with ample occasions for discussion, critiquing, 

evaluating, and disagreeing, and being treated and treating one another like professionals 

(Mukeredzi 2009). Learning in the wider professional sites occurs through school cluster meetings, 

which include learning from experienced teachers from other schools. Learning also happens 

through the cascaded multiplier workshops, which are, however, criticised for watering down and 

distorting information. Further, informal learning also occurs through social interaction and informal 

dialogues with colleagues.  

In relation to Research Question Two on mediating tools used for learning, literature reveals 

mediation tools, which include the computer and its accessories and software for projecting 

information, searching for information, communicating and assignment writing as supporting 

learning. Handouts provide support for revision and adding personal notes. Physical infrastructure, 

which includes lecture halls and the library, are other vital physical mediation tools that support 

learning. In addition, university lecturers are another significant mediational tool, through delivery 

of course content and facilitation of learning using various strategies. University leadership is 

important for formulating plans, managing crises, and providing rules, regulations, curriculum, and 

instructional methods. It also emerged that peers mediate the learning of their colleagues through 

collaboration in informal learning.  

In relation to Research Question Three on the forms of support that the teachers receive in their 

schools, reviewed literature shows that teachers receive emotional and resource support in form of 
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material resources, human resources and physical facilities from school heads, and collegial support 

in the form of collaboration and dialogue.  

In this chapter, I presented a critical review of related literature on professional learning. In the next 

chapter, I describe the CHAT framework, in which my study is grounded.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.0.Introduction  

Chapter Two reviewed literature relevant to this study in relation to how teachers engage in 

professional learning formally, non-formally and incidentally. This chapter discusses the Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), which provided a lens to generate and analyse data and explain 

the findings related to how the SPSTs engage in professional learning on the TCDP.  

Kuutti (1996: 25) defines theory as “…a philosophical and cross-disciplinary framework for 

studying different forms of human practices as a development process, with individual and social 

levels interlinked at the same time.” Activity theory in this study provides a framework that enables 

understanding professional learning of rural SPSTs on the TCDP, a human practice collaboratively 

engaged in for their development as teachers.   

CHAT focuses on how people collaboratively learn through engagement in activity. Given that the 

rural SPSTs were studying on the TCDP as a group and undertaking some activities in collaboration, 

the CHAT was appropriate for my research. CHAT would help me understand how rural SPSTs on 

the TCDP in one Zimbabwean province experienced professional learning in collaboration.  

Thus, CHAT offered an appropriate theoretical lens for my effort to understand, analyse, interpret, 

and explain professional learning experiences theoretically. The framework provided a useful 

methodological tool through its language of description in terms of analysing and understanding the 

interactions between various elements within the activity system (Mukeredzi 2009). In this study, 

CHAT enabled in-depth understanding of the complex interrelationship between rural SPSTs in one 

district in Zimbabwe, and how they experienced professional learning on the TCDP. CHAT is one 

of several practice-based approaches that provides a robust framework for analysing professional 

work practices, including social service provision (Julkunen 2013). By offering a multi-dimensional, 

systemic approach that includes both psychological motives and all kinds of tools, as well as the 

always-present dynamics of power, culture, and history, CHAT enables analysis of complex and 

evolving professional learning and practices (Foot 2014; Yliruka and Karvinen-Niinikoski 2013). 

This quality was vital for this study where I was able to analyse the SPSTs’ professional learning on 
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the TCDP. Hence, CHAT was effective for guiding the enquiry and informing data generation and 

its analysis (understanding it, explaining it, and presenting the findings). 

In this chapter, I first discuss the CHAT framework. This is followed by a discussion of its historical 

development from its genesis through its three generations. I then explore the seven nodes/elements: 

subject, object, mediation tools/artefacts, rules, community, division of labour and outcome, which, 

taken together, constitute an activity system in the third generation of CHAT (Engeström 2015).  

Section four discusses the main principles of CHAT and their application in the study. The last 

section focuses on some of the criticisms of CHAT highlighted by authorities and my justification 

for working with the theory, notwithstanding those weaknesses.  

3.1. The CHAT Theoretical Framework  

CHAT emerges out of constructivism and is viewed as having been founded on the ideas of 

Vygotsky in the 1920s and 1930s because of his orientation towards activity (Sawchuk, Durate et 

al. 2006). Vygotsky was interested in consciousness, which he regarded as collective rather than 

individual, and believed that individuals deliberately act out their consciousness – their 

understanding within their environments (Billet 2008; Elhammoumi 2006; Mukeredzi 2009). In this 

view, consciousness or awareness does not exist situated in a person’s head, but exists in the 

interaction between the individual, their community, and their culture through mediation, which is 

a creation of human labour (Mukeredzi 2009; 2013). In other words, knowing (learning) is not 

psychologically located, but occurs through the interaction of individuals within their environment 

and with their culture, all of which is enabled by mediation. In the context of this study, 

psychological and material tools and interpersonal interaction play the critical role of median. Such 

artefacts as language, various systems of counting, symbol systems, artworks, guidelines, writing, 

schemes, notes, diagrams, maps, and mechanical drawings constitute mediational  means (Wertsch 

1995).  

The central tenet of Vygotsky’s theory is that all human activities are mediated by culturally created 

signs and tools in interaction and that higher mental functions are activated in this process 

(Mukeredzi 2013). Through interaction and engagement in activity, with mediation by signs and 

tools, the SPST’s internal mental state is transformed. In this study, learning of the SPSTs occurred 
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in interaction with peers within or without the context of the TCDP and was mediated by tools 

(psychological tools like language or material resources) and drawing on culture. According to 

Vygotsky (1978) cited by Foot (date), CHAT has three core ideas:  1) “…humans act collectively, 

learn by doing, and communicate in and via their actions; 2) humans make, employ and adapt 

mediational tools of all kinds to learn and communicate; and 3) community is central to the meaning-

making process, and interpretation of meaning-and thus community is pivotal in all forms of 

learning, communicating and acting,” (2014: 2). Thus, collaboration, interaction, mediational tools, 

and activity (action) are central elements of CHAT.  

While Vygotsky did not develop a defined theory of activity, he had a historico-sociological concept 

of activity (Edwards 2005). His views of psychic development occurring in interaction and 

collaboration, in socially developmental occasions as movement from inter-psychic (between 

individuals) to intra-psychic (within the individual); and his notions of cultural mediation, 

progressing to zones of actual performance, in cooperation or support would not occur without a 

historico-sociological concept of human activity (Davydov 1993). Davydov described Vygotsky’s 

contribution as: “...focused on orientation toward joint work, mediated by tools, as the key for 

analysis of the psyche i.e. mediation of psychological processes by signs and meanings” (1993: 501). 

Thus, given the situated nature of professional learning in this study, this historico-sociological 

conception in which psychic (psychological) development occurs in interaction, cooperation, 

support, and mediation, and is viewed as transition from inter-psychic (between individual SPSTs) 

to intra-psychic (within an individual SPST), locates my study within the CHAT framework. 

Vygotsky viewed collaboration as a process through which individuals internalise (learn) through 

engagement in common activities using cultural means: language, theories, technical artefacts as 

well as norms and modes of acting (Miettinen 2006; Mukeredzi 2009). Speech in the context of this 

study represents human action mediated by mediational tools and signs i.e., resources that may 

empower, enable, or transform the action and interaction (Mukeredzi 2013). From this 

understanding, language is a special means; a tool of tools that enables thought, reflection, foresight 

and recollection (Mukeredzi 2009; Sawchuk Durate et al. 2006). Vygotsky named this cultural 

history emphasising that one’s activity is produced by historical development of one’s culture 

(Miettinen 2006; Mukeredzi 2013). Hence, Vygotsky’s work was culturally situated. He was 
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concerned with ways in which people can change themselves and their conditions of existence 

through their own social activities and agency (Engeström 2004; Mukeredzi 2009; Wertsch, 1995). 

In the context of this study, the SPSTs can learn professionally from creating and re-creating 

appropriate conditions of their learning on the TCDP, i.e., engaging in social activity. Through this 

process, they will not only accommodate themselves within their learning, but will actively and 

continuously modify that learning. In the process, activity (i.e., learning on the TCDP) is the 

essential and definite form of relationship between these teachers and their world (development) 

(Shotter 1993). In other words, professional learning experiences of the SPSTs on the TCDP can 

only be understood as part of collective activity characterised by a division of labour. Thus, activity 

is not only mediated by cultural means (signs and tools) but also through distribution of roles and 

responsibilities (division of labour), and rules that guide (facilitate) the interaction among 

individuals engaged in the collective activity (which is the learning on the TCDP). Individuals 

(SPSTs) therefore only react directly to the phenomenon/environment with mediation by other 

people through tools and artefacts (Mukeredzi 2013; Warmington, Daniels et al. 2005). It is from 

this notion of social impact through mediation by tools and artefacts, that Vygotsky laid the 

foundation for CHAT. 

CHAT offers a frame on which to position and systematically focus on the relationships among the 

multiple elements that make up collective activity (Mukeredzi 2009; 2013; Sawchuk Durate et al. 

2006). The premises of this framework are underpinned and driven by four aspects:  

• Action is purposeful and this purpose models and prompts consciousness;  

• All activity ultimately becomes collective albeit, it may be carried out individually;  

• All activity has historical (material and ideological) dimensions; and,  

• Activity is a social construction which is socially mediated by the socially constructed 

psychological and material tools (Mukeredzi 2009; 2013; Worthen and Berry, 2004).   

Therefore, CHAT focuses on how people learn through collective engagement in a particular activity 

(Worthen and Berry 2004). In other words, what happens conceptually is not isolated from practical 

collective activity. Activity is therefore not an individual endeavour, but a socially mediated process, 

a negotiated or relational interdependence (Mukeredzi 2013). The theory locates individuals in the 

activity system as co-learners who jointly create and re-create, negotiate and renegotiate appropriate 
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conditions and modify them to meet the intended object (Cole 2004). In their acting and interacting 

(negotiating and re-renegotiating) within the TCDP (the community), teachers in this study find that 

their relationships, actions and interactions are goal oriented (that is, learning oriented). This brings 

about adjustment and transformation of their professional learning.  

As highlighted above, CHAT has been used in different fields for understanding different areas of 

learning and engagement, for example, in teacher education (Beatty and Feldman 2012; Motteram 

2014; Wei 2017; Yang 2015; Yamagata-Lynch and Haudenschild 2009), to explain teacher 

educators’ practices; to find inner contradictions within teachers; to understand teacher 

transformation; and to understand professional development. Hardman (2015) examined 

pedagogical variations with computers in South African mathematics classrooms, Naidoo (2017) 

explored the teaching and learning of mathematics using visual tools; Mary van der Riet (2009) and 

Maraka (2019) used CHAT to understand Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) / Acquired 

Immunodeficiency Syndrome) (AIDS.  

CHAT therefore provides a useful generic and analytical tool for thinking through processes which 

enables the researchers to recognise how different components of the activity system affect each 

other directly or indirectly and, at the same time, captures the situated activity system as a whole 

(Johnson and Golombek 2011). Therefore, CHAT was adopted in this study to help understand, 

interpret, and qualitatively analyse professional learning of rural SPSTs on the TCDP in one 

university in Zimbabwe. In the following section, I discuss the historical development of CHAT. 

3.2. Historical Development of CHAT 

The theoretical roots of CHAT can be traced back to Hegel, Marx and Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky 

(Engeström 1999). CHAT was developed by Vygotsky based on the ideas of artefact-mediated and 

object-oriented action (Cole 1996; Engeström 1999). Vygotsky’s ideas of a simple subject- tool-

object were expanded by Leontiev who developed the concepts of activity, action and operation, 

thus defining actions as conscious, goal-oriented, and facilitated by tools, whereas operations are 

routinized and unconscious components of actions which are subject to concrete conditions 

(Leontiev 1978). However, because of the need to incorporate a shared meaning of activity, 

Engeström reconfigured and further expanded Leontiev’s model by adding three new aspects: rule, 
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community and division of labour, and associated it with an activity system (Mukeredzi 2009). 

These generations are explained in detail in a later part of this section. 

Vygotsky viewed socialisation as a process whereby humans internalise through social interaction 

in common activities using cultural means: language, theories, technical artefacts as well as norms 

and modes of acting (Miettienen 2006). Thus, when teachers interact and socialise with other 

teachers who have the same interests and goals, then a teacher may reconceptualise and restructure 

his/her own activities when he/she encounters new ideas (Johnson 2009). In this sense, Vygotsky 

believed that community plays a major role in the process of meaning making. Vygotsky views 

interaction with peers as an effective way of developing skills and strategies. In relation to the rural 

SPSTs’ interaction during the TCDP learning activities, the less knowledgeable teachers 

professionally learn from the more knowledgeable ones and develop skills and knowledge. In this 

case, speech becomes a vital mediational tool representing some form of human action mediated by 

tools and signs, thus tools or resources that may empower, enable or transform the action and 

interaction (Mukeredzi 2009; 2013). As a result, through shared dialogues with more knowledgeable 

others (university lecturers, peers, or colleagues), who provide instruction, the rural SPST is able to 

internalise (master, or understand) content or skills and can externalise (practice, verbalise and 

share) the skills. CHAT has evolved from the first, through the second to the third generation. Its 

development through the generations is discussed below.  

3.3.The Three Generations of CHAT   

Engeström (2001) indicates that the CHAT has passed through three generations from the concept 

of subject-object mediated by tool in the first generation; through operation, action and activity in 

the second generation; to subject, object, outcome, tool, community, rule and division of labour in 

the third generation (Engeström 1999; 2001; 2004). The generations are discussed in detail below.  

3.3.1. First Generation of CHAT  

The first generation of CHAT developed in the 1920s, and originates from Vygotsky’s concept of 

mediation, which was a response to behaviourism’s explanation of consciousness or the 

development of the human mind (Engeström 2004). This generation of activity theory is based on 
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Vygotsky’s ideas of artefact-mediated and object-oriented action in which activity is reformulated 

as composed of a subject and an object, mediated by a tool (Mukeredzi 2013) as reflected in Figure 

3.1. In this basic original framework, an activity is oriented to an object (also called motive), the 

“raw material” or “problem space” to which the activity is directed, and the object is transformed 

through continued action into an outcome (Mukeredzi 2009: 73). The activity is therefore acted on 

by the subject, who forms the focus of the activity. In this study, it is the SPSTs as subject engaging 

in professional learning who are the focus of the study (of the activity). A tool mediates this subject-

object relationship. Vygotsky’s basic triadic model of activity system is shown in Figure 3.1 below.  

In this study, engaging on the TCDP is oriented to the object (that is, oriented to professional 

learning). Hence, all action targets the object, which enables understanding the SPSTs’ 

psychological development. In CHAT’s first generation, the activity is the unity of subject-object as 

well as subject-subject relations (Hardman 2015; Engeström 2016). The subject-object relation in 

this case refers to the subject’s focusing on the object (their target) as it is the object that gives the 

activity direction and focus. 

Figure 3. 1: First Generation of activity Theory 

Mediating artefacts 
Conceptual capital, pre-mediate, literature, resources 

 

 

 

 

            Subject                                                                                                    Object           Outcome  

 Source: Adopted from Vygotsky’s (1978) model of mediated action 
                                                                                                                  

The object denotes the aim of the activity and the actors’ or subjects’ motive for involvement in the 

activity system (Bravo and Olavarria 2013; Engeström 2017; Gogwim 2017). The tools are societal, 

cultural-historical artefacts that the actors (subjects) employ to accomplish the object (Wilson 2014; 
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Gogwim 2017). These would be any mediational tools or resources used to enhance learning of the 

SPSTs on the TCDP. It is through these mediating tools that the subject-object relationship can be 

created (Mukeredzi 2009). In the collective actions, the rural SPSTs (subjects) in acting on the 

(object) professional learning, transform it into an outcome (improved understanding from 

continued engagement in professional learning) and the subject is equally transformed (Gogwim 

2017; Bravo and Olavarria 2013; Engeström 2017). 

In the current study, rural SPSTs (Grade Six and Grade Seven teachers) in the activity system 

(studying on the TCDP) were acting on the object (professional learning) of the activity system 

(Wilson 2014; Bozalek et al. 2015; Gogwim 2017).  The object (professional learning) determines 

the direction and effort of the activity, and the subject-object relationship is mediated (Engeström 

2015; Mukeredzi, 2009). The first generation focuses on these three aspects of ‘actors’, ‘tools’ and 

‘object’ in an organisation, in achieving set objectives. In this regard, the object determines the 

direction of the activity which is performed by the subject. Mukeredzi (2009: 74) notes, “...It is 

exactly the object of an activity that gives it its determined direction. The object of an activity is its 

true direction as the tool mediates the object-subject association.” Thus, as Vygotsky (1978) states, 

consciousness emerges from the human activity mediated by artefacts (tools) and signs.  

The unit of analysis for the first generation of activity theory is subject-object oriented action 

mediated by cultural tools and signs. The focus is on the individual overlooking the social and 

collaborative nature of activity (Engeström 2001). Vygotsky's work offers the unit of analysis as the 

object-oriented action mediated by cultural tools and signs (Edwards 2005; Mukeredzi 2009; 2013). 

Thus, while his conception was underpinned by collective social activity, the role assumed by other 

human beings and social relations in his triangular model of activity is blurred. This was considered 

as a limitation of this generation of the theory. Moreover, the artefacts and actions of humans do not 

exist in isolation, but rather, are intertwined with one another and with the social world around them 

(Cole 1996). To address the limitations of the first generation, Leontiev (1981) expanded Vygotsky’s 

theory, adding more features to separate individual action and collective activity, resulting in the 

categories activity, action, and operation to achieve the object. The second generation of CHAT is 

discussed in the following section.  
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3.3.2. Second Generation of CHAT 

Leontiev’s (1978, 1981) second generation of CHAT focused on the mediational effects of the 

systemic organisation of human activity. Mukeredzi (2009) notes that Engeström (2004) blended 

other components in the second generation to demonstrate individual actions in collective activity. 

The discernment of activity, action and operation separates individual action from the collective 

activity. Thus, to Leontiev, while individual activity may be social, it may not necessarily be 

collective, or as Mukeredzi (2009: 75) explains, “…[it]is not collectively shared; the object of 

activity is individual and it is the true motive”. Thus, from this conception, the activity system 

comprises activity, action, and operation to accomplish the object (Hardman 2015; Mukeredzi 

2009). According to Mukeredzi the separation of activity, action and operation was expected to 

show individuals’ actions as distinct from collective activity.  

In the current study, the TCDP activities of rural SPSTs (professional learning) could be achieved 

within the community through: “…human action, interaction, and dialogue” in the activity system 

(Foot 2014: 3). For this reason, Engeström (2018) states that despite the subject (SPST) being an 

individual in the activity system, the object (professional learning) is mediated and inspired by 

individuals’ participating in the activity system. For example, the community (ministry, university, 

schools, parents, and other stakeholders) mediate the professional learning of the SPSTs. The second 

generation is illustrated below. 

Figure 3. 2 Second Generation of activity Theory 

 

 

 

                         

                   

 

 

Adapted from Hardman (2008)                

Activity 

Action 

Operation 

Conditions 

Object Motive 

Goal 

 



87 

 

Figure 3.2. shows the hierarchical relationship between different structural levels and their object, 

goals, and conditions. Timmis (2014: 11) cited by Zulu (2017) explains the three levels of activity 

in this second generation: 

• Activity level: In this level, activities are differentiated from each other according to the motive. 

• Action level: At this level, individual actions are distinguished from each other according to 

their specific and conscious goals.   

• Operations level: Operations are actions that have become routine, habitual or unconscious, 

differentiated from each other according to the conditions under which they operate.  

Ahmed (2014) maintains that many humans make sense of an activity only when seen in the context 

of collective activity wherein different people take different roles according to a division of labour, 

mediated by rules. Beatty and Feldman (2012) and Zulu (2017) concur that activity is therefore 

realised as individual and co-operative actions, chains and networks of actions that are interrelated 

by the same overall object and the motive to be achieved. Thus, professional learning of SPSTs in 

this study is through both individual and collective (through interaction and negotiation) interrelated 

actions to achieve the same overall goal of professional learning and later transform it to improved 

understanding. This concept of collective activity was considered as central to the second generation 

of CHAT. In the context of this study, action is the professional learning of rural SPSTs, and 

operations refer to how things are done, how the learning on the TCDP was done.  

The second generation of activity theory also had its own limitations. This generation of activity 

theory was criticised for its inability to understand dialogue, multiple perspectives, and networking 

of the activity system (Wertsch 1991; Engeström 2001; Beatty and Feldman 2012; Zulu 2017). 

Engeström (2001) realised that the second generation did not locate human functioning in the 

activity, thus failing to locate dialogue, multi-language, multiple viewpoints, and networks of 

individuals in the activity system, so he expanded this theory in the third generation. Engeström 

(2015: 135) highlighted shortcomings regarding “…[the second generation theory’s] inability to 

understand dialogue, multiple viewpoints and networks of individuals in the activity system.” In 

addition, when activity theory spread internationally, questions around diversity and dialogue 
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between different traditions or perspectives presented increasingly serious challenges (Zulu 2017). 

It is these challenges that the third generation of activity theory was intended to address.   

 

The third generation of CHAT is discussed in the following section. 

 

3.3.3. Third Generation of CHAT 

The weaknesses of the second generation cited above led to the development of the third generation 

of the activity theory. Thus, Engeström expanded the second generation to include a shared meaning 

of the activity, adding rules, community, and division of labour (Figure 3.3), gave it a new name, 

and associated it with an activity system inclusive of cultures and histories of the different nodes 

(Mukeredzi 2009). Mukeredzi says an activity system is a way of visualising the total configuration 

of an activity. Thus, the third generation included “…dialogue, multiple perspectives and networks 

of interacting activity systems” (Engeström 2009: 55). It is from the third generation of activity 

theory illustrated in Figure 3.3 that this study draws. The triangle shows that all the nodes of an 

activity system interact for successful enactment of the object by the subject to produce the outcome; 

this interaction of nodes is shown by double-pointed lines on the triangle. The lines represent the 

interconnectedness of the elements of the activity system. 
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Figure 3.3. Third Generation of Activity Theory 

Material tools and artefacts - Material Mediational Tools 
(Computers, Lecture Venues and Handouts) 

Psychological Mediational Tools (Knowledge, Experience Support,) 

 

 

 

                          (SPSTs) Subjects              Object   Professional       Outcome Improved 

                                                                                                                          Learning             understanding 

 

            

  Rules           Community    Division of Labour 
Policies,                        MoPSE, University Staff,    Roles and Responsibilities of    
Faculty Rules                Community, Parents,                Teachers and other Stakeholders 
Implicitly Rules            Learners Administrators 

Adapted from Mukeredzi (2009) Reformulation of Vygotsky’s Model of Mediated Activity  

3.4. Activity System 

Activity system is the fundamental unit of the whole (Vygotsky 1978) for analysing human activity 

from the perspective of CHAT (Engeström 1978; 2015). In the classical triangle model, seven 

elements constitute the whole system, which describes the complex context of human learning and 

development in the real world (Foot 2014). In this triangle model (see Figure 3.3), “...the community 

of significant others, consists of people who share with the subject an interest in and involvement 

with the same object.” (Foot 2014: 6). Thus, the interaction between the community and the subject 

is referred to as “...communicative relations” of the activity (Engeström 2015: 32). According to 

Foot (2014: 6), the relations between the community and subjects are governed by two aspects:  

• The rules that regulate the subjects’ actions toward an object, and relations with other 

participants in the activity;  

• The division of labour, understood as what is being done by whom towards the object, 

including both the relatively horizontal division of tasks and the vertical division of power, 

positions, access to resources and rewards.  
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In Engestrom’s model, Mukeredzi (2013) notes that the division of labour refers to how members 

share the work directed at the motive (object) in the activity system. I now explain each element of 

Engestrom’s (1987) activity system relating these elements to my study. 

3.4.3. Subjects  

According to Wei (2017: 37) subject refers to: “…the individuals or subgroups whose position and 

point of view are chosen as the perceptive of the analysis.” Mukeredzi (2013) says the subject is the 

focus of the study as opposed to the object, which is the focus of activity. The subject of the activity 

is the individual or group whose viewpoint is adopted (Engeström 2001; Murphy and Rodriguez-

Manzanares 2008; and Beatty and Feldman 2012). In other words, the subject of the activity is the 

person or subgroup whose action is sought for understanding. For example, in this study, I seek to 

understand professional learning of the rural SPSTs (subjects) on the TCDP. As subjects, the SPSTs 

collectively participated in the TCDP to achieve the object (professional learning). Their 

fundamental aim of joining the TCDP was to gain professional learning to improve their classroom 

practice in implementing the new curriculum as highlighted in Chapter One of this thesis.  

3.4.4. Object 

Miettinen (2004: 301) defines object as “...that to which actions are directed, something to which a 

living creature relates itself as the object of its activity”. Thus, the object for these SPSTs was 

professional learning. For Engeström (2004) cited by Mukeredzi (2009), the object is more than the 

motive driving the activity, it is the raw material or problem space to which the activity is directed, 

and this raw material is moulded and transformed into an outcome. “…It is exactly the object of an 

activity that gives it a determined direction. The object of an activity is its true motive” (Kozulin, 

2003: 116). It is in this narrow sense, according to Mukeredzi, that the concept has been understood 

in this study of SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP. The object (professional learning) 

therefore provides the motive of the activity in the activity system. It is achieved through mediational 

tools, both psychological (knowledge, experiences) and material tools, and artefacts (resources) and, 

through continuous actions, is converted into an outcome (improved understanding). In other words, 

it is the desire to gain professional learning and then achieve improved understanding that motivated 

the engagement in activity on the TCDP. Thus, through ongoing evaluation and re-evaluation of the 
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object against the desired quality of outcome, (improved understanding), transformation of the 

object occurs. The subject and object have a reciprocal relationship and as the subject transforms 

the object, equally, properties of the object penetrate the subject and transform it (Mukeredzi 2013). 

In other words, in enacting the object of professional learning, the SPSTs are also transformed. 

“…The perceived difference between the current state of the object and the desired outcome 

provides motivation for the subject to develop goals to transform the object into the desired 

outcome” (Mukeredzi 2009: 77). In this instance, rural SPSTs (the subjects) would engage in 

activities using tools to achieve the object (professional learning) to improve their understanding 

(transform object to outcome), which they had probably viewed as undesirable or low quality. 

According to Engeström (2009), objects (objectives) are initiated to meet the desired needs of 

individuals. The object leads us to appreciate why individuals engage in different activities 

(Kaptelinin and Nardi 2006).  

3.4.5. Tools 

Within the CHAT framework, the terms mediational tools/mediational artefacts are used 

interchangeably to describe tools. Tools are more than particular items. They represent both 

psychological and material entities in which “…a connection, a sequential bond of nature is 

embedded” (Miettinen 2006: 395). Tools can also be symbols, mental models, knowledge and 

language, signs and conceptual understandings that serve as psychological tools, while physical or 

material tools could be hammers, computers, books, etc. According to Cole (1996: 117), an artefact 

is an: “…aspect of material world that has been modified over the history of its incorporation into 

good, directed human action.” Tools/artefacts are employed by actors to accomplish desired 

outcomes (Foot 2014). In her study on classroom practice, Hardman (2015) found language and the 

computer as critical tools which performed different roles. In addition, Naidoo (2017) defines 

mediating artefacts as visual tools or instruments that were used to teach mathematics. From the 

descriptions, tools provide a historical record of relation between actors and the object of their 

activity. Thus, the tools are non-neutral, but carry and possess established history and cultural 

meanings for their utilisation (Mukeredzi 2009). In addition, scholars (Engeström 2015; Foot 2014; 

Roth 2007) suggest that tools promptly enable certain forms of action, while they can constrain 

others. In this study, the tools /artefacts would include material/physical mediational tools 
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(computers, handouts, and library) and psychological mediational tools (support and resources that 

enabled actioning of the object by the subject) which would facilitate achievement of the outcome. 

However, in some cases, tools such as computers would probably constrain activity owing to lack 

of access. Engeström (2018: 18) notes that: “…the essence of psychological tools is that they are 

originally instruments for co-operative, communicative and self-conscious shaping and controlling 

of the procedures of using and making technical tools.” Within professional learning on the TCDP, 

this would include SPSTs’ previous teacher training knowledge and work experience, which 

mediated acquisition of new knowledge and improved understanding. Thus, tools control the 

connection between subjects and object (enactment of subject on the object). In the context of this 

study, mediating tools represented the resources provided by the university or mobilised by the 

SPSTs as mediation artefacts during interaction and engagement within the TCDP context in an 

activity to enhance their professional learning.  

3.4.6. Community  

The community represents individuals with a shared interest in the object (Mukeredzi 2009; 2013) 

for example, university, MoPSE, learners, school, parents, teachers, and others who have direct 

interest in, influence on or support for the subjects. According to Engeström (2001), the community 

consists of the participants engaged in collective action with the subjects, along with other 

individuals or groups. In this study, the community is composed of individuals who share the object 

with the subjects. Thus, in CHAT, the term community is not only used to refer to the people that 

are involved in the activity system but other people who share the same object with the subject, who 

are interested in the professional learning of the SPSTs. They may not attend every session of the 

activity systems but as long as they have some interest in what goes on, they are part of the 

community. Therefore, Activity Theory takes into account the whole system beyond just one 

subject, including different individuals (teams, associations, organisations, etc.) sharing the same 

common object and constructing themselves as separate from other groups (Mukeredzi 2009). 

Community are therefore the key stakeholders in the TCDP, and their roles are considered in the 

findings of this study. Thus, for purposes of this study, I argue that community should be seen as 

one of the elements of an activity system; it should not be understood in terms of community as 

defined in the communities of practice theory. The relationships between the subject and community 
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are regulated by rules (that regulate the subject’s actions), and by division of labour (what is by 

being done by whom) (Engeström 1999: Mukeredzi 2009).  

3.4.7. Division of Labour 

According to Huang and Lin (2013), the division of labour is about sharing tasks, responsibilities, 

and power among members of the community. The division of labour in this study represents the 

various vertical and horizontal tasks, roles and responsibilities that provide mechanisms for 

enhancing provision of SPSTs’ professional learning. Thus, within the community, there is division 

of labour with on-going negotiation and re-negotiation of responsibilities, tasks and power (Urden, 

Valderas et al. 2008). In other words, the object-community relationship is enabled by a division of 

labour in terms of distribution of activity among community members, for example, lecturers 

lecture, and the SPSTs learn. The terms of regulation are historically formed. Division of labour 

therefore represents the role each community member (lecturers, SPSTs, university, schools) 

assumes in the activity system, the power each wields and tasks that each is accountable for 

(Mukeredzi 2013; Urden, Valderas et al. 2008). Consequently, actors within the activity system have 

different tasks and responsibilities towards the object. Thus, the division of labour is the distribution 

or allocation of roles and responsibilities to be performed by the community members (Engeström 

2009). 

3.4.8. Rules 

According to Beatty and Feldman (2012), the rules are either explicit or implicit, and vary among 

members of the community (lecturers, SPSTs). They represent specified norms and expectations for 

behaviour. Beatty and Feldman (2012) show that rules are expectations and norms that govern 

performance of the roles and responsibilities in the division of labour within the community. They 

regulate actions and interactions within the activity system. In the wider university community, rules 

imply the policies, norms, customs, guidelines and standards that guide the activity system under 

focus (Mukeredzi 2009; Waite, 2006). In other words, the wider community (Ministry of Higher 

and Tertiary Education and the university) create rules that guide the subjects about the object 

(professional learning, that is, the focus of activity) and the desired outcome, the subject’s position 

in the university community, the manner in which they act and interact, how they negotiate and 
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renegotiate as a community member, as well as the manner of enacting on the object (Mukeredzi 

2013). Thus, rules are the operational guidelines for action in the activity system (explicit rules 

which are written e.g. educational policies, university polices, guidelines or implicit rules which are 

informal such as respect or punctuality, etc.). Rules enhance the performance in the activity system. 

In the current study, the rules included the general university or ministry rules and regulations that 

guided the learning on the TCDP. Enactment of object and achievement of outcome depends on the 

effective performance of all the different nodes of the activity system according to the division of 

labour and abiding by the community rules. In the TCDP context, to engage in their division of 

labour, rural SPSTs were expected to adhere to explicit rules such as attending lectures and joining 

discussion groups to enact the object, professional learning.  

3.4.9. Outcome 

Some scholars, such as Feldman and Weiss (2010), do not include the outcome as a part of their 

activity system model. In fact, in most cases CHAT scholars use only the above six elements. 

However, a group of proponents of CHAT (Billet 2008; Engeström 1987; Saka, Southerland and 

Brooks 2009; Lee 2011; Roth and Lee 2007) have included the outcome as the seventh element of 

an activity system model. In this study, CHAT is conceived as comprising seven elements/nodes. In 

CHAT, achievement of the outcome is an ideal situation, which occurs when the human elements 

(subject and community) and the non-human elements (object, tools, rules, division of labour) of 

the activity system act according to expectations (Mukeredzi 2009). The actions towards the object 

lead to the outcome, thus, as highlighted above, an outcome is the perceived difference between the 

existing state of the object and the desired result. Maraka (2019) defines the outcome as the subject’s 

eventual aim in enacting the object, which can be medium- to long-term output of an action. 

According to Andraiani et al. (2022), an outcome is the goal that subjects are expected to eventually 

achieve. Thus, the activities are directed to achieve the outcome through continuous acting on the 

object (Roth and Lee 2007). In this study, the outcome of the activity that the subjects intended to 

achieve was improved understanding.    

Data generation and analysis in this study was based on the third generation of CHAT, which 

comprises of seven nodes/elements that constitute an activity system and which are defined above: 
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subject, object, mediation tools, rules, community, division of labour and outcome (Engeström, 

2015). The nodes were essential for analysing, clarifying and explaining the professional learning 

of rural SPSTs on the TCDP. The CHAT principles are discussed below.  

Principles of CHAT  

The principles of CHAT are the major descriptive features or the key ideas of this theory. According 

to Engeström and Middleton (1993: 3) “…activity theory may be summarised with the help of five 

principles which stand as manifesto of the current state of the theory.” Engeström (2015: 236-137) 

summarises the five principles of CHAT, namely activity system as unit of analysis; multi-

voicedness of activity systems; historicity; the central role of contradictions; and the possibility of 

expansive learning and transformation in the activity system.   

The first principle: activity system taken as the unit of analysis (Engeström 2016). Subject, artefacts, 

object, outcome, rule, division of labour and community are the nodes/components of the activity 

system which constitute the unit of analysis. All nodes of the activity system influence each other 

in complex interactions to achieve the outcome (Berejena 2022 citing Mukeredzi 2009). The subject 

pursues a goal or object (professional learning) which leads to the outcome (improved 

understanding) from continuous actioning of the object. During the activity, the subject employs 

tools, which are mediating artefacts (psychological and material) to enact the object leading to the 

outcome. The subject interacts with the community and the surrounding context, and the activity is 

governed by implicit and explicit rules. The community allocates roles and tasks, according to the 

division of labour, to those community members involved. All these contribute to achievement of 

outcome – hence a composite unit of analysis (Mukeredzi 2009). In the current study, for 

professional learning of rural SPSTs on the TCDP to occur, it would be mediated by artefacts/tools 

(resources, lecturer competence, experiences).  

The second principle: multi-voicedness of activity systems (Engeström 2015). This second principle 

reflects the centrality of culture in human life (Cloe 2010) as composed of material and 

psychological artefacts that are accumulated over a period (short or long) of a particular group of 

people. In a community, rural SPSTs on the TCDP had diverse backgrounds, experiences, 

expectations and needs, which they brought to the learning situation. Zulu (2017) citing Mukeredzi 
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(2013) indicates that multi-voiced-ness refers to multiple perspectives, interests, and traditions, 

brought into the activity system due to the collective nature of an activity system, and this multi-

voiced-ness can be a source of contradictions/disagreements that ultimately enhance transformation 

in the system. This is because members of an activity system “…carry their own diverse histories 

and the system itself carries multiple layers and strands of history engraved in its artefacts, rules, 

and conventions” (Engeström 2001: 135). With the multi-voicedness principle, Engeström (2001) 

focused on the way in which multiple perspectives engage in an activity system. Hence, he described 

multi-voiced-ness as a collaborative and dialogical process in which different perspectives meet, 

collide, emerge, negotiate, and re-negotiate (Feldman and Weiss 2010). In the current study, rural 

SPSTs as subjects would learn, engaging through collaborative activity mediated by lecturers who, 

as community members, acted according to the division of labour in the activity system. Cole 

suggested: “…culture comes into being wherever people engage in joint activity over period of time” 

(Cole 1996: 301).   

The third principle: historicity. Engeström (2015) points out that humans do not only use and 

modify tools, but they also rediscover existing tools that were created by previous generations (Cole 

1996). In other words, humans live and act because of what has been accomplished through the 

activities of previous generations. Cole refers to this process as “enculturation” (1996: 109) and sees 

culture as a “medium of human development …the history in the present” (1996: 110). Therefore, 

activity systems are moulded and changed over long periods of time; their challenges and attributes 

can only be understood against their own local history (Engeström 2015). Professional learning of 

rural SPSTs on the TCDP is not a new phenomenon; it has a history identified with staff 

development upon which it draws.  

In addition, citing Engeström (2001), Mukeredzi (2013) notes that the history of an activity system 

helps in understanding the problems as well as the potentials of activities because parts of previous 

phases of activities stay, often embedded in them as they develop. In other words, this principle 

highlights another important issue in CHAT –  that activities have their own history as they and their 

elements are under continuous, uneven change and development (Abboud-Blanchard and Cazes, 

2012; Zulu 2017). Activity systems take shape and are transformed over lengthy periods of time. 

Understanding the current form of the activity system requires and draws on knowledge from its 
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past, for instance, how rules guiding SPSTs’ professional learning were developed based on what 

was practised previously.   

The fourth principle: the central role of contradictions. While activities may seem stable, 

contradictions, conflicts or problems in the activity systems will always occur given the multi-

voiced-ness of activity systems. I elaborate on the issue of contradictions below. 

Contradictions  

Kuutti (1996) points out that contradictions manifest themselves as problems, ruptures, breakdowns, 

and clashes within the activity system. Contradictions are deviations from the established norms or 

practices, which can occur within, or between the seven elements of the activity system. Mukeredzi 

(2013) points out that these accumulating structural tensions within and between activities and 

systems are not inherently bad but generate disturbances, which create force or impetus and motive 

for change and development. For instance, limited availability of technology at a university campus, 

which would limit rural SPSTs’ access to e-learning, could bring about change and development. 

Such learning occurs through developing abilities to solve, or to invent innovative ways of 

addressing those contradictions (Mukeredzi 2009). From reflecting on and addressing the 

contradictions, expansive learning is likely to occur as participants think through and develop 

solutions. Miettinen (1999) says expansive learning is the capacity to interpret and expand the 

definition of the object of activity and respond in progressively enriched ways. When SPSTs engage 

in debate, discussion, and reflection on the contradiction, learning beyond what was initially possible 

in the activity system may occur. In this study, this might involve buying one’s own laptop to access 

the internet. However, Tylor (2014) argues that it is not always that contradictions can lead to change 

and development because contradictions may be ignored, and ignoring them may have a negative 

effect on the activity system.  

Types of Contradictions  

Mukeredzi (2009; 2013) indicates that contradictions can emanate from conflict within elements, 

such as among the subjects (the SPSTs); between the different nodes of the activity system, for 

example, between subjects (the SPSTs) and community (the university); or among different activity 
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systems, resulting in tensions within or between the activity systems. Engeström (2001) divided the 

contradictions into four categories, explored below  

The first are primary contradictions, which manifest themselves within each constituent component 

of the CHAT triangle (such as within the group of subjects where, for instance, group members may 

not contribute to a group task). 

Secondary contradictions arise between elements of one activity system (such as between 

community and tools), for example, where the university as community does not provide adequate 

resource support.  

 
Tertiary contradictions arise between the object or motive of an activity system and the object or 

motive of a culturally more advanced form of activity, that is, when a more advanced activity system 

is introduced into the existing activity system. For example, introducing online teaching and learning 

for the SPSTs midway in the programme may create conflict with the existing face-to-face mode of 

learning.  

The fourth, or quaternary contradictions, arise between a central activity and neighbouring activities 

(in the event of multiple activity systems). This occurs, for example, between the SPSTs’ activity 

system and another activity system to which they are linked, such as the registration or examination 

systems.  

Contradictions may also be visible or invisible. The visible or obvious ones are those contradictions 

that are openly discussed by those experiencing them (for example, subjects may discuss the glaring 

shortages of computers in the university) while invisible or unspoken/unstated contradictions are 

taken for granted, where members of a group may not even recognise them (Murphy and Rodriguez-

Manzanares 2008). According to these two researchers, invisible contradictions include cultural 

assumptions about how things are done and how relationships are managed.  

The fifth principle - the possibility of expansive learning and transformation in the activity system. 

In this regard, when two or more activity systems come into contact, contradictions and tensions are 

likely to arise, and by addressing those contradictions, as highlighted above, expansive learning is 
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possible (Engeström and Sannino 2021; Mukeredzi 2013). Thus, progression of activity systems 

takes place when actors act to resolve contradictions.  

The principle of expansive learning comes from expansive theory. According to Engeström (2001) 

expansive learning refers to the possibility of extensive learning and transformation in the activity 

system through reconceptualisation of the object and the motive of the activity, and embracing a 

radically wider horizon of possibilities than in the previous mode of the activity. This 

reconceptualisation of the object of activity brings about expansive learning and transformation. 

However, as explained earlier, some contradictions may not lead to any learning, as these will simply 

be divergent views. Expansive learning was coined by Engeström to describe the creation of new 

professional knowledge, as opposed to students’ generic acquisition of existing knowledge 

previously unknown to them (Zulu 2017), as in the case of the SPSTs’ merely attending lectures and 

learning. Expansive learning involves a three-pronged change: transformed practices; unusual and 

innovative theoretical conceptualisations; and empowered sense of agency (Mukeredzi 2013).  

Engeström defines expansive learning as initiated when some individuals in an activity system take 

the action of transforming the entire activity system through reconceptualisation of the object or the 

motive of the activity and embracing a fundamentally wider horizon of possibilities than in the 

previous mode of activity (Engeström 2003). In other words, this is a process by which people 

engaged in an activity system (in this case, university, and community partners) qualitatively 

transform the ways they work together productively to offer the SPSTs quality service. Thus, 

individuals involved in the activity develop capacity to interpret and expand the definition of the 

object of activity and respond to it in increasingly enriched ways. It therefore involves creation of 

new knowledge and new practices for a newly emerging activity: that is, learning embedded in and 

constitutive of qualitative transformation of the entire activity system (Engeström 1999; 2001; 

Mukeredzi 2013). This may also be evident in teachers’ change of dispositions to recognise and 

engage with distributed expertise in their workplaces or schools (Mukeredzi 2013). Such a 

transformation may be triggered by the introduction of new technology or new resources. This type 

of learning may be distinct from that which takes place when existing knowledge and skills 

embedded in an established activity are gradually acquired and internalised, as in the TCDP, or when 
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existing knowledge is positioned in new activity settings. In the following section, I present a 

critique of CHAT.  

3.5. Critique of Cultural Historical Activity Theory  

Like any theory, CHAT is not without critics. Thus, despite Vygotsky’s work adding to the 

comprehension of learning, some critics argue that the framework is inadequate for investigating 

human culture and psychology (Yamagata-Lynch 2010). However, CHAT focuses on how people 

collaboratively learn through engagement in activity. In this study, SPSTs (the subjects with multi-

voicedness) would collaboratively engage in activity on the TCDP, through interaction, negotiation, 

and re-negotiation to enact the object (professional learning) and transform it into an outcome 

(improved understanding). Consequently, the study did not investigate human culture and 

psychology, but professional learning. According to Vygotsky (1978), the core ideas of CHAT 

assume that humans act collectively, and learn by doing and engaging in and via their actions. Thus, 

in this study, the use of nodes/elements; subjects, object, mediation tools/artefacts, rules, 

community, division of labour, and outcome would enable understanding and analysis of the 

relationships between actors on the TCDP.  

Secondly, Nardi (1996) argues that CHAT is too difficult to learn and not worth the effort to do so. 

In this study, I had to read and re-read several published articles on CHAT, write notes, interpret my 

own understanding, juxtaposing it with my own study to understand the framework. In addition, one 

of my supervisors had used this framework in her own PhD to investigate unqualified teacher 

professional development. This supervisor played a crucial role in explaining other complex 

processes, aspects, and concepts of CHAT.  

Thirdly, Mukeredzi (2009) points out that the CHAT framework does not entirely help in 

interpreting and analysing the processes of teacher learning, particularly understanding variations in 

professional learning experiences. It tends to generalise without looking ‘in’ the activity to see 

exactly how the process of learning occurs within collective engagement. However, CHAT does 

provide a generic lens that allows for examination of activity, because it can be applied to any 

activity, and hence was very helpful in this study. Thus, in examining professional learning 

experiences of the SPSTs on the TCDP, the CHAT framework provides a useful methodological 
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tool through its language of description for analysing and understanding the interactions and 

interplay between the various elements within the activity system in relation to the research 

questions. The framework would therefore enable unpacking, interpretation, and description of 

professional learning.    

3.6. Chapter Summary  

This chapter discussed the CHAT theoretical framework in which the study is located. Given the 

focus of CHAT on how individuals learn in collaboration through engagement in activity, the 

framework was appropriate for data generation and analysis to address the key question How do 

rural senior primary school teachers in one Zimbabwean province engage in professional learning 

on the TCDP?  

This chapter started by defining the theory and highlighting some of its main ideas as outlined by 

key scholars who also used it in various studies. This was followed by discussion of CHAT’s 

historical development, which traced its development through its three generations. The first 

generation draws on Vygotsky’s ideas of artefact-mediated and object-oriented action (Mukeredzi 

2009). Activity in this conception is reformulated as composed of a subject, and an object mediated 

by a tool (Engeström 2004; Hardman 2007; Rajkumar 2008). The second generation was an 

expansion of Vygotsky’s theory by Leontiev who added several features, separating individual 

action and collective activity, resulting in the categories of activity, action and operation to achieve 

the object. The discernment of activity, action and operation demarcates individual behaviour from 

the collective activity (Mukeredzi 2009). Engeström (2001) took up Leontiev’s ideas and developed 

a third generation to incorporate a shared meaning of activity. He reconfigured the second-

generation theory by adding rules, community, and division of labour, and renamed it an activity 

system.   

Following this historical overview, the chapter discusses the five principles of CHAT: activity 

system as the unit of analysis in activity theory; multi-voicedness due to multiple perspectives, 

interests, and traditions; historicity, given that an activity system draws on the history of its 

formulation; the role of contradictions which leads to innovation, learning and development; and 

expansive learning – the possibility of extensive learning transformation. The principles were 
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discussed with examples from the study to show their application. The chapter also highlights a few 

weaknesses of CHAT raised by some researchers (Clemmensen et al. 2015; Engeström 2017; 

Gogwim 2017; Mukeredzi 2009; Nardi 1996).  How these criticisms were dealt with in the study to 

minimize the impact of the weaknesses of the theory on the findings is also discussed.  

In this chapter I discussed the Cultural Historical Activity Theory, which informed my study. In the 

following chapter I discuss the research design and methodology which I adopted to find answers 

to the research questions that I asked in Chapter One. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
4.0.Introduction  

The purpose of this study was to investigate how rural senior primary school teachers (SPSTs) on 

the Teacher Capacity Development Programme (TCDP) teaching in one Zimbabwean province, 

experienced professional learning on this programme. The previous chapter described the Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), which helped me to understand, unpack, and explain the 

professional learning of the rural SPSTs on the TCDP.  

The current chapter outlines and describes the research design and methodology that I adopted in 

the study to generate data to address the research questions set out in Chapter One.  

The specific questions that the study sought to answer were:   

• How do senior primary school teachers engage in professional learning on the TCDP?  

• What mediating tools are used for professional learning on the TCDP? 

• What forms of support do the teachers on the TCDP receive in their rural schools? 

First, I discuss the research paradigm. Second, I discuss the qualitative approach. I then describe the 

population, sampling procedures, and the sample.  In the fourth section, I describe data generation 

processes starting with the pilot study. I then highlight the challenges that I faced. In the fifth section 

of the chapter, I outline step by step how data were analysed through open coding. Following this, I 

describe the efforts that I undertook to ensure rigour through the four elements of trustworthiness: 

credibility, confirmability, transferability, and dependability. In the last section, I describe the ethical 

considerations that I observed throughout the study. The chapter concludes by discussing the design 

limitations as well as how I attempted to address them to minimise their impact on the findings, 

followed by the chapter summary. In the following section, I discuss the research paradigm. 

4.1. Research Paradigm 

The origin of the term paradigm is found in Thomas Kuhn’s book The structure of scientific 

revolutions published in 1962 (Mouton 1996:203). Mukeredzi (2009) refers to paradigm as a body 

of knowledge that forms some background for understanding a given phenomenon, pointing the way 
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to where to look for answers. The paradigm offers background information on the assumptions and 

beliefs that guide action in a disciplined inquiry which points to what exists in relation to a 

phenomenon under investigation, including what and how it can be studied and understood 

(Mukeredzi 2016). In my study, a paradigm represented a model of beliefs and assumptions that 

guided me to select the most appropriate design and methodology for understanding the professional 

learning of the SPSTs on the TCDP.  

Given the nature of my study, which explored professional learning experiences of rural SPSTs, I 

adopted an interpretive paradigm and qualitative approach in which face-to-face individual 

interviews, focus group discussions (FGDs) and professional learning map discussions were 

employed as data generation instruments to find answers to my research questions. Paradigms are 

therefore crucial for understanding and choosing methodologies for research. For this study, the 

interpretive paradigm was central to the methodology that I selected as it provided a supportive 

structure, framework, or some pointers to assumptions, which guided me through the research 

activities. The assumptions are related to ontological, epistemological, axiological, and 

methodological issues. I discuss these assumptions below.  

4.1.1. Ontological Assumptions 

Crotty (2003: 10) defines ontology as “…the study of being”. It is concerned with “what kind of 

world we are investigating, with the nature of existence, with the structure of reality as such”. Guba 

and Lincoln (1983: 83) state that the ontological assumptions are those that respond to the question 

“…what is there that can be known? or what is the nature of reality?” In other words, ontological 

assumptions enable the researcher to define their position as it relates to knowledge development 

(Mukeredzi 2009). Ontological assumptions of this study were thus guided by the interpretative 

paradigm, which specifies that reality is subjective and socially constructed. The study’s ontological 

assumptions are that reality (or knowledge) is socially constructed and subjectively experienced as 

it emanates from human thought and is expressed through language (Mukeredzi 2016). In other 

words, the study assumes that reality is subjective and generated socially by the researcher and 

participants. From the subjective ontological perspective in my study, I was able to generate 
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subjective data on how rural SPSTs on the TCDP engaged in professional learning through 

interactive methods. 

4.1.2. Epistemological Assumptions 

The term epistemology is taken from the Greek word ‘episteme’, which means knowledge (Denzin 

and Lincoln 2000). This is the theory of knowledge, the philosophy of knowledge, or the how we 

come to know (Mukeredzi 2016). Epistemological assumptions answer questions related to how we 

get the knowledge, where that knowledge comes from, what its character is, what signifies it, who 

it does belong to, what part of it can be studied, understood, and represented (Mukeredzi 2009). In 

this way, epistemology also implies the relationship between the researcher and his/her participants. 

Thus, the researcher in this case interacts with what is researched and tries to minimise the distance 

between themselves and what is researched (Boru 2018). In this case, I maintained close relation 

with rural SPSTs in the process of knowledge construction through individual interviews, FGDs and 

professional learning map discussions. 

In my study, I adopted the interpretative paradigm, which assumes that knowledge is a human 

construction based on lived experiences and the views of the participants. There was interaction 

between me, the researcher, and the participants in the process of knowledge/reality construction 

(the process of data generation). In other words, there was minimal distance between the researcher 

and researched in data generation. 

4.1.3. Axiological Assumptions 

All researchers bring value to their study, but qualitative researchers make the values brought to the 

study known.  Axiological assumptions address the role of values in a study (Mukeredzi 2016). 

Answering the question, ‘what is the role of values?’, the qualitative researcher acknowledges that 

research is value laden and that there are some biases (Creswell 1998). The researcher acknowledges 

and discusses values that shape the narrative, including their own interpretation in conjunction with 

interpretations of their participants (Mukeredzi 2009). Researchers therefore acknowledge the 

value-laden nature of data generated from the field (Varpio et al. 2020). My role as the researcher 

as well as my personal encounter with the participants in this study had an impact on the axiological 
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assumptions. I therefore openly admitted and discussed in Chapter One my values that could 

influence data generation, interpretation and consequently my findings. 

4.1.4. Methodological assumptions  

Methodological assumptions seek to address how a researcher can go about finding answers to the 

phenomenon under study. This refers to how the researcher finds whatever it is that he/she believes 

can be known, based upon prior epistemological assumptions. Mukeredzi (2009) points out that 

methodological assumptions consist of the assumptions made by the researcher regarding the 

methods and techniques used in the process of data generation to enable understanding the 

phenomenon. This therefore refers to the procedures that I used in this study to understand or capture 

’insider’ knowledge of the SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP, the tools used in their 

learning and the kinds of supports that they receive in their schools.  

Alharahsheh and Pius (2020) indicate that methodological assumptions of research comprise 

assumptions related to research methods, strategies, techniques for sampling, the size of the sample 

selected, data generation and analysis strategies. Thus, epistemology and methodology are 

interdependent: epistemology is the theory of knowing, and how we come to know in a philosophical 

sense, while methodology is how we come to know in a practical sense (Mukeredzi 2009). In my 

study, the methodology comprised of methods and strategies for data generation, sampling 

techniques, and data analysis strategies including methods of enhancing rigour, and ensuring ethical 

practice, which I used to understand the experiences of rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the 

TCDP.  

Having discussed the paradigmatic assumptions, I now turn to the paradigm selected for this study. 

As my study sought to understand conceptions and experiences, it situated itself within an 

interpretive paradigm. However, to justify my choice, I briefly highlight the other major paradigms, 

explaining why they were not appropriate for my study. Three major paradigms: positivist, critical, 

and pragmatic are briefly discussed before I move to the interpretive paradigm that I adopted in this 

study. 
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The positivist paradigm views research as a series of logically related steps, and it makes claims of 

knowledge based on objectivity, standardisation, deductive reasoning, and control within the 

research process (Creswell 2013; Creswell and Plano 2011). Positivists believe that knowledge is 

available to be discovered by the researcher, is objective and emerges from one true version of events 

(Creswell and Plano 2011). My study sought to understand how rural SPSTs experienced 

professional learning on the TCDP. As such, reality could not be ‘awaiting discovery’ by me, the 

researcher, but had to be generated by the researcher and participants. Consequently, there would be 

multiple versions or realities. Therefore, the positivist paradigm was not appropriate. 

The critical paradigm, also called the transformative paradigm, deals with social justice and seeks 

to address the political, social, and economic issues which create social oppression, conflict, struggle 

and power structures at whatever levels these might occur (Kivunja and Kuyini 2017). As the 

purpose of the current study was to understand subjective professional learning experiences of rural 

SPSTs and was not directly concerned with social justice, the critical paradigm was also not 

appropriate for my study. 

The pragmatic paradigm claims to bridge the gap between the scientific method and structuralist 

orientation of older approaches and advocates for use of a combination of methods (quantitative and 

qualitative) as a pragmatic way to understand human behaviour (Alice and Teddlie 2010). Given the 

focus of my study on how the rural SPSTs engage in professional learning, and the philosophical 

orientations chosen, the use of the quantitative aspects was not relevant, consequently the pragmatic 

paradigm was not appropriate. My study was therefore located in the interpretive paradigm, which 

is discussed below. 

4.2. Interpretive Paradigm 

According to Patton (2015), seeking to identify the ‘best’ paradigm is pointless, rather, the aim 

should be to determine the most appropriate paradigm for the purpose of the research. The study 

was located within the interpretive paradigm, which is founded on the assumption that people’s 

perceptions, ideas, thinking and the meanings that are significant to them can be understood through 

researching their lived experiences and cultures (Boas 1995). The central purpose of the interpretive 

paradigm is to understand the subjective world of human experience (Guba and Lincoln 1998). In 
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this study, I explored the professional learning experiences of rural SPSTs; the interpretative 

paradigm thus enabled participants’ descriptions of their subjective worlds – their experiences of 

professional learning on the TCDP. Emphasis is placed on the individual and their interpretation of 

the world around them as the basis for reality (Cohen et al. 2018). The SPSTs would describe how 

they engaged in professional learning on the TCDP based on their interpretations, from their own 

perspectives. In this regard, the key tenet of the interpretivist paradigm is that reality is subjective 

and socially constructed (Bogdan and Biklen 1998).  

It was not my intention to predict what rural SPSTs could do, but I was interested in how they 

described and interpreted their feelings and experiences in their own words. The interpretivist 

paradigm also promotes multiple views; it rejects the notion that the truth is single, verifiable, and 

obtained independently of our senses (Abdul Rehman and Alharthi 2016). In the current study, there 

was no single shared reality, because rural SPSTs were continuously revising, interpreting, 

constructing, giving meaning, defining, justifying, and rationalising their daily actions (Aspers and 

Corte 2019) in relation to their professional learning on the TCDP. The interpretive paradigm 

accepts that knowledge is created by findings, can be value-laden, as a result cannot be generalised 

to different settings other than the context in which the research was conducted, and that different 

researchers will also interpret findings according to their orientations (De Villiers 2005). The 

purpose of this study was not to generalise the findings to a wider context, but rather to develop a 

rich, contextualised in-depth understanding of professional learning experiences of rural SPSTs on 

the TCDP.    

In the next section, I discuss the research design, which I adopted for the study.   

4.3. Research Design  

Creswell (2014: 15) describes the research design as “a plan or proposal to conduct research, which 

encompasses the interaction of different types of inquiry”. In this study, the research design was the 

plan, or framework, of research methods and techniques that I chose as a researcher to obtain 

answers to my research questions. It was therefore a plan used to generate and analyse data on a 

research problem (Mukeredzi 2009), and in this study, I adopted a qualitative research design. Yin 

(2015: 18) indicates that “…research design is an action plan of getting from here to there, where 
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‘here’ may be defined as the initial set of research questions to be answered and ‘there’ is more of a 

set of answers.” Thus, the ‘here’ in my study represented the research questions that I had raised, 

and ‘there’ would be the findings to answer those questions. The design was the road map that I 

followed to arrive at the ‘there’, in other words, to find answers to questions. In essence, research 

design translates research problems into data for analysis to provide answers to research questions 

(Welman et al. 2009). Next, I discuss the qualitative design adopted for the study. 

4.4. Qualitative Design 

As indicated previously, this study adopted a qualitative research design to explore how rural SPSTs 

engaged in professional learning on the TCDP. In this section I highlight and describe the procedures 

undertaken in conducting the research, answering such questions as What did I do? How did I do it? 

Why did I do it? When did I do it? Where did I do it? and With whom? (Mukeredzi 2009). According 

to Creswell (2006: 390), qualitative research is “…a type of research in which the researcher relies 

on the views of the participants, asks broad, general questions, collects data consisting largely of 

narratives from participants and analyses these words for themes.” The qualitative research approach 

allows the researcher to use techniques such as interviews to enable asking questions during data 

generation, which promotes generation of rich data from the viewpoint of the participants. Given 

the ontological and epistemological assumptions for this study, a qualitative approach within the 

interpretive paradigm enabled generation of subjective data through interaction, as there was 

minimal distance between the researcher and researched. The rural SPSTs were able to explain and 

give details of their professional learning engagements on the TCDP during the data generation 

process. 

Cohen et al. (2018) note that qualitative research focuses on lived experiences of individual people. 

This approach was appropriate for this study because I sought to understand the lived experiences 

of how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning on the TCDP, the mediational tools used to 

support their professional learning, and the support that they received from their schools. In other 

words, qualitative research emphasises exploring and understanding “…the meaning individuals or 

groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell 2014: 4). In relation to ontological 

assumptions, within the qualitative research approach, subjective knowledge was socially 
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constructed through interviews, FGDs and professional learning map discussions to understand how 

the rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning.  

The qualitative research approach was also preferred due to its three other strengths: natural setting, 

multi-modal quality, and flexibility. These are discussed next. 

Firstly, qualitative research requires the researcher to conduct the study in the natural setting of the 

participants. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005: 3), “…the qualitative researchers study things 

in their natural setting, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the 

meanings people bring to them.” Guba and Lincoln (1995) also contend that the inquirer-participant 

relationship is specific to any given context, and therefore the study needs to take place in a natural 

setting. In this study, I generated data from rural SPSTs (the participants) in their schools, their 

natural setting or environment. This was also in line with the interpretive paradigm where 

researchers develop an in-depth understanding of peoples’ experiences in their natural setting. 

Second, qualitative research enables a multi-modal approach, which allows for the use of multiple 

kinds of data generation methods. In this study, the multi-modal nature of qualitative design enabled 

the use of face-to face individual interviews, FGDs and professional learning map discussions with 

rural SPSTs. The use of multiple methods in the current study enabled me to check on the 

authenticity of the results (triangulation) (Creswell and Plato Clarke 2011). Mukeredzi (2009; 2016) 

points out that the value of the multi-method approach lies in the complementary nature of data 

generated through these multiple methods, as weaknesses of one are complemented by the other’s 

strengths, which also minimises method-boundedness. Mukeredzi (2016) also notes that employing 

multiple methods minimises exclusive reliance on one method and gives a more complex picture of 

reality under exploration, which offers the researcher a multifaceted view of the phenomenon.  

Lastly, the qualitative research approach allows flexibility in the data generation process.  Flexibility 

in qualitative research enables adjustment of the direction of inquiry from ongoing experiences 

during generation of and reflection on the data (Gomm 2004; Henning, 2005). In this study, this 

aspect of flexibility enabled modifications to my data generation instrument after the first interview 

and it also allowed me flexibility throughout the research process. In addition, I was able to make 

some modifications to the structure of research questions after the first FGD, and to expand my 
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instructions for the professional learning map to make them clearer. The next section provides a 

description of the population used in the study.  

4.5. Population 

Asiamah et al. (2017) define a population as an entire group of people, events, objects that have 

similar or more common characteristics in relation to the problem. In this study, the population 

comprised of approximately 86 teachers who were studying on the TCDP with one local state 

university, and teaching in Manyenya (pseudonym) District in Matabeleland, South Province (one 

of the 10 provinces) in Zimbabwe. The common characteristics were that participants were all on 

the TCDP in the same selected university and were teaching in Manyenya District.  

4.6. Sampling Designs and Sample  

Sampling is the process of selecting participants from the population who provide rich data for the 

phenomenon of interest (Cohen et al. 2018). Thus, a sample is a “…segment of the population that 

is selected for investigation” (Bryman 2012: 187). In other words, a sample is a group of participants 

selected from the whole target population, from which data are generated. In this study, I adopted 

two sampling designs. The first was convenience sampling to select the initial 40 rural SPSTs. From 

the 40 teachers, I used purposive sampling to select 30 teachers to participate in the study. The 

remaining 10 rural SPSTs were included in the pilot study. Convenience sampling is discussed 

below.  

4.7. Convenience Sampling   

Cohen et al. (2018: 218) define “…convenience sampling as a type of non-probability sampling 

method which relies on data collection from population members who are conveniently available 

and willing to participate in the study.” This suggests that the members of the targeted population 

should be easily accessible, available, and willing to participate at the time of data generation. The 

district that I elected to use was convenient in terms of distance from my home area. To conveniently 

select the participants, during my initial visit to the university to seek permission to conduct research 

on their students, I requested a list of teachers from Manyenya District who were in their third year 

of study on the TCDP. The list included 64 names and their contact details. I phoned each one of 

them, briefly explaining my study, and asked if they were willing to participate in the research. From 
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the 64, I identified 40 SPSTs who were willing to participate in the study and were teaching at rural 

schools in Manyenya that were fairly close by. I selected rural SPSTs who were at least 100 

kilometres from the city centre.  

In this study, convenience-sampling design was appropriate because it promotes commitment to the 

research process and willingness to provide more insight into the phenomenon under scrutiny 

(Sterba and Foster, 2008) as participants would have willingly accepted involvement. From the 40 

conveniently sampled participants, I had to purposively sample study participants. I discuss 

purposive sampling below. 

4.8. Purposive Sampling 

Purposive sampling is appropriate for the selection of participants for a qualitative research approach 

(Cohen et al. 2018). The selection of participants is based on the anticipated richness and relevance 

of the data they possess in relation to the study’s research question (Yin 2014). In this respect, 

purposeful sampling occurs when a small number of individuals are selected from the population to 

provide their views on the phenomenon under discussion (Cohen et al. 2018). I believed that rural 

SPSTs sampled for this study were knowledgeable about professional learning since they were 

studying on the TCDP. These teachers were also selected for the study because they were in the 

third and final year of study on the TCDP. As such, I believed that they had engaged in professional 

learning on the programme for a longer period than those in the first and second year of study. Thus, 

I considered these participants as the ‘information-rich’ cases for my study.  

From the 40 rural SPSTs that I had selected through convenience sampling, I required 30 participants 

in the 15 selected schools that were at least 100 km from town. I sampled the SPSTs from the 15 

rural schools, selecting two teachers per school based on the grades that they were teaching. These 

rural schools were generally small, with only one stream from Grade One to the senior grades (Grade 

Six and Grade Seven). Thus, there was one Grade Six and one Grade Seven teacher at each of the 

schools. I wanted equal representation for each grade to ensure appropriate in school and across-

school grade comparisons. Of these 30 participants, 19 were women and 11 were men. 

Subsequently, after selecting 30 participants for the study as shown in Table 4.1 below, I remained 

with 10 participants whom I decided to use for the pilot study.  
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Table 4.1: Participants Sampled for the Study 

Context Grade Six Grade Seven  

Gender Female Male Total Female Male Total 
Participants per Grade 10 5 15 9 6 15 

In the following section, I discuss the research setting in which data were generated and analysed. 

4.9. Research Setting 

This section describes the research setting. Such a description was deemed essential to ensure a 

clearer understanding of the context in which the data were generated, analysed, and explained 

(Mukeredzi 2009). A research setting is a physical, social, and cultural setting where the researcher 

conducts their study (McMillan and Schumacher 2010). Selection of research settings includes 

identifying a site to find participants for the study as well as providing a rationale for selecting that 

site (McMillan and Schumacher 2010). I conducted the study in Manyenya District in Matabeleland, 

South Province, one of the 10 administrative provinces in Zimbabwe.  

Manyenya is a rural district and the teachers selected for the study were all teaching in rural primary 

schools. The decision to investigate teachers teaching in rural schools was informed by literature 

(see for example Balfour 2012; Masinire 2015, Moletsane 2012, Mukeredzi 2016; 2021) in which 

these sites are viewed as highly marginalised, fraught with neglect, poverty, and the perception of 

disadvantage, as was highlighted in Chapter One of this thesis. Rurality is generally associated with 

forms of marginalisation that are linked to “…isolation, poverty, disease, neglect, ‘backwardness’, 

depopulation, traditionalism, conservatism, corruption, low adult literacy levels and low-quality 

education in schools, entropy, and exclusion” (Mukeredzi 2021: 67). The schools where my 

participants were teaching were consistent with the definitions and descriptions of rurality, rural 

contexts and rural schools as given by the authors cited above. I therefore wanted to get beneath the 

surface and to understand, through their eyes and stories (Mukeredzi 2009), how these rural SPSTs 

on the TCDP engaged in professional learning, the tools used in their learning, and the support that 

they received in these rural schools. The rural schools in which the study was undertaken, as 

mentioned above, were located at least 100 kilometers outside the Bulawayo city centre, with some 

more than 100 kilometers away.  
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In Zimbabwe, schools are classified into two broad categories: government, and non-government 

schools (Amendment of Education Act (9.1); Mukeredzi 2016). Rural schools are mainly non-

government, and they are under Rural District Councils, which falls under the Ministry of Local 

Government. In this study, all the schools where the participants were teaching were under Rural 

District Council governance.    

Mukeredzi (2009) notes that rural government secondary schools are normally well resourced, big 

in terms of enrolment, with class sizes of 50 and 55 learners. On the contrary The Guardian dated 5 

October (2020) indicates that most non-government rural schools in Zimbabwe have the worst 

infrastructure, are under-resourced, small, and the advent of COVID-19 has shown major challenges 

in the sector in relation to resource provision and infrastructure. The schools in this study were 

characterised by numerous such challenges.  

The schools were generally small, with enrolments ranging from 160 to 450 learners and staff 

complements of between five to twelve teachers. Similar to Mukeredzi (2016) in relation to rural 

schools in South Africa, many teachers had multiple grade/multiple subject teaching assignments. 

In the rural schools in this study, some teachers were teaching composite or combined classes. This 

is likely to have affected the support that the schools offered to SPSTs on the TCDP.    

Rural teaching and learning tend to involve impoverished and malnourished learners, irregular 

school attendance and poor learner academic performance. Learners are usually impoverished due 

to the poverty in the families who are unemployed, consequently finding it hard to provide basic 

needs for their families (Shikalepo (2020). Parents in the selected schools were generally poor and 

struggled to provide the required educational needs of their children (Shikalepo 2020).  

Many of the schools in this study had very old, neglected physical infrastructures. The floors were 

in a bad state and some of the buildings were cracked, posing a possible danger to the lives of 

children. Mukeredzi (2021) also notes that buildings in some rural schools are so dilapidated that 

the picture they offer is not appealing to those considering a teaching career or hoping to earn a 

living there. This was the case with some of the schools where some of the SPSTs were teaching. In 

such schools, not much support would be received by the SPSTs on the TCDP. Darling-Hammond 

and Luczak (2005) indicate that poverty can be expressed in the context of poor school 
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infrastructure. From my discussions with participants and my personal observation of the 

classrooms, I noted that schools had a shortage of instructional materials, and teachers were 

struggling to improvise. Books, writing materials and furniture were in short supply, which made it 

difficult for learners and teachers to engage in effective teaching and learning (Okongo et al. 2015). 

This therefore impacted on the support that the SPSTs on the TCDP received in their schools. Thus, 

schools where the SPSTs in the study taught were generally poorly resourced. Mukeredzi (2021) 

indicates that in most rural schools, electricity and piped water are usually non-existent and schools 

rely on borehole or rainwater harvesting. In such circumstances, one wonders whether the schools 

would be able to offer any support for the SPSTs on the TCDP. 

Moletsane (2012) and Mukeredzi (2009) concur that communication facilities are minimal in rural 

schools. Many of the schools in this study had very weak internet connectivity, notwithstanding that 

some of them had computer resource centres, which needed strong networks for Wi-Fi connectivity. 

Such schools had benefited from donations offered by The Postal and Telecommunications 

Regulatory Authority of Zimbabwe (POTRAZ). However, for the bulk of the schools in this study, 

technological equipment was a luxury that many (schools and teachers) would only dream about, as 

there was generally either one computer for the school head or none, and Wi-Fi in such cases was 

available within the radius of the school administration block. Such situations had a bearing on the 

support that the SPSTs received in their schools.  In the next section, I describe the steps that I 

followed to enter the research sites and to access participants.  

4.10. Gaining Access to Research Sites   

Before undertaking the fieldwork, I negotiated accessing the research site with gatekeepers as 

outlined in this section. Denscombe (2010: 89) points out that “identifying key people who can grant 

permission and successfully negotiate with them for access to people, places and events, are often a 

prerequisite without which fieldwork cannot begin.” In that respect, I visited the offices of the 

Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education (MoPSE) to request consent to undertake the study 

in their schools, as was required by the DUT for processing my ethical clearance application. I then 

applied for ethical clearance from the DUT Research Ethics Committee (IREC), which was granted 

in December 2019 (see Appendix Two). Following that, I visited the local university where rural 

SPSTs were studying. The local university gave consent after seeing my DUT ethical clearance 
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(EC), reading my letter of information, and checking whether the study conformed to ethical 

considerations as recommended by Resnik (2015), who discusses compensating (reimbursing) 

participants for their travel expenses where possible. This was reflected in my letter of information.   

Using the list that I was given of teachers on the TCDP who were teaching in Manyenya District, as 

explained above, I visited the specific schools.  I provided the heads of school (principals) with the 

MoPSE consent letter (see Appendix Three), a letter of information (see Appendix Five) and a 

consent form (see Appendix Six), including my DUT EC. After explaining the purpose of my study, 

I asked the heads to sign the consent form (see Appendix Six).   

Subsequently, I requested to meet the SPSTs to explain my study in more detail than I had done 

during our telephone conversations. On meeting the teachers, I gave them the letter of information 

and explained it line by line. Following this, I asked them to complete the consent forms. I followed 

the same procedures to access the schools and participants for piloting and for the main fieldwork. 

In the following section, I discuss the process of piloting instruments. 

4.11. Piloting Instruments  

De Vos et al. (1998: 179) describe piloting as “…a process whereby the research design for 

prospective study is tested”. In other words, piloting tests the appropriateness of the data generation 

instruments. In this study, appropriateness of instruments was tested through this process, which 

also helped me to detect if there were any errors before commencing the actual fieldwork. Merriam 

(1998) says the pilot helps to establish if the study is worth undertaking, determining the amount of 

time needed for interviews and FGDs and the trustworthiness of the data generation instruments. 

Before undertaking the pilot study, I practised the interviewing process in a mock interview with 

my supervisor, which prepared me for the pilot data generation process.  

In this study, I pilot tested the interview schedule with four teachers from the remaining ten out of 

the convenient sample of 40: two Grade Six and two Grade Seven teachers. After the interviews, I 

held one FGD with the remaining six rural SPSTs. After the FGD, I requested and provided four of 

the participants (volunteers) with blank sheets of paper on which to draw their professional learning 

maps. The individual pilot interviews lasted about one hour each, while the FGD was approximately 
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one hour and forty minutes to allow all participants ample time to share their views. The participants 

in the pilot did not participate in the main study. This is informed by researchers (see for example 

Hassan et al. 2006) who postulate that participants involved in the pilot study should not be included 

the sample for the actual study. This is given that, as Rose et al. (2019) indicate, the purpose of the 

pilot study is to determine whether it is necessary to modify the instruments to be able to generate 

meaningful information. In my case, after the pilot study, no changes were made to the instruments 

after a discussion with my supervisor who examined the pilot data. I believed that the instruments 

would generate adequate data to answer my research questions. Following this process, I was ready 

for the main data generation process, which is discussed below.  

4.12. Data Generation     

The data were generated through three sets of instruments: semi-structured individual interviews, 

FGDs and professional learning map discussions as summarised in Table 4.2. The data generation 

was carried out from 8 March 2021 to 17 May 2021 as reflected on the itinerary presented in Table 

4.2 below. The individual face-to-face interviews were held before the FGDs to allow participants 

to explore their views individually without their being influenced by colleagues. Thus, FGDs came 

after individual interviews and were followed by professional learning map discussions.  
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Table 4 2. Data Generation Itinerary 

Source: Researcher (2021) 

4.12.1. Individual Face-to-Face Interview  

Individual interviews guided by a schedule of semi-structured questions were used to generate data 

in this study from each of the 30 rural SPSTs teaching in Manyenya District who were enrolled on 

the TCDP in one local state university. According to Yin (2016: 106), an interview is “…a guided 

conversation rather than structured queries”. In this study, interviews were guided in the sense that 

I was asking questions and respondents were responding. Tharenou et al. (2007: 103) describes two 

types of interviews, “…structured and unstructured, and midway between these is the semi-

structured type of interview.” Tharenou et al. (2007: 103), explain that “…structured interviews 

comprise completely pre-test standardised questions, normally closed and following each other 

sequentially.” It is usually argued that these types of interviews are questionnaires that are 

administered to respondents verbally but yield immutable response options. According to Tharenou 

School  Participant 
Code 

Individual Interview 
Dates  

Focus Group 
Discussion Dates  

Professional Learning 
Map Discussion Dates 

Rural School A G6T1 08/03/21 19/04/21 20/04/21 
G7T1 08/03/21 20/04/21 

Rural School B G6T2 10/03/21 22/04/21 
G7T2 10/03/21 22/04/21 

Rural School C G6T3 11/03/21 26/04/21 
G6T3 11/03/21 26/04/21 

Rural School D G7T4 16/03/21 27/04/21 
G6T4 16/03/21 27/04/21 

Rural School E G7T5 17/03/21 22/04/1 
 

28/04/21 
G6T5 17/03/21 28/04/21 

Rural School F G7T6 19/03/21 30/04/21 
G6T6 19/03/21 30/04/21 

Rural School G G7T7 23/03/21 30/04/21 
G6T7 23/03/21 03/05/21 

Rural School H G7T8 25/03/21 26/04/21 03/05/21 
G6T8 25/03/21 05/05/22 

Rural School I G7T9 26/03/21 05/05/21 
G6T9 26/03/21 06/05/21 

Rural School J G6T10 29/03/21 06/05/21 
G7T10 29/04/21 10/05/21 

Rural school K G6T11 31/03/21 10/05/21 
G7T11 31/03/21 11/05/22 

Rural school L G6T12 08/04/21 29/04/21 11/05/21 
G7T12 08/04/21 12/05/22 

Rural school M G6T13 12/04/21 12/05/22 
G78T13 12/04/21 13/05/21 

Rural School N G6T14 14/04/21 13/05/21 
G7T14 14/04/21 14/05/21 

Rural School O G7T15 15/04/21 14/05/21 
G7T15 15/04/21 17/05/21 

5 – 31 July 2021 10  participants  Member checking    
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et al. unstructured interviews are open-ended, and the interview is conducted in a manner similar to 

that of friendly conversation, with no pre-determined order of questions or specified wording to the 

questions. However, in this study I used a semi-structured interview following a semi-structured 

interview guide.  

According to Korstejens and Moser (2017), a pre-planned semi-structured interview guide helps 

researchers to be in control and give direction to the interview while respondents are in control of 

their answers. In this study, the data generation using individual face-to-face interviews was 

conducted first. All the participants (30) were interviewed in their schools as required by 

interpretive/qualitative orientations, which emphasise natural context. Data generation through this 

technique sought to answer the research questions. Examples of some interview questions were: Tell 

me about how you are learning on the TCDP; or, tell me about teaching resources used to support 

your learning; or, tell me about the ways in which your school assists you to learn on the TCDP. 

 

I started the interviews with small talk about life in Zimbabwe generally and teaching in their schools 

in particular, to encourage participants to relax. I then slowly introduced the thought-provoking 

interview questions. I probed and followed up on their responses, for example: Could you give me 

more details? Or tell me more about that, or what happened then? All this was to encourage the 

rural SPSTs to talk more about their experiences of professional learning on the TCDP. 

  

Interviews allowed participants to give their opinions about the world in which they lived and to say 

how they felt about the status quo from their own perspective (Cohen et al. 2018). In this study, 

during the data generation, I afforded rural SPSTs the opportunity to give their perceptions on their 

experiences of their professional learning on the TCDP. Tharenou et al. (2007: 104) explain that 

semi-structured interviews are a guided, concentrated, focused and semi open-ended communication 

of events that are co-created by both the interviewer and the interviewee and occur outside the stream 

of everyday life. In this study, I used semi open-ended questions to allow the rural SPSTs to “listen, 

ask and examine” (Schwandt 2000: 119) regarding what they thought about the professional learning 

on the TCDP from their own perspectives.  
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As a qualitative tool, the main advantage of interviews is related to the issue of flexibility or 

adaptability (Alamri 2019). Thus, I was able to adjust the direction of these questions to help 

participants to reveal more about their professional learning engagements on the TCDP, but within 

my interview schedule. Also, as highlighted above, I was able to probe effectively and follow up on 

responses, asking participants to explain the details of their professional learning on the TCDP in 

depth. The mock interview with my supervisor enhanced my interviewing skills such as questioning 

and probing. In addition, Cohen et al. (2018: 506) state that “…the interviews can do what surveys 

cannot, which is to explore issues in depth, to see how and why people frame their ideas in ways 

that they do, how and why they make connections between ideas, values, events, opinions, 

behaviours.” I was able to follow up on questions, asking teachers to say more or to elaborate on 

their points until a question was answered in sufficient detail. Interviews enabled me to observe non-

verbal communication from the participants such as frowning, fumbling, nodding and I probed on 

such non-verbal communication (Loseke 2019) in order to understand what they were explicitly 

saying. Throughout the discussions, using verbal sounds such ‘hmm’, ‘mmmm’ as well as nodding 

my head or rephrasing what they had said, I encouraged participants to talk more about their 

individual professional learning experiences on the TCDP. This also enhanced the depth of the data 

generated. Interviews were guided by an interview guide (see Appendix One and I asked the 

questions generally following the same order with all the respondents.  

 
The interviews lasted approximately one hour, as reflected in the data generation itinerary (see Table 

4.2). Mukeredzi (2009) notes that having separate interviews locates each interview within some 

relevant context and on the same note minimises unethical prolonged interview sessions. On 

average, I conducted two interviews per day from 8 March to 15 April 2021 and a voice recorder 

was used with permission of the participants. The interviews were recorded to enable capturing of 

responses from participants accurately. In addition, this enabled me to take sparse notes while 

attending to the participant, and facilitating the flow of the conversation, rather than having to 

concentrate on comprehensive note taking (Mukeredzi 2016). The interviews were held in the 

afternoon when other teachers engaged in extra-curricular activities. The normal school day in this 

district ended at 13h00 and this gave me ample time to interview at least two teachers per day, thus 

spending one day at each school. These teachers were teaching full-time and interfering with 
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teaching/learning time would have been unethical. As informed by Creswell (2014), I conducted the 

interviews in the participants’ natural setting, at specific schools where rural SPSTs experienced the 

phenomenon under study, namely, teacher professional learning on the TCDP.    

However, interviews have their own shortcomings. Literature consulted (Cohen et al. 2018: 506) 

shows that “…individual face-to-face interviews are expensive in time, they are open to interviewer 

bias, they may be inconvenient for respondents, interviewee fatigue may hamper the interview and 

anonymity maybe difficult”. In this study, the quiet afternoon atmosphere facilitated honest 

discussion with self-examination on teachers’ professional learning engagements on the TCDP.  

At the end of each interview, I always thanked the respondents, and summarised the key points from 

the discussion, which allowed them to verify or add to their responses. This acted as the initial stage 

of member checking. I reassured respondents of confidentiality and anonymity of the data they had 

provided and asked them to contact me if they had additional data. I also informed them that after 

completion of the study, the findings would be made available in the Matabeleland South Province 

MoPSE. I then reminded them about the FGD. In the following section, I discuss data generation 

through FGDs. 

4.12. 2. Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 

The FGDs were conducted after the individual face-to-face interviews from 22 April to 29 April 

2021 as reflected in Table 4.2 above. To meet the number of six rural teachers per group discussion, 

I brought teachers together to a central school where the FGDs were held. Data generation through 

FGDs was also guided by a FGD schedule (see Appendix One). These group meetings were held 

during school days, after school. As indicated above, formal lessons ended at 13h00 in these rural 

schools. Teachers had one and a half hours to travel from their schools to the FGD venue, which 

generally began at around 15h00 and finished at about 17h00. Cohen et al. (2018: 532) describe the 

“…focus group interview as a carefully planned discussion designed to obtain perceptions in a 

defined area of interest in a permissive, non-threatening environment”. In this study, FGDs were 

held in the schools where rural SPSTs were working. Cohen et al. (2018: 134) state that “…if the 

research involves teachers as participants, propositions may have to be put to the stakeholders and 

conditions negotiated.” To constitute the required numbers, I negotiated with participants to 
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combine them with other teachers from neighbouring schools (see Table 4.3). Based on advice from 

Mawn et al. (2015) of recognising the time and contribution of participants through provision of 

reimbursements in form of travel expenses and refreshments, I provided refreshments for 

participants during focus groups sessions as well as transport reimbursements for the teachers who 

were traveling from their schools. Marshall and Rossman (2011) indicate that FGDs have the 

advantage of being socially oriented, studying participants in an atmosphere more natural than in 

artificial experimental circumstances and more relaxed than one-to-one interviews. Thus, 

participants received comfort and confidence from their colleagues from other schools with whom 

they were on the TCDP. 

Babbie (2007: 308) asserts that “…in focus group, typically, 12 to 15 people are brought together in 

a room to engage in a guided discussion on some topic.” Pattuelli (2008: 637) reports “…using 15 

to 20 participants in focus groups” and Williams and Coles (2007) highlight using focus groups of 

three to five participants. In this study, I conducted four focus group discussion meetings with 

between six and eight heterogeneous rural SPSTs. I used heterogeneous group composition to 

explore diversity of ideas of different genders for argumentative discussions. Heterogeneity of group 

participants stimulates different points of view and a depth of understanding that comes from 

listening to participants “defend” their way of thinking (Mukeredzi 2016). In all my FGDs there 

were generally more women than men (see Table 4.3). Rhee (2019) indicates that generally, the 

world over, primary school teaching is more dominated by female teachers than their male 

counterparts. In the Zimbabwean situation, having more women than men in the schools could be 

compounded by emigration to South Africa and abroad. This is confirmed by Weda (2012) who says 

Zimbabwe is suffering from an acute shortage of mainly male teachers, because of teacher 

emigration to South Africa and abroad.  
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Table 4.3. Focus Group Discussion (FGDs) 

The FGDs were semi-structured, drawing on Hutt (1979) who notes that such group discussions 

should be semi-structured as opposed to highly structured. As the moderator, after welcoming the 

SPSTs and introducing the discussion with simple questions, I then moved on to thought-stirring 

questions and allowed participants to respond.  

The role of the moderator is important to the success of the FGD (Blackburn 2000). My role in this 

study was to promote discussion through asking relevant questions and spreading them across all 

participants, probing and following up to make the SPSTs expand and elaborate on their answers. 

Marshall and Rossman (2011: 149) state: “in focus group discussion, the interviewer creates a 

supportive environment, asking focused questions to encourage discussion and the expression of 

differing opinions and viewpoints.” FGDs were held in a safe environment and the discussion stayed 

focused on the topic and research questions, using the FGD schedule. Marshall and Rossman (2011: 

149) argue: “…these interviews maybe conducted several times with different individuals so that 

the researcher can identify trends in the perceptions and opinions expressed, which are revealed 

through careful, systematic analysis.” Consequently, in this study, I held four group discussions at 

different central schools with different teachers, and within the third and fourth group meetings, I 

was able to identify patterns of the professional learning engagements, the tools used and the support 

the SPSTs received in their schools. 

However, FGDs, according to Marshall and Rossman (2011: 150) have the disadvantage of 

“…power dynamics that need to be controlled as some people in the group may dominate 

discussions, foregrounding individual’s viewpoints instead of the groups.” As advised by Krueger 

and Casey (2021) I exercised covert and explicit control, through the room layout, which was warm, 

Context  Focus Group Discussion Participants 

Female  Male Total  

Schools A, B, C, D  1 focus group  5 3 8 

Schools E, F, G 1 focus group 4 2 6 

Schools H, I, J, K 1 focus group 5 3 8 

Schools L, M, N, O 1 focus group 5 3 8 

Total 4 Focus Group Discussions.  19 11 30 
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relaxed and comfortable, and the circular seating arrangement adopted did not portray any power 

dynamics. 

Another challenge regarding FGDs is that “…recording when people are simultaneously talking or 

carrying on side conversations may create audio confusion even when the quality of the sound of 

the tape recorder is good” (McLellan-Lemal 2008: 103). In this study, I managed extroverted 

participants by making polite comments like “I will get back to you” or “let’s give him a chance” to 

allow others to talk and prevent participants from talking at the same time, side talking and 

dominating the discussion. Probing each individual or directing questions at them and maintaining 

eye contact assisted with introverted SPSTs, based on Greeff (2005) who points out that the 

researcher may be a facilitator to deal with diverse personalities, which was the case in this study. 

Thus, in a FGD the researcher as facilitator must direct discussions, encourage and probe 

participants. FGDs allow for in-depth probing while keeping the interview within the parameters 

traced out by the aim of the study (Berg 2007). As with individual interviews, I probed and followed 

up on answers to drive the discussion forward, making sure that I covered all the necessary aspects 

of my interview questions and consequently my research questions. Typical questions that I asked 

during a FGD were: Describe to me a typical learning day from the time you arrive at campus to 

the end of session or end of the day. Tell me all about it. Which learning materials resources are 

available at the university to support TCDP? Are they adequate? Are they helpful? Tell me about 

the support for your TCDP studies that you get from your school.  

The discussions were audiotaped to capture all the data accurately and this was coupled with my 

observations of participants as I jotted notes. Based on the experiences acquired from the pilot study 

(outlined in section 4.9) I decided to hold only one FGD per day. McLellan-Lemal (2008) confirms 

that taking time to transcribe tapes during data generation makes the process occur at a slower pace. 

Conducting one FGD per day was deliberate, to enable more time in each group and allow me time 

for immediate transcription of the audio tapes and field notes while everything was still fresh in 

mind. The FGDs lasted about two hours to allow all participants ample time to express their 

opinions.  
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At the end of each focus group meeting, I gave participants the opportunity to state any other points 

which they felt had been overlooked. In conclusion, I went through capturing and highlighting the 

key points that had been raised during the discussion, which served as initial member checking. 

Following this, we discussed the professional learning maps. I explained to participants that they 

were going to draw their professional learning maps, which I discuss in the following section, which 

depicted their professional learning journeys and the learning landmarks therein. We then arranged 

appointments for the professional learning map discussions.  

4.12. 3. Professional Learning Map Discussions  

As explained above, at the end of each FGD I asked all the participants to draw their professional 

learning journeys, plotting their experiences on paper. I issued them all with A3 size paper, pencils, 

and erasers to draw their journeys. I also explained that they were free to make sketches that they 

felt represented their experiences of professional learning.  

A professional learning map is a graphic plan that is used to illustrate knowledge, skills, experiences, 

feelings, and thoughts that individuals acquire from a course or any other source (Black, Wilson and 

Ying 2011), in this case, from the TCDP. Thus, the professional learning map model was used to 

promote participant reflections on their professional learning engagements. Through the learning 

maps, individual teachers identified and plotted their experiences reflecting on how they engaged in 

professional learning and indicating specific learning milestones on the TCDP, which they were not 

able to verbalize during face-to-face interviews and FGDs.  

The professional learning map discussions were carried out with individual teachers in the schools 

where the teachers worked, and the discussions took approximately one hour following a discussion 

schedule (see Appendix One. Meetings were held in the afternoon when other teachers participated 

in extracurricular activities, just as the previous meetings for interviews and FGDs. When we met 

for the professional map discussions, as reflected on the Itinerary Table 4.2, we followed the same 

process, discussing and seeking clarification. The professional learning maps (see example 

Appendix Seven) acted as prompts in the discussions. Mukeredzi (2016) contends that a professional 

learning map itself, like a photograph, contains little meaning; full meaning is generated through the 

context within which it is made. Thus, only the photographer can extract that information. 
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Participants in this study captured those aspects that depicted and represented their professional 

learning journeys and learning landmarks. Thus, in this study the learning maps provided prompts 

for critical and analytical dialogue, through exploring their meanings during the discussion 

(Mukeredzi 2016). Participants articulated their feelings and opinions about their professional 

learning, as those sentiments were directed at something tangible made by themselves (Mukeredzi 

2016). All discussions were recorded to ensure accuracy. Before concluding the discussions, I 

summarised the main points for participants to add and or verify their responses. Thereafter, I 

thanked them for participating in the study.  

 

In the next section, I highlight the challenges that I faced in data generation.  

4.13. Challenges Encountered in Data Generation 

During my data generation process, I experienced challenges related to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

obtaining gatekeeper consent from the MoPSE, financial constraints and psychological challenges. 

These are discussed in detail in the section below.  

Mukeredzi (2012) refers to logistical research challenges as generally related to gaining access, 

unanticipated problems, and limited communication etc. Despite my receiving the DUT IREC 

ethical clearance certificate allowing me to proceed with data generation, the COVID-19 pandemic 

delayed the process. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, schools (my research sites) were closed, 

as such I could not access my participants. Initially the MoPSE had planned reopening of schools 

by 28 July 2020, however, because of rising COVID-19 numbers in the country, opening of schools 

was postponed indefinitely. This was coupled with complaints and resistance from teachers who 

were claiming that schools did not meet the basic protocols of social distancing. Therefore, losing 

the whole year due to COVID-19 interfered with my data generation schedule. This is consistent 

with literature (eLearning Africa 2020: 4) which indicates that: 

Governments across Africa closed educational institutions early, with very little warning, 
the whole approach to education through classroom teaching become unviable, with little 
planned to replace it.    
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I resumed data generation on 8 March 2021 and finished on 17 May 2022. Data generation occurred 

under strict COVID-19 protocols of social distance, sanitising and use of masks.   

The second challenge faced related to obtaining consent to access participants. The gatekeeper was 

consent from the MoPSE, which I needed for applying for EC from the university. As a result, I had 

to travel 300 kilometers to the MoPSE Head Office in Harare to get consent from the Secretary of 

MoPSE. I obtained the approval letter from the Secretary for Primary and Secondary Education after 

three days (Appendix Three). This forced me to look for accommodation in a big city that was 

unfamiliar to me, at a cost which I had not anticipated. After obtaining the EC with the letter from 

the Secretary for MoPSE, I then went to the Provincial Education Office, where I had to obtain 

regional consent from the Provincial Education Director (Appendix Three).  

 

The third challenge related to limited financial resources. Zimbabwe had been faced with challenges 

accessing money from the banks (Lonsdorf 2018). Therefore, accessing cash for fuel to carry out 

data generation was a challenge, as local fuel suppliers demanded United States Dollars or South 

African Rands as payment. With the help of a family member based in South Africa, I was able to 

buy fuel for the data generation process.  

In addition, given the economic challenges faced in the country, this created psychological 

challenges. Due to the economic meltdown in the country, participants expected to be paid a 

participation fee in addition to transport fees and snacks. This created a lot of fear in me. Mukeredzi 

(2012) notes that reimbursing their expenses may be necessary to make participants feel comfortable 

to share their experiences freely with the researcher during meetings. This, according to Mukeredzi, 

would entail supplementing expenses for travel, lunch and cell phone usage. Such gestures, she 

notes, demonstrate the empathetic and responsive position of the researcher to foster participants’ 

willingness, confidence, and motivation to share their experiences. Supplementing their expenses 

would seemingly make participants a little more settled and open to expressing their views and 

visions, but in my situation, this was not possible as money was not available in the banks. I was 

only able to reimburse their transport expenses, offer snacks during FGDs and I relied on 

participants’ willingness to understand the difficulties of the situation.  
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Another economic and psychological challenge related to our interactions during data generation. 

Throughout the individual interviews, FGDs and professional learning map discussions, I struggled 

to move participants away from discussing their poor salaries, poor working conditions, and the 

country’s economic situation and had to keep on saying “okay, let’s get back to the subject.” From 

a qualitative point of view, a researcher plays the role of counsellor (Bunio 2008). Mukeredzi (2012) 

also adds that there is no obvious rule to deal with emotional issues of participants, however, the 

researcher may be subjected to similar challenges. I remained focused on the objectives of the study, 

which allowed me to remain impartial during the data generation process. In the next section, I 

discuss member checking. 

4.14. Member Checking 

In the current study, I requested participants to carry out member checking of the transcripts of 

interviews, FGDs and discussion on professional learning maps. Member checking, also known as 

participant validation, is a technique for exploring the credibility of results (Birt et al. 2016). After 

all data had been transcribed, I gave some of the participants an opportunity to check their transcripts 

and verify the accuracy of the data captured. Participants checked the verbatim transcribed and 

printed scripts for accuracy and resonance with their experiences. Informed by Lincoln and Guba 

(1995) who recommend member checking as a means of enhancing rigour in qualitative research, 

member checking was done with 13 (out of 30) rural SPSTs who participated in individual face-to-

face interviews, FGDs and professional learning map discussions. Informed by Yin and Lu (2014) 

and Candela (2019), who view member checking as a process in which the researcher asks one or 

some of the participants in the study to check the accuracy of the transcriptions, I felt that the 

member checking done by 13 of the 30 rural SPSTs was adequate. Given that they all confirmed the 

accuracy of the transcriptions and were satisfied, there appeared to be no pressing need to seek out 

all the remaining participants for this purpose. This process enhanced the study’s credibility and 

probably reduced researcher bias (Lietz and Zayas 2010).  

4.15. Data Analysis  

Mukeredzi (2009: 105) notes that data analysis:  
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 involves systematically examining and arranging field notes, interviews scripts and all the 
materials gathered in the field, organising, and synthesising them into manageable units.  

In other words, it involves logically scrutinising and re-arranging the field notes, interview scripts 

as well as all the materials gathered from the field into meaningful and useful information. Bernard 

(1994) shows that data analysis requires searching for patterns and ideas that explain those patterns. 

Data analysis does not follow a linear fashion, as the activity involves making sense of, interpreting, 

and theorising data that signifies a search for general statements among categories of data. 

In this study, informed by Mukeredzi (2009), I adopted a dual approach to data analysis: in-field 

data analysis and post data generation analysis. In-field data analysis started at the beginning of 

fieldwork and continued up to the end of the data generation period. The in-field data analysis 

process enabled identifying patterns that emerged from the data and placed me in good standing 

ready for the main data analysis phase after the fieldwork. After all data had been generated, the 

main post data generation analysis commenced. The post data generation analysis involved the main 

data analysis phase that I undertook after completing all the fieldwork and capturing all data to 

enable a full picture to emerge (Mukeredzi 2009).  

In the current study, I adopted manual data analysis despite the numerous qualitative data analysis 

computer packages available. I wanted to learn and understand comprehensive data analysis by 

doing it manually to gain a deeper understanding of my data. I therefore adopted open coding data 

analysis, which allowed me to first identify codes, then categories, and finally themes.  

Open coding is “…an inductive, analytical, and systematic process that involves sorting through 

data and clustering events and concepts according to their properties and dimensional range” 

(Machida 2021: 177). In other words, open coding involves taking text data and breaking it up into 

discrete parts in order to label them. The open coding data analysis was accomplished through an 

eight-step process: 1) Transcriptions; 2) Familiarisation; 3) Sorting out and Organising; 4) Assigning 

Codes; 5) Clustering Codes into Categories; 6) Developing Themes from Categories; 7) 

Hermeneutic Cycle and 8) Report Writing as presented in Figure 4.1 below.  
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Figure 4.1. Stages of Data Generation Analysis: Adopted from Braum and Clarke (2006: 84-94). 

 

Source; Researcher 2022  

The stages are discussed in detail below. 

Stage 1: Transcriptions 

The first stage of my data analysis involved data transcribing. Widodo (2014) indicates that 

transcription involves converting audio recordings or visual means into text format for data analysis. 

In this study, I personally transcribed the audio recordings to avoid losing control of the data that I 

had obtained during data generation. In addition, I wanted to gain an in-depth understanding of my 

data and become immersed in it to identify possible themes and answers to my research questions. 

Furthermore, I personally transcribed the data to protect the privacy of my participants. My decision 

to personally carry out transcription is supported by Widodo (2014) who maintains that transcribing 

own data provides a unique opportunity for (researchers) to critique their own work and potentially 

to improve interviewing technique in future. I transcribed verbatim all the data from the 30 

individual interviews, 4 FGDs and 30 professional learning maps, indicating the participant, and the 

Manual Open Coding 

State 1: Transcriptions 

Stage 2: Familairization 

Stage 3: Sorting out and Organising  

Stage 4: Assigning Codes

Stage 5: Clustering Codes into Categories

Stage 6: Developing Themes from Categories

Stage 7: Hermeneutic Cycle

Stage 8: Developing Report
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data generation technique from which it emerged. I included non-verbal sounds in the audio 

recordings such as ‘mmm’, ‘oh’ and ‘yah’ typing them into scripts. I then printed hard copies of the 

transcripts for member checking. Despite transcribing being a time-consuming and tiring process, 

which took me approximately six hours to transcribe a one-to-two-hour interview, I enjoyed it. It 

was an important opportunity for learning and it made me understand my data, which would not 

have happened had someone else done it for me. To avoid burnout and exhaustion, I took regular 

breaks. After typing, I created a folder on my computer where I saved all the transcribed documents 

and shared them with my supervisors. I did this to ensure that the data were safe and there was 

backup in case of any unforeseen circumstances.  

Stage 2 Familiarisation  

According to Maguire and Delahunt (2017), familiarisation is the process of becoming familiar with 

the data through reading and re-reading interview transcripts. In this study, the process involved 

reading and re-reading the typed scripts and listening to the recordings many times to understand 

what the participants were saying, and to make sure that data on the transcripts and in the audio were 

identical. The process also enabled me to familiarise myself with the data, to understand it and refine 

the transcriptions where necessary. Mukeredzi (2017) indicates that the stage requires bracketing, 

as well as reduction to set aside own perceptions, meanings, and interpretations, to immerse oneself 

in the data and understand what the participant was saying rather than what the researcher would 

expect to hear, thus entering the world of the respondent. During this stage I became immensely 

engrossed in the process, which allowed me to familiarise myself with data in order to understand 

the emerging themes. Braun and Clarke (2006) point out that immersion involves repeated reading 

of the data and reading in an active way, searching for meanings, patterns and so on. In this study, I 

read the entire data generated from the individual interviews, FGDs and professional learning map 

discussions to identify the emerging patterns. To understand what the participants were saying, I 

wrote down my initial understanding, guided by such questions as: What is the text telling me in 

relation to the research questions? What does it mean to me? How do I feel after reading the text? 

What are the key messages that the text leaves me with? (Macharaga 2021). These questions enabled 

me to have a sense of meaning in order to understand what respondents were saying and how the 

results might appear (Cohen et al. 2018).  
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Stage 3: Sorting and Organising  

The third stage of sorting and organising data started after reading, familiarising myself with the 

data and generating the initial list of ideas about what emerged from the data, and what was 

interesting about them. This stage involved sorting and organising data according to the research 

questions. Sorting and organising enabled me to ensure that I had enough data, which addressed 

each research question. Thus, I examined data from all participants, arranging it according to the 

research questions to make it easier for me to understand the story the data was telling. In organising 

the data according to the questions, I marked the data in order to identify data from a specific context, 

from a particular data generation method and respondent. For instance, I marked which teacher 

mentioned how they experienced professional learning and how it was experienced. The process of 

sorting and organising data in relation to the research question enabled me to make initial 

comparisons and contrasts of themes at a glance (Cohen, Mansion and Morrison 2018). In addition, 

sorting and organising data by research question enabled easier data management and access during 

the data analysis process, saving on time to return to the bulk data.  As such, it needed to be done 

meticulously. 

Stage 4: Assigning Codes 

A code is defined as a basic segment or element of the raw data or information that can be assessed 

in a meaningful way regarding the phenomenon (Braun and Clarke 2006). I highlighted key words, 

texts, and phrases according to the research questions. This process involved examining the data and 

segmenting it, asking the question ‘what is this about?’ and answering that question by giving the 

segment a code or label – an ‘in vivo’ term using participants’ verbatim words (Mukeredzi 2017). I 

segmented and labelled data, assigning codes (in vivo terms) within each data set and comparing the 

elements, while noting variations.  After that, I checked whether assigned in vivo terms captured 

participants’ meanings as reflected in their responses. Mukeredzi (2017) emphasises that the 

researcher must enter into the world of participants to understand their meanings. I then wrote the 

codes in a column alongside the segmented data.  As Saldana (2009: 6) explains, “…the act of coding 

requires that you wear researchers’ analytic lens.” But how you perceive and interpret what is 

happening in the data depends on what type of filter covers that lens”. I listed all the identified codes 

and clustered together similar ones into major codes, unique codes, and outliers. I consulted the 
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transcripts to ensure that I had not omitted any codes. The process of highlighting the key words, 

texts, and phrases (the codes and initial names assigned) enabled me to easily extract appropriate 

quotes during the writing process. I shared the table of identified codes with my supervisors for 

guidance to enhance dependability.    

Stage 5: Clustering Codes into Categories 

The aim of clustering the codes was to produce descriptive wording for the topics that were similar 

and to reduce the list by grouping the related items. In this study, I clustered the codes into 

categories, each labelled with a phrase which captured the meaning of the cluster. According to 

Mechelen et al. (1993: 2), the word ‘category’ refers to a “class or a set of entities (e.g., objects, 

actions, status, qualities) which are grouped together on the basis of some criterion or rule”. As this 

explanation describes, I grouped the central meanings of participants in relation to their lived 

experiences of professional learning on the TCDP. After these codes were grouped into categories 

of general meaning, they needed to be reduced to categories of relevant meaning (Mukeredzi 2017) 

i.e., relevant to the key question. Clearly, unnecessary information was eliminated by my carefully 

checking the units of relevant meaning and looking for concepts that described related observations. 

I then scrutinised categories to determine the naturally clustering ones and whether there was a 

common descriptor uniting the discrete units. 

Stage 6: Developing Themes from Categories  

Cohen et al. (2018) refer to this stage as one of determining themes and summarising. I scrutinised 

for relationships between the themes to determine whether the themes represented the entire data. 

Such an examination enables identification of the general and unique themes from all the data which 

may need additional interviews with some participants to follow-up on topics (Mukeredzi 2017). I 

presented the themes, showing the relations while considering rural STSTs’ views. I scrutinised 

categories again, looking for the common themes that united the discrete units, and examined them, 

which Mukeredzi (2009: 107) describes as “…reading to see whether something is as common or 

as rare as it seems.” I searched again for distinctness of themes or whether splitting was necessary. 

Scholars (Flick 2006; Cohen et al. 2018) advise that at this stage, involvement of independent judges 

to verify categories of relevant meaning is vital. My supervisors provided the perspective to identify 
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errors and omissions. In Table 4.4 below, I illustrate how I coded, categorized, and developed 

themes and sub-themes. 

Question 1: How do rural SPSTs engage in professional learning? 

Table 3 Examples of Coding, Categorising and Theming 

Data Codes  Categories Themes 
Interview Question 
Explain to me how you learn on the TCDP 
programme. 

   

 We learn through face-to-face lecturers, 
which provided us with a great deal of 
content knowledge. They also use group 
work and class discussion. 
Through small group and individual 
presentations, we present and elaborate on 
the assigned topics. Lecturers encourage 
interaction they want us to share 
experiences,  
 
To find out if we are following they have 
question and answer sessions 

 
Learning is through face-to-face 
lectures, a lot of content, group 
work and class discussion 
small group and individual 
presentations,  
interaction and sharing  
elaboration 
 
They pose the question and 
answer sessions 

 
Face-to-face lecture 
Group work discussion 
Group presentations 
Individual presentations 
Class Discussion, 
interaction, sharing 
Question and answer 
 

  
 Lectures 
 Group Work  
 Presentations 
 Discussion 

 
 Question and 

answer  
 

Table 4.4.  (Source Researcher 2022).   

Stage 7: Hermeneutic Cycle  

Robinson and Kerr (2015) view hermeneutics as the theory and practice of interpretation, which is 

never closed but ongoing, with movement of understanding from the whole, to the part, and back to 

the whole. At this stage, I returned to the segmented data and examined it against the codes to ensure 

representation in the codes. I then scrutinised the categories, juxtaposing them with codes to make 

sure that all codes were represented. Following this, I examined the categories to ensure alignment, 

reviewing them, comparing, and contrasting them, checking for overlaps, and examining the themes 

again for clarity to decide on separating or combining them, searching for understanding, 

continuously moving back and forth throughout the codes and categories. This process provided me 

with an opportunity to consider the themes in relation to individual interviews, group discussion and 

professional learning map discussion data, to see if there were overlapping themes that needed 

adjustment or to add any other themes as necessary (Braun and Clarke 2012). This stage also enabled 
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me to understand what each theme meant as well as the aspects of data each theme captured, and 

the research question the theme addressed.  

Stage 8: Developing a Report 

The last stage of data analysis comprised the contextualisation of themes and a summary (Elliot 

2018). At this final stage, I repositioned themes in their overall contexts from which they had 

emerged, to see the relationships. This enabled me to determine whether the analysis could be put 

together into a story linked to the picture in literature (Mukeredzi 2016) and the data analysed 

through the stages above. I needed to summarise the data from interviews, FGDs and professional 

maps, precisely capturing the essence of the professional learning experiences of rural SPSTs on the 

TCDP and describing the world as seen by participants. The stage required providing a rich 

description of the SPSTs’ professional learning experiences, the mediation tools used in their 

learning and the forms of support that they received in their schools while on the TCDP in their 

terms, “…capturing in their language and letting them speak for themselves” Mukeredzi (2009: 

121).   

This section has described how the data were analysed throughout the data generation process and 

at the end of that process. The next section discusses the ways of enhancing rigour that I adopted in 

this study. 

4.16. Trustworthiness and Transferability of Results  

Trustworthiness is used in qualitative research as a way of enhancing rigour. Accordingly, Lietz and 

Zayas (2010: 191) proclaim that trustworthiness is concerned with “...degree to which the results of 

the investigation are acceptable and constant”. Additionally, they state that trustworthiness is 

achieved through four aspects: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, which 

I discuss below.  

Credibility: Credibility, according to Lietz and Zayas (2010: 191), is “…the extent to which results 

of the study reflect the views of the participants”. In other words, data interpretation in this study 

should be a true reflection of the SPSTs’ views of the nature of their learning on the TCDP. 

Credibility of a study can be promoted by triangulation in which multiple data generation 
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instruments are used. In the current study, I generated data through interviews, FGDs and 

professional learning map discussions, which enhanced credibility (Yin 2015). The logic of 

methodological triangulation is based on the premise that no single method ever adequately solves 

the problem of rival explanations (Lodhi 2016). In addition, credibility was enhanced through the 

study setting (environmental triangulation) (Heal and Forbes 2013). This study was carried out in 

15 different schools. Credibility was further enhanced through member checking and peer debriefing 

to minimize researcher bias and improve trustworthiness of the research (Gunawan 2015; Yin 2014). 

In this study, I met with my peers in Zimbabwe from whom I received feedback on different sections 

of my study, thereby enhancing credibility. In addition, feedback and comments from my 

supervisors enhanced the study’s credibility. Member checking transcripts by participants also 

confirmed the accuracy of the data captured.  

Transferability: Lietz and Zayas (2010: 195) indicate that transferability is “…the extent to which 

the findings of an investigation could be used in other context and studies.”  Transferability is 

achieved through providing readers with evidence that the research findings can be applicable to 

other contexts, situations, times, and populations (Shenton 2004). In this study, purposive sampling 

was used to promote transferability, since specific information is maximised in relation to the 

context in which data generation occurs (Baskale 2016). Sampling teachers from different schools, 

which were situated in different environments, promoted transferability. Thick descriptions of the 

research sites as well as in the data presentation and analysis chapters provided information for the 

reader and researcher to decide on the applicability of findings to other similar contexts (Noble and 

Smith 2015).  

Confirmability: Confirmability refers to “…the ability of others to confirm or agree with the 

findings” (Lietz and Zayas (2010: 197). In this instance, confirmability indicates how considerably 

the conclusions could be confirmed or substantiated by other authors (Lietz and Zayas 2010). To 

achieve confirmability in the current study, data were generated through interviews, FGDs and 

professional learning map discussions. I prepared a data generation itinerary detailing where and 

when I generated data. I also developed an audit trail where a detailed account of every stage, choice 

and process in the research was documented. The detailed methodological description enables the 

reader to determine the relationship between the findings and the data generated. I provided a 
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detailed description of the type of research, and how I generated and analysed data. I also used 

member checking, and engaged in peer debriefing with my doctoral peers.  

Dependability/Auditability: Dependability/Auditability is the extent to which the study processes 

are recognised, allowing a neutral person to follow and review the study (Padgget 2008 in Lietz and 

Zayas 2010). In this study, I developed an audit trail, making sure that I provided all necessary 

details by documenting all the processes and choices made in the research design and methodology. 

This would enable other researchers to determine the dependability of the study (Houghton et al. 

2013). In addition, in attending cohort sessions, I presented to peers and supervisors, receiving 

feedback which prompted reflection and further strengthened the study to promote dependability. I 

maintained an audit trail, which detailed records of all the stages of the data generation process, and 

the data analysis process. Having discussed trustworthiness, I now move to discuss the ethical 

considerations that I adhered to throughout the study. 

4.17. Ethical Considerations  

 As the research progressed, it was imperative that I ensured that ethical issues were considered 

Silverman (2000: 201) informs researchers “…they should always remember that while they are 

doing their research, they are in actual fact entering the private spaces of their participants”. What 

this implies is that there are several ethical issues that I as a researcher needed to observe during and 

after the study. In this study, I first sought permission from Durban University of Technology to 

undertake this research as outlined in the section on gaining access.  According to Bartneck et al. 

(2021: 19), ethics is concerned about the “…analysis of human actions from the perspective of 

‘good’ and ‘evil’, or of ‘morally correct’ and ‘morally wrong.”  The implication is that ethical issues 

are a continuous process, which start well before the research and continue after the research is 

complete. In the current study, I tried to apply professional competence, being responsible for each 

step I took during the research and writing process. I respected participants’ dignity, rights, diversity 

(Cohen et al. 2018), and their positions as teachers. To ensure adherence to ethical issues I 

considered the following aspects: informed consent, harm and risk, privacy, confidentiality and 

anonymity, and voluntary participation.   



138 

 

4.17.1. Informed Consent 

Punch (2000: 75) asserts that “…all social research involves consent, access and associated ethical 

issues, since it is based on data from people about people”. In this study, I informed participants 

about the purpose of the study as well as the methods of data generation through the letter of 

information that I explained to them line by line, and before the commencement of the interviews. 

This was to ensure clear understanding and decision-making when consenting to participate in the 

study. Van Niekerk (2009: 119) advises that “…researchers have to ensure that they receive signed 

consent forms before beginning the research process”. Data generation started after obtaining EC 

from DUT (which came after submitting gatekeeper consent from MoPSE). After this, I obtained 

consent from the Provincial Education Director, and school heads and finally, consent from the 

teachers themselves. Individual interviews, FGDs and professional learning map discussions with 

participants were conducted after I obtained informed consent from the teachers through signed 

forms (Appendix Six). I also sought permission to audio record the interviews and discussions.   

4.17.2. Harm and Risk 

In this research, I assured teachers that I would not put them in a situation where they would be 

harmed either physically or psychologically because of their participation in the study, as specified 

by Trochim (2000). As a researcher, I tried to exercise professionalism and responsibility throughout 

the research and writing process.  In addition, as advised by Nyembezi (2010: 104), the respondents 

were not exposed to “…any form of stress, embarrassment or loss or loss of self-esteem”.     

4.17.3. Privacy, Confidentiality and Anonymity 

McMillan and Schumacher (2001: 366-367) state that privacy, confidentiality, and anonymity of the 

participants need to be maintained throughout the study. Leedy and Omrod (2005: 101) state “…the 

privacy is the individual’s rights to decide when, where, to whom and to what extent his or her 

attitudes, beliefs and behaviour will be revealed”. To ensure privacy, the individual interviews were 

held in secluded places and data were shared with my supervisor only. In addition, White (2005: 

210) says “…the researcher can identify a given person’s response but promises not to do so 

publically.” I made it clear to the participants that their names or schools’ names would not be 
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divulged. I used pseudonyms/codes such as G6T or G7T and letters of the alphabet to identify 

schools to ensure confidentiality and anonymity.  

4.17.4. Voluntary Participation 

In addition to all the aforementioned aspects, I made it clear to all teachers that the study was for 

educational purposes only, that their participation was voluntary, and that they were free to withdraw 

from the research at any point without any prejudice to them. This was also clearly stated in their 

letter of information that I discussed systematically during my initial meeting with them.  

4.18. Limitations of the Study 

In studies of this level, limitations are inevitable. It is therefore the role of the researcher to minimise 

the impact of limitations on study findings in order to enhance the credibility or quality of the 

findings. In the current study, the main limitations were related to methodology, researching familiar 

contexts, and researcher biases. 

Firstly, the philosophical orientation, design and approach adopted for the study, inclusive of the 

sampling designs, led to lack of generalisability of findings. Because of the subjective philosophical 

alignment of the study, the research was conducted in one district with only 30 teachers and the 

results could not be generalisable to all teachers in other districts and provinces in Zimbabwe. 

However, when using qualitative approaches, it is understandable and acceptable that 

generalisability is not the aim. Accordingly, despite generalisability being a controversial subject, 

the interpretivist schools of thought have resisted the dominant role and mandate of the positivist 

tradition stating that “…the emphasis on the generalizing strips away the context that imbues a 

qualitative study with credibility” (Padgett 2008: 182). The purpose of this qualitative study was to 

develop an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon without generalising findings. Another 

limitation also emanating from philosophical orientations adopted for the study related to 

transferability. However, I provided thick descriptions of the research sites and in the presentation 

and data analysis to enable readers to decide whether the results of the study could be transferred to 

other similar contexts based on their understanding and experiences.  
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Years before embarking on doctoral studies, I taught at one of the schools explored in the study. In 

this respect, carrying out research in a familiar context presented a third limitation as I was known 

to some of SPSTs as a former colleague. Hokey (1999) however, highlights some of the advantages 

of researching in familiar settings, for example the relative lack of culture shock or disorientation, 

the possibility of enhanced rapport and communication, the ability to gauge the honesty and 

accuracy of responses, and the likelihood that respondents will reveal more intimate details of their 

lives to someone considered empathetic. These are juxtaposed with the problems that proponents of 

insider research nevertheless acknowledge. In this respect, to minimise the impact of collegial over‐

familiarity hindering the discussion, and of taken‐for‐granted assumptions, I encouraged my 

participants to provide honest responses to the questions on their experiences on professional 

learning on the TCDP. During the initial meeting, I also explained the nature and purpose of the 

study for participants to be clear about my role as a researcher.  I engaged in large amounts of 

impression management to avoid manifesting out-group or undesirable characteristics during the 

data generation process (Mukeredzi 2009). 

Another limitation emanated from researcher attitudes and opinions, coupled with tendencies to 

view participants in my own image or even to seek answers subscribing to own notions and beliefs, 

which may have affected the findings. Researcher misperceptions on given answers or 

misunderstandings of participants’ answers may impact on research findings (Soltis 1989). An effort 

was made to bracket my own notions and pre-conceived ideas and to be open-minded, following up 

on questions to get accurate information and clarifications. In addition, during data analysis, I set 

aside my own notions and preconceived ideas and remained open-minded throughout the process 

(Mukeredzi 2009). Further, I declared my own axiological assumptions and experiences in Chapter 

One. Discussions with my supervisors who always asked critical reflective questions eliminated 

some of these subjectivities, introducing objectivity and a critical orientation in the research process. 

The individual face-to-face interviews, FGDs and professional learning map discussions were audio 

recorded, also to minimize bias.   

4.19. Chapter Summary 

I conducted the study in one district in Zimbabwe, exploring professional learning of rural SPSTs 

who were in the third year of study at one local university. The study sought to understand their 
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professional learning on the TCDP, the mediational tools used and the support that these teachers 

received in their schools to enhance their learning.  

In the first section of this chapter, I discussed the paradigms and the paradigmatic assumptions, 

specifically the interpretative paradigm adopted for this study and the justification for its choice. 

Qualitative research design, which was also justified and discussed, allowed me to understand how 

rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning on the TCDP from their perspective. Data generation, 

which comprised of semi-structured interviews, FGDs and professional learning map discussions, 

was outlined. Purposive sampling, which enabled selecting information-rich participants, was also 

discussed. The eight steps of manual open coding data analysis that was adopted to understand and 

interpret data were described in detail. The chapter also discussed efforts to enhance trustworthiness 

through the four aspects of credibility, confirmability, transferability, and dependability. A 

discussion on ethical considerations adhered to in the study concluded the chapter, followed by this 

summary.  

Having outlined the research design and methodology adopted for this study, in the next chapter, I 

present and analyse the data addressing the first Research Question about the nature of professional 

learning on the TCDP.      
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS: 
 How rural SPSTs engage in professional learning on the TCDP.   

5.0. Introduction 

The study explored rural senior primary school teachers’ (SPSTs’) professional learning on the 

TCDP, the mediational tools used and forms of support that the teachers on the TCDP receive in 

their schools. The teachers were practising in rural schools in Manyenya (Pseudonym) District in 

Matabeleland Province of Zimbabwe. The previous chapter presented the methodology that was 

followed in finding answers to research questions set out in Chapter One. The discussion started 

with the philosophical orientation in which the study was located, followed by the study design, and 

qualitative approach. Data generation instruments and procedures for developing the data were also 

covered followed by the steps for data analysis, issues of rigour and ethical considerations observed 

throughout the study.  

This chapter presents an analysis of the data addressing Research Question One on how rural SPSTs 

engaged in professional learning on the TCDP. Data addressing this question were generated 

through 30 individual face-to-face interviews, 30 professional learning maps complimented by four 

FGDs. Data analysis, which adopted open coding, revealed that the teachers engaged in professional 

learning broadly through four avenues: formally through lectures in university; non-formally in the 

school; as well as in wider professional sites and informally. 

The key research question guiding the study is: How do rural senior primary school teachers in one 

Zimbabwean province studying on the TCDP engage in professional learning? To address this 

question, the following questions had to be answered:  

• How do senior primary school teachers engage in professional learning on the TCDP?  

• What mediating tools are used to facilitate teacher professional learning on the TCDP? 

• What forms of support do the teachers on the TCDP receive in their rural schools? 

In discussing the findings, I draw on literature to show how my findings relate to existing research. 

I also draw on the CHAT framework to understand data and explain findings. This study was 
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informed by the third generation of Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) (Vygotsky 1978; 

Engeström 2004; 2015). This generation comprises seven nodes/elements: subject, object, mediation 

tools, rules, community, division of labour, and outcome which, when viewed together, constitute 

an activity system (Engeström 2015). Figure 5.1 illustrates these elements of CHAT that provided 

the theoretical framework and lens to generate data, understand it and explain professional learning 

of the rural SPSTs on the TCDP. Figure 5.1 also shows what each node of the CHAT represents in 

the study. 

Figure 5.1: Professional Learning Through Learning 

Material tools and artefacts - Material Mediational Tools 
(Computers, Lecture Venues and Handouts) 

Psychological Mediational Tools (Knowledge, Experience Support,) 

 

 

 

                          (SPSTs) Subjects              Object   Professional       Outcome Improved 

                                                                                                                          Learning             understanding 

 

            

  Rules           Community    Division of Labour 
Policies,                        MoPSE, University Staff,    Roles and Responsibilities of    
Faculty Rules                Community, Parents,                Teachers and other Stakeholders 
Implicitly Rules             Learners Administrators 

Adapted from Mukeredzi (2009) Reformulation of Vygotsky’s Model of Mediated Activity 

 As highlighted in Chapter Three of this thesis, professional learning is the object, the subjects are 

the rural SPSTs, and their professional learning (the object) is mediated by psychological 

(knowledge, experiences) and physical (lectures, computers, library) mediational tools. The 

community are individuals with an interest in the professional learning of these teachers. The rules 

represent whatever guidelines and policies that the institution abides by which may enhance or 

constrain learning actions and interactions within the activity system (Engeström 2017). Such rules 

may be explicit, for example policies, or implicit rules such as respect or punctuality. The division 
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of labour within the community represents the various vertical and horizontal tasks, roles and 

responsibilities that provide mechanisms for professional learning of teachers to occur. Tasks, 

responsibilities, and power are negotiated among members of the community (Hardman 2015).   

In answer to question one on how teachers engaged in professional learning on the TCDP, rural 

SPSTs reported that their professional learning occurred through four broad spaces: formally 

through lectures in university, non-formally in the school, and in wider professional sites (outside 

the school), and informally through spontaneous interactions. 

In the current study, each research question constitutes a chapter. Separating chapters according to 

research questions enables in-depth description and presentation of findings to enhance 

understanding of the whole. Such in-depth presentations also help the reader to decide whether 

findings could be transferable to similar contexts. In this chapter, I address question one: How do 

rural SPSTs engage in professional learning on the TCDP?   

Data from all 30 participants generated through individual face-to-face interviews, FGDs and 

professional learning maps were pooled and discussed together as responses were broadly similar. 

Where differences are noted, I discuss separately the specific findings concerning the particular 

participants. In the discussion, research participants, the rural SPSTs, are identified by numbers T1 

to T30. Individual face-to-face interviews are identified by Ind. Int. The FGDs are identified by 

codes FGD1 to FGD4 representing discussions number one to number four.  

G6T1 to G6T15 are used for Grade Six teachers and G7T1 to G7T15 for Grade Seven teachers. 

Grades that teachers were teaching are identified by the letter G and the grade taught, for example 

G6T and G7T signifying Grade 6 teacher or Grade 7 teacher. For example, G6T1 represented Grade 

Six Teacher, Participant Number 1 and G7T2 represented Grade Seven Teacher Participant 2. The 

use of codes to identify teachers was intended to enhance anonymity and confidentiality, while using 

abbreviations for interviews and FGDs was meant to reduce the amount of writing and so reduce the 

number of pages.  
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5.1. Themes and Subthemes 

This chapter is framed around five sections, the biographical details of participants and the four 

themes which emerged in answer to how rural SPSTs engaged professional learning on the TCDP: 

formal learning; non-formal learning (through school structures); non-formal learning in wider 

professional sites; and informal learning. The chapter begins by discussing participants’ 

biographical or demographic data. This is then followed by a discussion of the themes through their 

sub-themes. The following section discusses biographical data. 

5.1.1. Participants’ Demographic Data 

As reflected in Table 5.1, 15 participants were teaching Grade Six and 15 Grade Seven, making a 

total of 30 SPSTs. The majority (19) were women, while 11 were men. 

Table 5.1.  Demographic Information of Participants 

No Participants 
Grade Six  

Gender Qualifications Teaching  
Experience 

No Participants 
Grade 
Seven   

Gender Qualifications Teaching 
Experience 

1 G6T1 F Diploma  15 1 G7T1 F Diploma  6 
2 G6T2 F B.ED 10 2 G7T2 F Diploma  7 
3 G6T3 F Diploma  6 3 G7T3 M Diploma  8 
4 G6T4 F Diploma  13 4 G7T4 M Diploma  12 
5 G6T5 M Diploma  6 5 G7T5 M Diploma  15 
6 G6T6 M Diploma  15 6 G7T6 F Diploma  14 
7 G6T7 F Diploma  8 7 G7T7 M Diploma  7 
8 G6T8 F Diploma  14 8 G7T8 F Diploma  6 
9 G6T9 M Diploma  12 9 G7T9 M Diploma  6 
10 G6T10 F Diploma  15 10 G7T10 F Diploma  12 
11 G6T11 M Diploma  8 11 G7T11 F Diploma  10 
12 G6T12 F Diploma  9 12 G7T12 M Diploma  10 
13 G6T13 F Diploma  12 13 G7T13 F Diploma  17 
14 G6T14 M Diploma  14 14 G7T14 F B.ED 17 
15 G6T15 F Diploma  16 15 G7T15 F B.ED 6 

That 19 of the participants were women is not surprising as UNESCO (2021) shows that 61% of 

world primary school teachers are women and in Zimbabwe, 62% are women. The Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2021) adds that in the past, teaching was seen 

as more of a “women’s job” because women were thought to be more nurturing by nature and more 

suited to this sort of work – perhaps because it involved children, as historically, women stayed at 

home to care for the young while men went out to work. Such stereotypical views probably play a 
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role in this case where primary school teaching resembles parenting. This is also unsurprising given 

that the largest group of migrant teachers into South Africa are Zimbabweans, the majority being 

men whose wives remain in Zimbabwe, teaching and looking after children (Villiers and Weda 

2017).  

All the participants were qualified primary school teachers with three of the 30 participants holding 

a Bachelor’s Degree in Primary Education (BEDP). Of the SPSTs, 12 had teaching experience 

ranging between six to ten years, 12 SPSTs had teaching experience of 11 to 15 years while the 

remainder (six) SPSTs had over 16 years’ teaching experience. That six of the participants had been 

teaching for 16 years or more probably suggests that there were limited opportunities available for 

them to engage in university education. Mukeredzi (2009) indicates that until after Zimbabwe’s 

Independence in 1980, there was only one university in the country, the University of Zimbabwe.  

Having presented and briefly discussed participants’ demographic data, the next section discusses 

how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning on the TCDP. As highlighted above, the rural 

SPSTs engaged in professional learning through domains of formality: formal; non-formal in the 

school; non-formal in wider professional sites; and informal. These themes and their sub-themes are 

reflected in Table 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2. Themes and Subthemes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How Teachers Engage in Professional Learning 

Formal Professional Learning  
Theme 1: Lectures 
Sub-theme 1: Student-student interaction 

2: Student lecturer interaction 
3: Note taking  
4: Lecturer guidance 
5: Group work 
6: Question and Answer 

Theme 2: Assessment 
Theme 3: Research 
Theme 4: Technology  
Sub-theme 1: PowerPoint 
  2: Websites  
                   3: E-mail 
                   4: WhatsApp 
                   5: Zoom classes 
                                Discussion in Zoom classes 
                                Critical thinking in Zoom classes 
Non- Formal Professional Learning 
Theme 1: School Structures 
 Sub-theme 1: Staff development meetings 
                    2: Grade level meetings  
                    3: Lesson observation 
Professional learning in Wider Professional Sites   
Theme 1: Subject cluster meetings  
Theme 2: MoPSE workshops and meetings 

Professional learning through Informal/Incidental Engagements 

 

5.1.2. Formal Learning on the TCDP  

Learning is generally understood as change in behaviour, which is a consequence of experience. 

Psychologists (Bandura 1977; Muro and Jeffery 2008) see learning as change that occurs in three 

main domains: cognitive, psychomotor, and affective. Given this conception of learning, formal 

learning is therefore planned learning that originates from processes in structured and determined 

settings, which enables cognitive, psychomotor, and affective changes. Formal learning is 

specifically provided by and occurs in educational institutions, through a teacher-student association 

and structured in terms of learning outcomes, duration, content, methods, and assessment which is 

also credit bearing and bankable as it leads to certification (Mukeredzi 2009). In this study, it 

therefore involved enrolling on a programme of study, attending lectures, preparing coursework, 
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writing examinations, and engaging in seminar/tutorial discussions to achieve cognitive, 

psychomotor and affective change (Mukeredzi 2016).  

In summary, formal learning in this context was learning on the TCDP, through a university 

stipulated programme of study. Findings revealed that participants engaged in professional learning 

formally at the university during lectures. Such learning was mediated by tools such as lectures 

consisting of student-student interaction, student-lecturer interaction, note-taking, lecturer guidance, 

group work and question and answer sessions). Closely related to lectures were assessment and 

research. This summary of professional learning mediational tools and the response counts is 

reflected in Table 5.3 and then discussed subsequently. A detailed table of response counts is in the 

appendices (see Appendix Eight).    

Table 5.3: Number of Participants who indicated Formal Professional Learning Through the Lecture 
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Total  30 16 20 16 12 14 14 13 16 

The following section discusses professional learning through formal structures, starting with 

lectures.  

5.1.3. Professional Learning Through Lectures 

Professional learning through the lectures emerged as one of the strategies through which SPSTs 

engaged in learning formally. Literature consulted (Nwankwo et al. 2019: 4) defines a lecture “…as 
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a continuing oral presentation of information and ideas by a professor, presumably a synthesis of 

his/her own reading, research and experiences, and interpreted in light of his/her own insight.” The 

findings show the various ways in which participants engaged in professional learning on the TCDP 

through lectures. The SPSTs engaged in formal professional learning through face-to-face lectures, 

student-student interaction, student-lecturer interaction and through lecturer guidance during the 

lecture. From the findings, 30 participants reported engaging in professional learning through 

lectures on the TCDP. This is exemplified by G6T1 during Ind. Int who said: “Learning is organised 

around face-to-face lectures.” This was also raised during FGD1 where G6T5 said: “We learn 

through face-to-face lectures; we have learnt a great deal”. Another participant, G6T3 also in FGD2 

said:   

 The lecture method allowed us to cover a lot of information within a very short space of 
time. The lecture method was appropriate for the programme, given the time and the amount 
of work which had to be covered during our week at school. 

From the responses, the participants engaged in professional learning through face-to-face lectures, 

which allowed them wide coverage of content within a short space of time. In the current study, this 

was apparently an appropriate strategy to cover the content due to limited time, as the TCDP was a 

block release programme run mainly during weekends for full-time teachers. Supporters of the face-

to-face lecture highlight the value of didactic delivery during sessions to initiate a dialogic 

relationship between lecturer and students (Fulford and Mahon 2018). However, there was no 

guarantee of effective professional learning because apparently, lecturers focused on content 

coverage. Zovkovic (2014) notes that face-to-face lectures encourage participants to engage in 

debate and reflective thinking. However, it was not clear whether the students engaged in debate 

and reflective thought.  

While G6T3 mentioned engaging in professional learning through the lecture method, the dominant 

role of lecturers in student learning in the case of the lecture method has generally been criticised 

for leading to student dependency and limited learning confidence, attention and motivation among 

students as well as rigidity, as the lecturer gives all the information (Albergaria-Almeida 2010; 

Konopka et al. 2015; Tuncel 2015; Nwankwo et al. 2019). This suggests that if the lecture strategy 

was adopted, students (rural SPSTs), probably became passive recipients of information, often with 
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limited concept mastery and engagement. In addition, the lecture method has been criticised for the 

absence of active learning engagement, dialogue, and group discussion (Rezaei 2018). Reflective 

thinking in this study would probably enable rural SPSTs to evaluate information, construct new 

knowledge and consequently experience professional learning. In this regard, learning may have 

been limited if students were not actively engaged in learning tasks and reflecting on the meaning 

of what they were doing. Notwithstanding its popularity in higher education and other settings, 

Abeysekera and Dawson (2015) view the transmissive information give-and-take during a face-to-

face lecture as an inaccurate illustration of interaction between teacher and students. Therefore, 

lectures are generally ineffective given the frequent absence of student engagement, as existing 

literature shows that students learn more and retain knowledge longer if they acquire it through 

active involvement and not as passive recipients (Rodriguez 2018). From the CHAT perspective, in 

such a situation where there was little or no interaction between students and the lecturer this created 

a secondary contradiction (Engeström 2015). The contradiction would emanate from the lecturer as 

community, as in the CHAT framework, learning occurs through collaborative engagement in 

activity. In other words, students as subjects would then not effectively collaborate and enact the 

object (professional learning) if the lecturer used the lecture method. On the contrary, G6T3 in FGD2 

indicated that this was an appropriate strategy in which students engaged in professional learning 

and covered a lot of complex content. 

From the discussion, rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning from lectures. Other participants, 

however, suggested that there was interaction during lectures, which made for effective professional 

learning. In the next section the discussion focuses on professional learning through student - student 

interaction during lecture sessions.   

5.1.4. Professional Learning Through Student - Student Interaction During Lectures   

Out of the 30 participants, 16 indicated that their professional learning was through student - student 

interaction during lectures. In the FGD3, G7T15 pointed out that: “Learning at the university is 

generally based on face-to-face lectures, through the interactive mass lecture”. Similarly, G6T12 

during Ind. Int said that:  
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Learning during face-to-face lectures placed us in small learning groups to discuss a topic 
or task, allowing us to interact with and share information and preparing a written answer 
for assignment for presentation to the whole class.  

That sentiment was also raised by G7T9 during Ind. Int who described that: 

During face-to-face students at the university worked to together to discuss a given task. The 
group worked together on the presentation without supervision of the lecturers, shared 
sections of the assignment for researching, sharing their contributions, and working together 
to prepare a written paper for presentation.   

Student-to-student interaction was summarised by G6T2 on the professional learning map who 

wrote:   

I feel I learnt more on the TCDP when I had the opportunity to engage with my peers because 
interacting and sharing with my peers enhanced my learning of the content.  

An interactive mass lecture is defined by Har (2013: 1) as involving “a two-way interaction between 

the teacher and a mass of students. Lecturers act as facilitators giving chance to students to perform 

brainstorming, discussion and sharing”. From Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of mediation, teachers 

(community) support performance, filling gaps between what students know and can do, and what 

they need to know. Thus, an interactive mass lecture promoted active student collaborative 

engagement as they discussed and shared thoughts in constructing new knowledge and beliefs about 

the subject matter knowledge, which enhanced understanding leading to professional growth (Har 

2013). This implies that professional learning occurred through brainstorming, interaction and 

sharing with colleagues. This is consistent with the CHAT where learning occurs in collaborative 

engagement in activity. Learning occurs when learners work together through socially shared 

experiences (Scott and Palincsar 2013). The concept of language/dialogue between students allows 

them to share their understandings of what is being learnt. Sharing relates to multi-voicedness from 

the CHAT framework – as subjects learn through collaborative engagement in activity mediated in 

this case by psychological tools: knowledge, language, and experiences (Engeström 2017; 

Mukeredzi 2009). This is probably what took place in these interactive mass lectures. In other words, 

rural SPSTs (subjects) and the lecturer (community) were acting according to the division of labour 

in the activity system. In this case, one may say professional learning took place.   
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From the discussion above, it is evident that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through 

interaction during lectures. Interaction and discussion portray multi-voicedness, a second principle 

of the CHAT framework, owing to multiple points of view, traditions and interests being brought 

into the activity system (Engeström 2016; Foot 2014; Miles 2020; Mukeredzi 2009), in this case by 

the different rural SPSTs. This type of exchange suggests collaboration in which professional 

learning occurs with and from one another within the activity system, which is central to CHAT. 

Student-student interaction was the psychological mediational tool, which enabled engagement of 

the subjects on the object (professional learning) which was transformed to an outcome. In the next 

section, I discuss how rural SPSTs engaged in formal professional learning through student-lecturer 

interaction during lectures.   

5.1.5. Professional Learning Through Student - Lecturer Interaction During Lectures  

The responses from 20 participants illustrate that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning 

through interaction during lectures.  This was shown by G7T1 during FGD4 who said: “Face-to-

face lectures provided direct interaction with the lecturer.” Similarly, G7T4 in the FGD2 said: 

The lecturers asked frequent questions to make sure that all of us were involved during the 
lecture session, for those students who were quiet he would direct talk to them and “what do 
you think? This helped us to learn.  

This was confirmed by G6T3 during Ind. Int who said: 

Lecturers always ask at different intervals of the face-to-face lecture session, they would ask 
if we were following, giving us the leeway to ask questions at any time during the lecture 
sessions. This enabled them to effectively interact with them. 

Again, during Ind. Int G6T15 said:     

During the face-to-face lecture, our lecturers would give information, assess what we knew 
about the topic under discussion, and allow us to give varied information and elaborate 
answers. 

G7T2 in Ind. Int said:  

The lecturers would contribute to a raised question and then ask other students to respond 
to the contribution giving us more time to speak on the contribution.  
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G6T9 on the professional learning map wrote:  

The feedback we received from our lecturer was an important source of interaction we had 
with them, because they would use such comments as ‘good’, ok, right, or correct’.  

This response from the participant indicates lecturer-student engagement during face-to-face 

lectures. Interaction is vital for promoting reflection and higher-level thinking skills. Ahmad et al. 

(2017: 72) noted that “…good interaction between teachers and students creates positive 

relationships in the classroom and contributes to effective learning”. Direct interaction is an effective 

method for explaining techniques such as problem-solving, which enhances student engagement in 

learning (Richa 2014). Direct interaction also suggests that students exchange ideas, and answer and 

ask questions during face-to-face lectures. Mukeredzi (2017) noted that effective learning occurs 

when both lecturers and students interact and participate in learning activities and this participatory 

type of learning encourages mutual exchange of information, and stimulates interest as well as 

recognition of respect among the lecturers and their students. From the perspective of CHAT, this 

relates to multi-voicedness (Engeström 2015; Farrar 2016).  

As discussed above, rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through student-lecturer 

interaction during lectures. Interaction probably promoted rural SPSTs’ reflection, and critical 

thinking. From the CHAT perspective, student-lecturer interaction was a mediational tool for 

enacting the object (professional learning), leading to the outcome (improved understanding). The 

next section discusses how SPSTs engaged in professional learning through note taking.  

5.1.2.1.Professional Learning Through Note-taking During Lectures 

Engaging in professional learning from taking notes during lectures was highlighted by 16 

participants. Boyle et al. (2015: 187) described note taking as “…a mediator during learning between 

the content taught by teachers and students’ construction of that knowledge involving their active 

participation”. In addition, notes serve as an aid to learning content during lectures, and the lecture 

content from notes is also tied to test performance. This was explained during FGD2 where G7T4 

said:  
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I could take better notes on important concepts through PowerPoint presentation during the 
lecture and rephrase the content in my own words. This allowed me to have a better 
understanding of abstract concepts presented during the lecture. 

Similarly, G6T14 in FGD3 said: 

I used my notes for reference in the course of writing my assignments and preparing for my 
end of semester examinations.    

During the Ind. Int, G7T7 said:  

Writing notes in my own words afforded me the opportunity to review concepts at my spare 
time and this allowed me to remember the information understanding because continuously 
reading the notes enabled me the comprehension of the concepts.     

Also during Ind. Int G6T5 said: 

The note-taking allowed me to review them before writing my examination because I was 
even able to refer on my notes a few minutes before the examinations. This enabled me to 
develop a deeper understanding of the information.    

The response shows that note-taking provided an avenue for professional learning through writing 

and rephrasing the content in students’ own words. Literature shows that note-taking enables 

learning in five avenues:  

(i) Comprehending -relating and organising previously learned information and demonstrating 

understating of the information;   

(ii) Recalling —retelling and summarising;  

(iii) Supporting encoding —the process of recording notes facilitates learning; students receive 

information from lecturer and slides and assimilate them;  

(iv) Storing for the long term - the storehouse of information can be accessed for later review; and 

(v) Stimulating reflection afterwards -notes encourage students to build connections between what 

is presented and what they know (Haghverdi et al. 2011: 5).  

For these teachers, note-taking enabled professional learning which was prompted by recalling key 

points beyond the lecture session. Schmidt (2019) found that note taking requires a great deal of 

skill and effort as it is a complex activity that demands comprehension, selection of information and 

written production processes. In other words, selecting key points and recording them while 
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comprehending this new information at the same time, presents sizeable demands on the central part 

and other components of one’s working memory. Thus, for these 16 teachers, placing the effort 

required for note-taking into perspective suggests that it demanded more effort than reading or 

learning, as it is in fact, the effort behind taking notes that is generally tied to improved student (rural 

SPST) learning. From the CHAT framework, written notes represented material mediational tools 

which subjects employed to enact the object (professional learning) and transform it to an outcome 

- improved understanding (Kizito 2015).  

 

The discussion shows that participants engaged in professional learning through note-taking during 

the lecture session. Note-taking enhanced SPSTs’ understanding of theoretical concepts, as it 

enabled them to rephrase abstract concepts in their own words and from their own understanding, 

which deepened their comprehension. The next section discusses professional learning through 

lecturer guidance during lectures. 

5.1.6. Professional Learning Through Lecturer Guidance During Lectures  

Twelve participants highlighted that they engaged in professional learning through lecturer guidance 

providing opportunities to share. For example, on the professional learning maps G6T7 explained 

that:  

Through the face-to-face sessions we have learnt through the guidance of the lecturer, 
allowing us an opportunity to share teaching experiences and good practices”.  

This was exemplified by G6T11 on the Ind. Int who said:  

During the face-to-face lecture, [the] lecturer helped by giving us the direction of instruction 
by outlining learning outcomes all the time at the start of the lecture. 

In addition, G7T8 in the FGD2 mentioned that:  

Lecturers during the face-to-face lectures would facilitate the learning process as well as 
providing us with feedback on the content learnt and giving us direction on other resources 
for further reading or resources, we could read for more information.  

From the response, professional learning for these 12 teachers was guided by the lecturer during 

lectures. The literature surveyed defines instructional guidance as providing information that fully 
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explains the concepts and procedures that students are required to learn (Hery 2013). The finding 

suggests that the lecturer scaffolded professional learning on the TCDP. In addition, the responses 

suggest opportunities to share experiences and learn with and from each other. However, sharing 

which includes discussion or interaction as highlighted above is a technique which allows students 

to converse freely with a peer/group, working together to solve problems or answer questions that 

the instructor has assigned (Rader and Summerville 2010). In this case, based on the CHAT, the 

lecturer (the community) was acting according to the division of labour, and their guidance was the 

mediational tool, which enabled the subjects (SPSTs) to act on the object (professional learning). 

CHAT focuses on collaborative engagement where knowledge is generated, discovered and 

transformed by subjects in the activity system. This appears to have been the case in this context.  

This discussion has illustrated that rural SPSTs also engaged in professional learning on the TCDP 

through the guidance offered by their lecturers during lectures. 

5.1.7. Professional Learning Through Group Work During Lectures 

Research shows that collaborative work promotes both academic achievement and collaborative 

abilities (Chiriac 2014). Data revealed that 22 SPSTs engaged in professional learning through group 

work. According to Rezaei (2018: 1), group work is “an instructional approach in which students 

work together in small or large groups to accomplish a common learning goal or well-defined 

learning task”. Group work, which enabled professional learning, involved group research, group 

dialogue and debate, group presentation, and peer reviews, which were moderated by the lecturer. 

For example, G7T2 during FGD4 said:  

We learnt through group work, where the lecturer allocates topics among small groups and 
as individuals we research on the topic, review literature and share notes, so I learnt from 
my peers as we shared our views on the allocated topic. 

Group work served as a platform, which allowed rural SPSTs to interact with peers and exchange 

notes and insights, which promoted their professional learning. Similar views were highlighted by 

G6T6, who said during professional learning maps discussions:  

We learnt through group work, where we are allocated topics to research as individuals and 
we discuss, sharing our thoughts and insights before compiling group presentation.  
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During FGD2, G7T5 also said: “I liked working in small groups because I learnt from other students 

than working alone.” During FGD4, G6T7 added:  

Working with peers was helpful because it combined talents, providing me with innovative 
solutions to unfamiliar problems. Sharing ideas and experiences with group members 
offered me complementary and supplementary information on the topics under discussion.  

These views were supported during Ind. Int by G6T5 who said:  

Group work has helped me deepen my understanding of the content, because it gave me 
opportunities to critically think about the topic, share our thoughts and experiences and 
clear misinterpretation.  

Professional learning was a collaborative process mediated by cultural tools (language, knowledge, 

and facial expressions), within a community where participants supported each other through 

discussion, thereby professionally learning together. Group work formed a safety net for participants 

to learn from their peers, rather than working as individuals (Chiriac et al. 2011). Rural SPSTs 

engaged in professional learning from each other as they received and shared ideas based on their 

knowledge and experiences as psychological tools. In the TCDP, group composition may have been 

mixed ability, as participants were placed into small groups and allocated group tasks. Each member 

worked on an aspect and then they convened to review and develop lecture presentation points. 

Group work thus enabled participants to engage in reflective thinking, learn from peers and compare 

their notes and thoughts, which promoted professional learning. This is in line with the ideas from 

Mukeredzi (2013) who states that peer sharing is imperative for teacher learning, where they are not 

being lectured to, but debating issues, with enough time to discuss, comment, review, agree and 

disagree, treating each with respect. Peer knowledge sharing enabled rural SPSTs to cover gaps 

missed during the lecture (Chiriac 2014; Shakenova 2017). In the current study, group work enabled 

discussion and exchanges and constructing new understandings. Mukeredzi (2016) notes that group 

work promotes acquisition of new information and skills of an active nature as teachers reflect on 

what they hear and see, since this is a social process in which teachers learn together in specific 

ways. From the CHAT framework, subjects in the activity system engage in collaborative learning. 

In such situation, they adopt the role of peer tutors where they cooperatively construct and 

reconstruct an appropriate environment and alter it to accomplish the planned outcomes (improved 
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understanding) (Mukeredzi 2009; Sannino and Engeström 2017). From the responses, the rural 

SPSTs praised group work as one of the effective teacher professional learning strategies.     

The preceding discussion indicates that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning on the TCDP 

from working in small groups, in which there was discussion and sharing of knowledge and 

experiences, which contributed to deeper understanding of content. Group work enabled them to 

capture information which would have been missed in the lecture. Thus, group work was a 

mediational tool manipulated by subjects to act on the object (professional learning) and transform 

it to the outcome, which is improved understanding. Some of the rural SPSTs also engaged in 

professional learning through question and answer sessions, which are discussed next.  

5.1.8. Professional Learning Through Question and Answer Sessions  

From data analysis, 14 rural SPSTs reported that the question and answer format enhanced their 

professional learning. Literature surveyed (Astrid et al. 2019) indicates that questioning is an 

important strategy for learning because asking questions supports learning by probing 

understanding, provoking critical thought, and clarifying misunderstanding. From a CHAT 

standpoint (Sadeck 2013; Vygotsky 1978), questioning was a mediational tool used by SPSTs to 

manipulate the object (professional learning). Thus, questioning promotes deeper understanding of 

concepts. In this study, it enabled enacting the object and achieving the outcome (improved 

understanding). This was exemplified by G6T2 who, during FGD3, reported that:  

We were learning through questions raised during the lecture, where the lecturers posed 
questions to check whether we understood concepts. They assisted me to clear 
misconceptions and deepen my understanding of content.  

During the professional learning map discussions, G7T5 said: “Question and answer sessions during 

face-to-face lectures was important because it helped us to confront new ideas and clear to 

misunderstand.” These views were confirmed by G7T1 during Ind. Int who said: “Question and 

answer sessions have provided me with opportunities to deepen my understanding on issues I did 

not understand from the lecture sessions.” This was also confirmed by G6T13 during Ind. Int. who 

said: “The question and answer sessions allowed me to interact with other peers, sharing our 
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individual experiences on subject areas through various questions asked by lecturers.” In addition, 

during Ind. Int G7T14 said:  

The question and answer during lecture promoted sharing of ideas and experiences.  These 
have helped me to reflect on my knowledge and skills, and my classroom practice, because 
the lecturers and peers provided me with answers that helped me to clear grey areas. 

G6T1 during professional learning maps discussions also said: “We were learning through question 

and answer sessions that provoked critical thinking leading to forceful sharing of ideas and 

experiences.” In confirmation, during Ind. Int G6T7 said: “We were learning through question and 

answer sessions which stimulated us to develop critical thinking skills which helped us to clarify 

misunderstandings and to understand concepts better.” The responses obtained from SPSTs 

confirm that question and answer sessions enhanced their professional learning, as questions posed 

by lecturers were intended to check SPSTs’ understanding, provoke their thinking and clear 

misunderstanding. According to Astrid et al. (2019), teachers use questions to help learners to review 

what they have learnt and to check their comprehension. Question and answer sessions enabled the 

participants to create new knowledge or build on their previous concepts.  

The respondents indicated that the use of question and answer sessions stimulated thinking. 

According to Abrami et al. (2015), critical thought is the ability to interpret, analyse and evaluate 

information. This seems to have been the case with these rural SPSTs.  Relating to CHAT, question 

and answer sessions were mediation tools through which professional learning was engaged by 

subjects. Literature consulted (Shanmugavelu et al. 2020) shows that if planned properly, questions 

are critical in the learning process, as teachers can easily get feedback on their learners’ 

understanding of the topic under discussion. Mukeredzi (2015) concluded that question and answer 

sessions are at the root of change and progress in learning, as they promote deep reflection and help 

students (rural  SPSTs) resolve their learning uncertainties while enhancing independent learning 

and thinking, and allowing for the creation of avenues for viewing thoughts from new 

perspectives. However, where questions were left unanswered, this created contradictions as 

reflected below. 
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5.1.9. Question and Answer Contradictions 

Question and answer contradictions were highlighted by 12 rural SPSTs. On the professional 

learning map, G7T5 wrote: (see Appendix One) “Some questions remained in the parking bay 

because of time”. By ‘parking bay’ G7T5 implied that questions were left there and not answered. 

This was supported by G7T8 during Ind. Int. who said: “Our lectures are held during weekend, and 

we are so pressed for time such that there very little time for attending to all questions raised”. In 

addition, during FGD1, G6T12 said: “The programme is packed, such that lecturers strive to cover 

as much ground as possible, making it difficult to respond to all our questions”. Not responding to 

questions implied limited learning, given that questions stimulate learning, develop learners’ 

potential to think, stir imagination, and act as incentive to learn (Mukeredzi 2015). From the 

perspective of CHAT, this was a secondary contradiction within the activity system (Engeström 

2017: Foot 2014), where subjects experienced unhappiness due to unattended questions that were 

left ‘in the parking bay’.  

Thus, secondary contradictions arose from SPSTs’ questions which were left unanswered because 

of limited time and the structure of the programme.  

From the discussion above, rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through question and 

answer sessions, which deepened their understanding of content, through debate and reflection. 

However, secondary contradictions emerged as some questions were not answered. Having dealt 

with how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through questions and answers, the next 

section discusses how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through assessment.   

5.1.10. Professional Learning Through Assessment    

The data revealed that 13 rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through assessment. 

According to OECD (2013), learner assessment refers to the process in which evidence of learning 

is collected in a planned and systemic way to make a judgement about student learning. In this case, 

the rural SPSTs were the students and their performance in assessments informed the lecturers. 

Mukeredzi and Nyachowe (2018) define assessment as a process of gathering data to better 

understand the strengths and weaknesses of students’ learning. In this regard, Mukeredzi and 

Nyachowe (2018) argue that assessment is critical for learning because feedback motivates learners 
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to be passionate in their work if they did well or prompts them into working harder when 

performance is poor. In the current study, assessment in the TCDP consisted of writing assignments 

and the end of semester examinations. The role of assessments was exemplified by G6T11 on the 

professional learning map who wrote:  

I learnt through writing assignments, which required me to read extensively literature from 
a wide range of sources such as handouts, books, journals, and internet.  

This was confirmed during FDG3 where G6T15 said:  

Writing assignments exposed me to a wide range of information, which has helped me to 
deepen my understanding. Writing assignments helped me to understand the content better, 
because preparing for assignments demanded me to read and critique information from 
different sources.  

In addition, during Ind. Int G7T12 said:  

I have learnt from assignments given by lecturers at the end of the lecture presentation. 
Assignments required me to read from a wide range of literature, critique the information 
and evaluate it. This helped me to understand the content.   

Furthermore, G6T14 also during Ind. Int said:  

At the end of the group or individual presentations, the lecturers gave us questions for 
written assignments, this involved a lot of reading from notes, books, and the internet. This 
helped me to understand the content better and improved the quality of my learning. 

Responses from participants also indicated that they experienced professional learning through in-

class tests where they were required to respond to content-related questions during lectures. This 

was mentioned by G7T15 during Ind. Int who said:  

I have learnt from in-class, where the lecturer prepares questions for us to answer in class, 
to check our understanding of topics covered, because I do not know if the questions will 
come, I must read broadly from personal notes, handouts and PowerPoint presentations. 
   

Participants also engaged in professional learning through preparation for end of semester 

examinations. This was illustrated by G7T9, during FGD3 who said:  

At the end of the semester, we write our end of the semester examinations as part of 
summative evaluation, to prepare for the examination exposed me to a wide range of 
information, since I learnt a lot through revising my notes and handouts.  



162 

 

This was supported by G7T2 during the professional learning maps discussion who said: 

“Examination require that one reads widely, I learnt from reading from my notes, handouts and 

PowerPoint presentation”. The responses above show that rural SPSTs engaged in professional 

learning related to assessment from reading a wide range of literature sources, handouts, books, 

journals, and internet sources in preparation for assignments. Reading literature involved taking 

notes and highlighting key points. G6T11 and G6T15 engaged in professional learning through 

careful reading, critiquing, and evaluating (judging from personal perspective) extensive literature 

from books, journals, and the internet, making personal notes, reading handouts and even 

PowerPoint presentation slides. Critiquing requires rural SPSTs to identify the positive/strengths, 

the negative/weaknesses and locating their own position to understand vital points for writing the 

assignments. Critically engaging with text and writing personal notes, in addition to all the processes 

highlighted above, enabled rural SPSTs to experience professional learning. Anderson et al. (2015) 

and Charron et al. (2012) state that allowing learners to write about content in their own words 

enables them to knit together information after reading from different sources to produce creative 

researched assignments. From the CHAT framework (Sadeck 2013; Vygotsky 1978), assessments 

(assignments and end of semester examinations) inclusive of all the processes highlighted above 

were mediational tools for enacting the object (professional learning) in the activity system. Such 

preparation for assignment writing is likely to have enhanced learners’ knowledge and writing skills. 

Literature consulted (Akhter and Ali 2016; Gregory 2015) shows that preparation for writing is 

central in developing lasting change, defining the direction of learners’ effort that enhances the 

development of other skills such as reading and research.  

G7T9 and G7T2 talk of engaging in professional learning through reading notes, handouts, and 

PowerPoint presentation slides in preparation for semester examinations. Careless (2015) and 

Halinen et al. (2014) point out that examinations hinder thoughtful planning of information that 

requires ongoing drafting and re-drafting, instead, examinations promote memorization rather than 

understanding and application of knowledge. Contrary to these views, the SPSTs in this study hailed 

examination preparation for enabling extensive reading, evaluating, and critiquing the information, 

which enabled their professional learning. From a CHAT perspective, as subjects enacted the object, 

they were acting according to the division of labour within the activity system (Engeström 2015; 
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Engeström and Sannino, 2021; Wong 2018). Each node had to act according to their roles and 

responsibilities (division of labour) abiding by rules: lecturers (as community) distributed 

assessment tasks, rural SPSTs (subjects) enacted the object (professional learning) and transformed 

it to the outcome (improved understanding).  

In summary, the findings indicate that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through 

assessment, which included writing assignments and end of semester examinations. Rural SPSTs 

engaged in professional learning through wide reading of different sources: literature, handouts, 

books, journals and from the internet. They also engaged in professional learning from critique and 

evaluation of the information found; as well as from writing and reading own notes and PowerPoint 

slides. Another form of rural SPSTs’ professional learning was research, discussed in the next 

section.   

5.1.11. Professional Learning Through Research   

In response to how teachers were engaging in professional learning in the TCDP, 16 participants 

made references to research. According to Salimi and Hidayah (2018: 1) research-based professional 

learning is rooted in the constructivism perspective, which encompasses four components:  

Learning which constructs students’ understanding; learning through developing prior 
knowledge; learning which involves social interaction processes; and meaningful learning 
which is achieved through real-world experience.  

In this study, it appears professional learning for rural SPSTs through research incorporated all four 

aspects, as they had to develop understanding, interact, and collaborate with peers, and engage in 

learning, thereby experiencing authentic learning through the research process. In the study, 

participants engaged in professional learning through group research. G7T12 during Ind. Int said: 

“We engage in research when we are preparing for our group tasks” This was supported by G6T3, 

also during individual interviews, who said: 

The small group work where we were allocated tasks to research literature from the internet, 
I think it has been helpful for my professional learning, as I got additional opportunities to 
reflect and analyse what I did and what we did together.  

Similarly, during Ind. Int G7T2 said: “I use the internet to research notes”. During Ind. Int. G7T11 

further said: “I have learnt a great deal through reviewing of literature during writing of my 
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dissertation”. Again, during FGD3, G6T5 said: “I learnt through research for relevant information 

through internet to write my assignments and group tasks”. In another FGD, FGD1, G7T4 also 

explained: “Engaging in action research has offered me opportunities to review and analyse 

literature”. This was also mentioned by G6T2 during FGD2 who said: “Researching for relevant 

information on the internet to prepare for my assignments, documenting my reflections, thanks to 

action research”. G7T13 in FGD4 also said: “Working on my research project was of great value 

for my profession as a teacher. I learnt a great from reviewing the work of academics”. From the 

responses given, participants such as G6T2, G6T3 and G6T5 engaged in professional learning 

through research by reviewing literature from the internet in order to prepare for group tasks and 

write assignments. G6T2 also engaged in professional learning through action research, which 

involved development of a reflective journal. The process of working on group tasks and 

assignments enabled review and analysis of information from different sources, which enhanced 

professional learning. Thus, research exposed rural SPSTs to a range of different professional 

learning literature sources and processes. 

From the findings, one participant, G7T13, engaged in professional learning through a research 

project. As highlighted in the methodology, these teachers were in their third and final year of the 

programme and were required to conduct research focusing on a real problem identified in their 

teaching, a process which also offered significant professional learning. Bergmark (2020) says 

research represents one example of a professional learning process that is designed to be an 

integrated part of the teacher’s work. This was the case with this participant who experienced 

professional learning from carrying out a research project. Kapur (2017) states that educational 

research provides solutions to educational problems and the experience of completing a research 

project gives students the opportunity of professional learning as a participant in a research 

community. This is probably what participants experienced through individual and group research 

tasks. CHAT focuses on collaborative engagement in which knowledge is jointly constructed, 

discovered, and transformed by subjects to an outcome in the activity system. Engaging in-group 

research tasks illustrates learning through collaborative engagement in activity within the activity 

system. 
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In summary, the findings indicate that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through 

research, which enabled learning from reading, review and analysis of literature including internet 

information, journaling, and reflection for action research. Other rural SPSTs experienced 

professional learning through technology, which is discussed below.    

5.2. Professional Learning Through Technology 

Formal professional learning was further mediated by technology through PowerPoint, websites, E-

mail, WhatsApp, and Zoom classes which fostered discussion and critical thinking. The summary 

of responses is shown in Table 5.4 below and discussed subsequently. A detailed table of response 

counts is provided in the appendices (see Appendix Eight). 

Table 5.4: Professional Learning Through Technology 
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The following section discusses formal professional learning through technology.  

The data revealed that 16 rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning on the TCDP through 

technology. According to Batiibwe (2019: 20), educational technology includes “…software and 

concepts such as pedagogies that enable sharing instructional material online including social media 

applications such as Google Drive and blogs.” In the current study, technological gadgets that 

featured included computers, tablets, and smartphones. From the CHAT perspective, educational 

technology represents material mediational tools for enacting the object and transforming it into an 

outcome. The forms of technology that emerged as having enabled rural SPSTs’ professional 

learning included: PowerPoint; websites; e-mails; Zoom lectures, and WhatsApp. These aspects are 
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discussed in turn below. Technology-related contradictions that also emerged from the data are 

discussed.  

5.2.1. Professional Learning Through PowerPoint 

The findings show that 18 participants engaged in professional learning on the TCDP through 

PowerPoint presentations. According to Lari (2014: 1673), PowerPoint “…is a combination of texts 

and graphics presentation programme developed by Microsoft, to engage with students.”  From the 

CHAT perspective, PowerPoint is a physical mediational tool which the community (lecturer) 

working within their division of labour used to enable subjects (SPSTs) to enact on the object 

(professional learning) in order to attain the outcome (improved understanding). Professional 

learning through PowerPoint was reported in Ind. Int where G6T1 said:  

I have learnt from the key ideas presented in bullet form by the lecturer through PowerPoint 
presentation, during lecture enhancing my learning.  

This was further explained in FGD4 where G6T4 said:  

The PowerPoint presentations during the lecture enabled me to review key points during the 
lecture and have managed to print copies at the end of the session for further reading. 

 Another participant in Ind. Int G7T13 said: 

 I prefer lectures with PowerPoint presentation because the slides enhance and illustrate key 
points that I should note during the lecture. PowerPoint presentation enabled us to produce 
hard copies at the end of the session.  

First, G6T1 engaged in professional learning through key ideas presented in bullet form, which 

represented important points that needed focus. The bullet points captured teachers’ attention, 

promoted content retention, and offered rural SPSTs starting points for elaboration, illustrating with 

examples. These main ideas, which provided new insights, enabled professional learning. The 

literature surveyed indicate that PowerPoint presentation is a comprehensive package which offers 

students central ideas during lectures to enhance learning (Hardman 2015: Segundo and Salazar 

2011).   

Secondly, G7T13 indicates that professional learning was engaged through slides, which they 

printed into hard copies and reviewed. This would enhance reflection on the subject matter learnt. 

Literature consulted shows that reviewing content after the lesson reinforces professional learning 
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(Witherspoon et al. 2016) as it focuses on the key points of the lesson. Again, notwithstanding the 

upsurge in the use of digital materials in learning and teaching, especially among university students, 

Loh and Sun (2018) found that many undergraduate and postgraduate students preferred reading 

hard copies. Mukeredzi (2016) points out that hard copies are generally better for the brain, for 

health, and they also enable more absorption and retention of information due to immersion 

in the hard copy. In other words, seeing and feeling, waxing, and waning pages enable unfolding 

of the story both literally and figuratively (Mukeredzi 2016). Mukeredzi further says that with a 

printed hard copy, it would be easier to go back, cross-check and confirm information without losing 

your place and having to scroll back or click back on the laptop. In the context of this study, this 

was apparently the case with these SPSTs given that they were rural teachers likely to be limited 

in technology skills, given the limited computer facilities in such areas. Consequently, the 

use of hard copies enhanced their professional learning engagements. Drawing from the CHAT 

framework, slides and printed copies were material mediational tools (Engeström 2017; Farrar 2016; 

Mukeredzi 2009). Further, informed by CHAT, teachers as subjects engaged in professional learning 

from PowerPoint presentations through slides, and printed hard copies, which enabled them to enact 

the object and attain improved understanding (the outcome).  

PowerPoint during lectures, findings also indicate that some participants were actively involved in 

group discussion. For example, in Ind. Int G7T14 mentioned that:  

The university lecturers used the PowerPoint presentations enabled us to actively be 
involved in the learning process, where lecturers posed a question for discussion in small 
group. In this manner we share our experiences”.  

The findings suggest that participants experienced professional learning through active involvement 

in small group discussion. The questions used by lecturers during lectures helped rural SPSTs to 

relate the new knowledge to their prior knowledge acquired during an initial teacher training 

programme. Mukeredzi (2015) found that questioning presents an active learning strategy for 

processing information profoundly and assimilating it as knowledge. She further explained that 

questioning creates avenues for viewing thoughts and experiences from new perspectives as learners 

(rural SPSTs) are empowered to think through and view learning complexities and practices, and, 

experience positive results as well as personal and professional growth. A discussion as “a sustained 
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exchange of ideas between and among teachers and their students with purpose of developing 

students’ capabilities or skills and/or expanding students’ understanding - both shared and individual 

– of a specific concept or instructional goal.” (Witherspoon et al. 2016: 6) also enables engagement 

in professional learning. Thus, small group discussions emanating from PowerPoint presentation 

provided students (rural SPSTs) with opportunities to actively engage in collaborative learning to 

gain deeper understanding of material. It is through collective learning that “…germination of ideas 

occurs that neither party had at the beginning of the exchange” (Furedy and Furedy 1985: 64). From 

the CHAT framework (Engeström 2017; Gogwim 2017), group discussion represented a 

psychological mediational tool coupled with knowledge, experiences, and language, but the group 

itself was a physical tool which enabled subjects to enact the object. In other words, these 

mediational tools enabled professional learning. Drawing on CHAT with regards to sharing during 

PowerPoint presentations, Mukeredzi (2009: 195) points out that “…sharing intellectual mediating 

tools and artifacts, and sharing teaching workloads, foster effective teaching/learning”. In this 

instance, lecturers would deliberately would introduce activities during PowerPoint presentations.  

From the response, rural SPSTs in this study reflected and shared experiences with colleagues, 

which promoted their professional learning. Given the nature of the programme offering, and the 

limited learning time, sharing opportunities were vital for enhancing professional learning: for 

teachers to enact the object and attain the outcome. In this instance, lecturers deliberately introduced 

activities that allowed students to collaboratively learn, contributing ideas and experiences as 

opposed to the “…banking model of learning” (Freire 1970: 58). The idea of collaborative learning 

involves a general transformation of didactic attitude on the part of the lecturer, where they assume 

the role of coach and facilitator, who supports students as they display mastery on their knowledge 

and skills (Ansari and Khan 2020).   

Other participants engaged in professional learning from PowerPoint presentations by linking the 

new knowledge to prior knowledge.  This was exemplified by G6T8 during Ind. Int who said: “The 

lecture with PowerPoint helped to link the new knowledge to my past knowledge from my prior 

teacher training programme, this made it easy for me to follow and understand concepts.” 

Participant G7T10 also confirmed during Ind. Int saying: The PowerPoint presentation allowed me 

to see my progression of the learning during lecture, linking the old information to the new concepts. 



169 

 

It helped us use the lecture time efficiently.” Responses by G6T8 and G7T10 both suggest learning 

by addition. Constructivism, which is the basis of CHAT, shows that “we learn by fitting new 

understanding and knowledge, into and with, expanding and supplanting, old understanding and 

knowledge” (Fry et al. 2009: 10). This relates to assimilative learning or learning by addition, where 

new information gained is connected to existing schemas and thus, understanding it may not be very 

demanding. Scholars such as Illeris (2016) and Mukeredzi et al. (2018) assert that assimilative 

learning or learning by addition implies that the new knowledge is linked in some way to the existing 

mental schema, pattern or existing knowledge. Consequently, due to the existing links, the new 

knowledge gained is relatively easy to recall and apply when one is mentally oriented towards the 

field in question. Given that the 30 teachers on the TDCP were qualified and practising senior 

teachers, they might have had similar kinds of knowledge from previous learning, most likely in 

teacher training. Consequently, related knowledge gained on the TCDP through PowerPoint during 

lectures added to their (existing) knowledge or schemas gained in college. Thus, professional 

learning was experienced through assimilation – linking or adding the new to the existing. From the 

CHAT perspective, PowerPoint was a physical mediational tool, which the subjects employed to 

enact the object (professional learning) to attain the outcome (improved understanding) (Pettersson 

2021).  

However, PowerPoint has been criticised for limiting discussion by presenters when they just read 

through the slides without sufficient explanation, or they may give more information than is 

necessary, thereby creating confusion (Ogeyik 2016) which could affect knowledge retention. 

However, in this study it appeared that such weaknesses were not experienced as participants lauded 

PowerPoint. 

As demonstrated in the preceding section, rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning on the 

TCDP through key ideas presented in bullet form, allowing participants to follow the lecture, and 

linking the old knowledge to the new ideas, leading to improved understanding. PowerPoint helped 

rural SPSTs to use time effectively. Another professional learning strategy through which rural 

SPSTs experienced learning was by perusing websites.    
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5.2.2. Professional Learning from Perusing Websites 

Different ways of engaging in professional learning through technology on the TCDP were 

exemplified by 16 participants. For example, G6T7 indicated during professional learning maps 

discussions: “We use our computers to learn from Google Search.” These ideas were confirmed by 

G7T15 during Ind. Int who said: “I learnt through reading current information on the subject from 

Google Search.” Again, in Ind. Int G7T3 added: “I learnt through reading relevant information on 

Google.” During FGD2, G7T8 also said: “ICT enabled me to learn information related to my 

studies.” The internet enables users to locate subject specific information from websites (Khiste et 

al. 2011). Thus, Google searches of the internet allowed these rural SPSTs to access relevant 

information easily. Given that online learning usually has no limitations of time or location, this is 

likely to have been convenient and cheaper for these teachers. Mukhtar et al. (2020) note that online 

professional learning is cost-effective and easily accessible, especially to students in rural and 

remote areas. Rural SPSTs studying on the TCDP were teaching in rural schools. From a study of 

teachers on blended learning in general science, Gomez et al. (2016) discovered that teachers who 

engaged in online professional learning obtained higher grades than those who were learning 

through traditional face-to-face lectures. This could be because of the absence of time and space 

limitations, as face-to-face lectures were usually only conducted during timetabled periods. From 

the CHAT perspective, technology like computers, tablets, and smartphones with which learners 

accessed the internet were the material mediational tools (Engeström 2014; 2017) which supported 

rural SPSTs to enact the object and convert it to the outcome. Technology allowed the rural SPSTs 

to access information on a global scale (Banks 2017) and obtain global perspectives on technology-

related teacher professional learning at any time (Ferri et al. 2020). Thus, technology broadened 

rural SPSTs’ access to material mediational tools and resources, which enabled professional 

learning.  

Generally, rural SPSTs praised professional learning through websites for allowing them to access 

subject related information from a wide range of online learning platforms for gaining knowledge. 

The next section discusses professional learning through e-mails. 
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5.2.3. Professional Learning Through E-mail 

The findings also indicated that 22 participants engaged in professional learning through e-mail - a 

mediational tool with which they shared notes and information with lecturers and peers. According 

to Manning (2014), e-mail is a social media strategy which allows participants to log into their 

accounts to interact and share ideas and experiences with colleagues. This was illustrated by 

respondents, for example, G6T1 during Ind. Int said: “We used our e-mail for communicating with 

university lecturers, where they disseminated all relevant information and files containing 

handouts”. This was reinforced by G6T5 also during Ind. Int who indicated that: 

 The use of e-mail is convenient because it is a fast means of communication with lecturers. 
With e-mail, I could easily submit my assignment via my mobile phone without having to 
travel to the university and obtained prompt feedback from my lecturer.  

Further, in another Ind. Int G7T14 said; “I have used e-mail to clarify course material that were 

unclear during my studies.” From Ind. Int with G7T10, this was explained:  

I found the e-mail convenient for me because I could receive my e-mails any time in the 
evening after school. The messages I received remained as a permeant record that I 
frequently referred to when I needed to.  

In addition, G7T9 during FGD1 also said:  

E-mail helped us to form an online group discussion, where we used e-mails to share 
information with the rest of the group members and got feedback on questions or unclear 
concepts.         

Through laptops and smart phones, e-mails provided rural SPSTs with a vehicle for learning and 

networking in their rural geographical settings, which enabled professional learning. The rural 

SPSTs had opportunities to discuss, learn from others, communicate with peers and lecturers, submit 

assignments, and engage in group-work learning. In this view, e-mail as a physical mediational tool 

enabled subjects to engage in cooperative professional learning in the activity system, which is 

emphasised by CHAT. This view acknowledges the nature of the activity system where the subject-

object relationship is entirely mediated by psychological and material tools and artefacts, by the 

community in their division of labour (Hardman 2015). Literature consulted shows that e-mail 

allows teachers in rural and other geographically distant settings to collaborate with colleagues and 
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lecturers and engage in professional learning (McAleavy et al. 2018). Rural SPSTs in this study thus 

engaged in professional learning through similar collaborations with lecturers and peers on e-mail. 

From a CHAT standpoint, individuals engage in professional learning through interaction and 

collaboration among community members within an activity system (Farrar 2016; Wong 2018). 

The comments provided by rural SPSTs revealed that professional learning through e-mails enabled 

them to communicate with lecturers and peers, discuss, seek clarity on unclear concepts, submit 

assignments, and share information that seemingly promoted their learning. In the next section, I 

discuss professional learning through Zoom classes. 

5.2.4. Professional Learning Through Zoom Classes 

From the data, 22 participants indicated that they engaged in professional learning on the TCDP 

during the COVID-19 pandemic through Zoom or Google classroom. According to Guzacheva 

(2020: 458), “… software-based conference room is Zoom technology, a cloud-based service which 

offers Meetings and Webinars and provides content sharing and video conferencing capability”. 

Participants appreciated this as a useful strategy for professional learning during the COVID-19 

pandemic. G6T11 explained: “Zoom classes helped us to access lessons during the COVID-19 

pandemic. We continued to learn during this trying time.”  

G7T14 also explained: “We attended our learning through Zoom/Google Classroom using our 

laptops and phones during COVID-19 pandemic.”   

G7T8 elaborated further during Ind. Int saying:  

The Zoom classes enabled us to continue learning our courses during COVID-19. They 
allowed us to interact and stay in constant contact with our peers since we could not attend 
lessons because of COVID-19 restrictions on social distance requirements.  

Other participants hailed Zoom presentations for enabling them to record and read the presentations 

in their own time. This was mentioned by G7T9 during Ind. Int who said:  

Zoom classes allowed us to record presentations from the lecturer and contributions from 
peers during the discussion session. In this way I was able to revisit the lesson at my own 
time.  
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These views were supported by G7T6 Ind. Int who also said:  

For me, Zoom classes helped me to learn because I could access and download the material 
uploaded by the lecturer in the classroom. I could easily refer to the notes, which were in 
PowerPoint when forgot.  

The responses demonstrate how the Zoom classroom allowed participants, despite their rural 

geographical settings, to engage in professional learning during the COVID-19 pandemic through 

technological devices.  

The Zoom classroom was praised as effective in teaching and learning by rural SPSTs as this enabled 

them to access and continue learning, to stay connected and constantly interact with peers and 

lecturers without restrictions during the pandemic lockdown. Zoom classes were also lauded for 

allowing recording of lecturer presentations and peer discussions for later retrieval and reference. 

Shadt et al. (2017: 2) highlight the advantages of Zoom classrooms as “…encouraging contact 

between students and faculty, developing reciprocity and cooperation among students, using active 

learning techniques, getting prompt feedback, emphasizing time on task, communicating high 

expectations and respecting diversity of talents and ways of learning”. In this case, knowledge was 

constructed through discourse and interaction between elements of the activity system, which is a 

primary focus of CHAT (Timmis 2014). Thus, Zoom technology was a psychological mediational 

tool, which enabled lecturers (community) to act according to the division of labour to mediate 

professional learning for the rural SPSTs (subjects) to attain the outcome (improved understanding) 

(Gogwim 2017).   

In summary, the discussion revealed that Zoom classes allowed rural SPSTs to continue with their 

learning during COVID-19, interact with peers and record discussions from peers and lecturers 

during Zoom sessions for further review during their free time. It also emerged that Zoom classes 

enhanced discussion and consequently, these discussions will be addressed in the section below. 

5.2.5. Professional Learning Through Discussion in Zoom Classes 

The findings show that 16 participants reported that they engaged in professional learning through 

discussion during Zoom lectures. This was exemplified by G7T11 during Ind. Int. who said: 

“Learning through Zoom as well as Google Classroom encouraged us to think deeply, discuss and 
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share our experiences”. Similar sentiments were also expressed during FGD3 where G6T13 said: 

“Zoom Classroom is very effective because it allows us to be actively involved in the discussions as 

the class progresses”. G7T15, during FGD3 elaborated further saying:  

I enjoyed learning through Zoom classroom because I could raise my hand during the 
conference if did not understand. I would get instant feedback on the concepts I did not 
understand because there was a free flow of ideas and sharing of viewpoints on the topic 
under discussion, which made concepts easy to understand.  

Discussion in this context relates to sustained exchange between and among university lecturer and 

rural SPSTs and also among the teachers themselves. Such discussions were aimed at developing 

rural SPSTs’ capabilities or skills and expanding their understanding- (the shared and individual 

understanding) of a specific concept (Witherspoon et al. 2016: 6). The discussions during Zoom 

classes among peers and lecturers allowed rural SPSTs to express, collaboratively reflect, compare, 

and refine their points of view, which enhanced their professional learning. Consequently, the Zoom 

classroom discussion enhanced deeper understanding of concepts, which fostered professional 

learning. CHAT emphasises learning through engagement in collaborative activity (Engeström 

2015), as was the case with these rural SPSTs. These views are supported by literature which shows 

that group discussion provides better opportunities for learners to recall and comprehend material 

they have learnt through other methods (Darise 2018). In this regard, the Zoom classroom offered 

rural SPSTs a platform for blended professional learning (Yates 2017). From the CHAT perspective 

(Hardman and Amory 2015; Wong 2018), technology (Zoom/Google Classroom) was a material 

mediational tool or artefact which the lecturers employed to perform their roles and responsibilities 

according to the division of labour and to engage subjects to enact the object (professional learning).  

Other participants made references to professional learning through interaction in Zoom classes. 

Within the CHAT framework, interaction in an activity system is regarded as participation (Gogwim 

2017; Bozalek et al. 2015; Engeström 2014). During Ind. Int., G7T12 said: “Zoom classes allowed 

us to interact and share knowledge with the lecturer and peers.” G6T12 also confirmed in Ind. Int 

saying:  

The Zoom classroom allowed me to interact with other students, sharing our individual 
experiences on subject areas through several questions posed by lecturers during the lesson.  

In the Ind. Int G7T4 further said:  
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The Zoom classroom promoted sharing of ideas and experiences. These helped me to reflect 
on my knowledge and skills, my classroom practice, because the contribution from the 
lecturers and peers helped me to correct misconceptions that I had.  

Rural SPSTs came from diverse backgrounds with varying teaching experiences, skills and 

competences. Thus, interaction and sharing facilitated rich cross-pollination of ideas, which enabled 

professional learning. In addition, sharing allowed rural SPSTs to reflect on their own, peers’ and 

lecturer’s points and arguments, thereby engaging in professional learning. Thus, through the 

process of reflection, rural SPSTs came to interpret and create new knowledge from their ordinary 

and sometimes extraordinary experiences (Mathew et al. 2017). The findings revealed that the 

questions posed by the lecturer provided rural SPSTs with opportunities that challenged their 

original misconceptions and understandings (Gholam 2019). Sharing information between the 

lecturers and peers during Zoom classes helped participants to clear misconceptions. According to 

Verkade et al. (2017), misconceptions are naïve understandings held by learners that conflict with 

currently accepted concepts and empirical findings. This implies that learners (rural SPSTs) may 

engage in professional learning activities with preconceived miss-understandings and beliefs about 

concepts. In the current study, rural SPSTs were qualified and experienced teachers who had prior 

knowledge, which could conflict with current learning. According to Verkade et al. in view of this, 

teachers need to listen to learners and work with them to help them clear the misconception barrier 

to conceptual understanding. This form of question and answer is addressed in its own sections. In 

this case, professional learning through sharing enabled participants to fill the gaps in their 

understanding of core concepts. The levels of sharing experiences, knowledge, and ideas, reported 

by the rural SPSTs indicated both vertical and horizontal distribution of roles and responsibilities in 

the division of labour within the activity system (Engeström 2015; Foot 2014; Olvarria 2013). In 

this respect, the role of lecturers was to facilitate learning of rural SPSTs while the teachers’ role 

was to engage in professional learning.  

The findings show that technology, in particular Zoom classes, as a mediational tool facilitated rural 

SPSTs’ professional learning through discussion, interaction and sharing in their rural settings and 

allowed them to remain connected. In the next section, I focus on professional learning through 

critical thinking during Zoom classes. 
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5.2.1. Professional Learning Through Critical Thinking in Zoom Classes  

The findings show that 16 participants experienced professional learning through critical thinking 

during Zoom lessons. Critical thinking is: 

…. purposeful (critical thinking cannot exist in vacuum, so assessing and understanding 
content is essential), self-regulatory (self-examination/self-correction) judgement that 
results in interpretation (categorizing and clarifying meaning), analysis (examining ideas 
and identifying arguments- ability to see patterns), evaluation (critical thinking focused upon 
valuing and making judgements based upon information) and inferences (drawing 
conclusions) as well as explanation (justifying procedures and presenting arguments) of the 
consideration on what that judgement is based (Abrami et al. 2015: 275). 

Put in simple terms, critical thinking is the ability of learners, (in this case SPSTs) to scrutinise and 

evaluate information to create new knowledge, thereby professionally learning. Critical thinking 

was exemplified by G7T7 in the Ind. Int who said: “Learning through Zoom Classroom encouraged 

us to engage in critical thinking”. G6T10 during Ind. Int. also said:  

The Zoom classroom question and answer sessions challenged us to engage in critical 
thinking. The lecturer posed various questions to make us reflect on the subject under 
discussion.  

 

Further to this, G7T9 during Ind. Int said:  

Learning through Zoom classroom challenged us to develop critical thinking skills that 
encouraged us to reflect on the knowledge and skills gained, leading to more understanding 
of the concepts. 

Questions enabled lecturers to check participants’ knowledge, clarify understanding and engage 

them in critical thinking. In the CHAT framework, critical thinking served as an intellectual 

mediating tool for engaging the subjects in higher order problem solving, which helped them to 

improve their understanding, thereby enabling professional learning. Thus, higher order thinking 

enabled rural SPSTs to apply, analyse and evaluate information, and on this basis to reason and to 

create new ideas and knowledge (Vardi 2013). Mukeredzi (2015) concluded that question asking is 

an essential active learning strategy which motivates learners to take responsibility for their learning, 

as they can process information profoundly and assimilate it as knowledge, making questioning the 

root of all change and progress. In addition, questions give rise to deep critical reflection, which 

enables students to resolve their learning uncertainties while enhancing independent learning, 
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including critical thought on, and about their learning (Mukeredzi 2015). Thus, critical thinking and 

or reflection create opportunities for meaningful learning experiences without relying on simple 

transmission of information. This is likely to have been experienced by the SPSTs. Generally, Zoom 

classes allowed rural SPSTs to engage in critical thinking, which enabled them to acquire new 

information and skills for their professional learning.  Rural SPSTs were able to critically reflect 

and question new information against their existing beliefs and knowledge. Professional learning 

related to the use of WhatsApp was also highlighted.  

5.2.6. Professional Learning Through WhatsApp  

The evidence indicated that 19 rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through the use of 

WhatsApp. Purkayastha and Chanda (2018: 70) explain the benefit of WhatsApp as “mobile phone 

application that allows users to send messages to individual and groups as well as share images and 

documents invented in 2009 by Brain Acton and Jan Koum.”  From this explanation, one 

understands that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through the informal digital 

communication platform which allowed them to interact and dialogue with lecturers and their peers. 

Jonassen and Rohrer-Murphy (1999: 66-67) notes that “…tools mediate or alter the nature of human 

activity”. In this study, WhatsApp was a mediational tool for professional learning. For example, 

G6T4 said during Ind. Int:  

During COVID-19, we could not physically meet in the lecture hall, so we relied on 
WhatsApp chat, to seek solutions on challenges we faced in our subject areas of 
specialization. I was able to get the assistance I needed from more colleagues.  

G6T14 in Ind. Int also said: “We have used WhatsApp platform for communicating with lecturers 

and colleagues sharing with us reading materials”. This was confirmed by G6T8 in FGD2 who 

said: “I have systematically collaborated with my colleagues using WhatsApp platform for sharing 

subject specific resources”. G7T9 during Ind. Int said: We have a WhatsApp platform where we 

share texts and ideas with peers on how to improve our classroom practice. G7T12 during Ind. Int 

also said: “The WhatsApp group has been very fruitful for me, as we can discuss real problems that 

are faced by teachers in the implementation of the new curriculum in schools.” Again, during Ind. 

Int G7T5 said: “I am teaching in rural area and it is difficult to access the books I need to develop 

my profession, the teaching materials shared by peers have helped me to improve my knowledge”. 
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Likewise, G6T11, during the professional learning maps discussion said: “we hold more discussion 

about how we can improve the quality of our teaching on the WhatsApp platform”. 

The responses above confirm that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through WhatsApp. 

They were able to find solutions to the learning challenges that they faced, get assistance, 

collaborate, communicate and share reading mediational tools, and all this enabled professional 

learning. Couros and Jarret (2012: 149) describe this as to “…trade information, share resources, 

ask and answer questions, and debate and discuss educational issues.” This process thus promoted 

rural SPST engagement in professional learning. The teachers viewed their peers and lecturers as a 

collective, an activity system for enhancing their professional learning. Participants G7T5 and G7T9 

valued sharing materials and texts with peers, while participants G6T11 and G7T12 reported 

benefitting from discussion on the WhatsApp platform. Learning from each other is not only a 

feature of informal learning but occurs in spheres of rural SPSTs’ lives. This suggests that WhatsApp 

allowed rural SPSTs to engage in deeper conversations, which supported their professional learning. 

This is in line with Mukeredzi (2013) who states that peer interaction is an imperative component 

of professional learning where students are not passive listeners, receiving knowledge from an 

authority, but can converse, engage in discussion, reviewing, assessing, agreeing, and disagreeing 

and being part of the professional learning process. From the CHAT theoretical framework, this is 

consistent with the principle of multi-voicedness of the activity system (Engeström 2016; Hardman 

and Amory 2015; Bligh and Flood 2017) as members exchange different viewpoints, knowledge, 

traditions, and interests, thereby enabling professional learning. The principle of multi-voicedness 

was highlighted in this context as rural SPSTs joined the programme with different backgrounds, 

teacher training, and teaching experiences and acted according to their division of labour (that is, 

they assumed different roles, for example, learning and sharing reading mediational materials) to 

achieve the object of professional learning. The literature consulted indicates that individual and 

team learning occurs through conversation (Delahunty et al. 2013; Vygotsky 1978). In this case, the 

conversation was on WhatsApp. The ability to engage and collaborate among rural SPSTs through 

WhatsApp demonstrates increased interaction, which enhanced their professional learning.  

From the discussion above, rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through technology, which 

included: PowerPoint; e-mail; Zoom classes and WhatsApp. Professional learning through 
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technology involved accessing a wide range of information from websites. Discussion and seeking 

clarity on unclear concepts from lecturers and peers took place on e-mail, while professional learning 

in Zoom classes was achieved through discussion; interaction; and sharing as well as through critical 

thinking, and reflection. In the following section, I discuss contradictions that arose within the 

activity system as rural SPSTs engaged in formal professional learning through technology on the 

TCDP.  

5.2.7. Technology-Related Contradictions 

While the teachers engaged in professional learning through technology, some participants 

complained of poor connectivity, which interfered with their professional learning. For example, 

G7T12 wrote on the professional learning map: “Yah mobile networks are less reliable for me to 

effectively engage in the Zoom classroom”. Others lamented expenses for data bundles and for 

purchasing laptops. G6T11 mentioned on the professional learning map that: “Data bundles are so 

expensive, data for a week can be finished within an hour or a few minutes”. On another professional 

learning map, G7T10 said: “I cannot afford a laptop, so for me to attend the Zoom class I borrow 

from a friend”. G6T3 in the Ind. Int also explained the lack of internet in schools: “We do not have 

access to internet in our schools, so we rely on buying data bundles to access Zoom classes, data 

bundles are very expensive”. In addition, during Ind. Int G7T10 said: “For me, it is very difficult to 

participate on the Zoom class, because it requires a lot of data”. These contradictions interfered 

with rural SPSTs’ engagement in professional learning. From the CHAT framework, the central role 

of contradictions (Bligh and Flood 2015: Engeström 2015: Wong 2018) is to provide a basis for 

analysing these tensions (contradictions) within the activity system. In this case, contradictions were 

due to connectivity and the cost of data bundles. However, these were secondary contradictions. 

Secondary contradictions arise between different elements or nodes of one activity system, for 

instance between subject and object, or community, or rule, or tool (Mukeredzi 2009). In this case, 

the secondary contradictions were between subjects and mediational tools. As Mukeredzi noted, 

contradictions are not inherently bad, but generate disturbances which create force and motive for 

change and development as subjects reflect and devise other ways of addressing them. Development 

implies the ability to devise innovative attempts for altering the existing contradiction, resulting in 

positive changes in the activity system. In this case, the teachers had to buy more bundles or seek 
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other help such as borrowing a friend’s laptop to ensure uninterrupted professional learning. 

Literature shows that relevant infrastructure for connectivity is still concentrated in urban areas. As 

a result, teachers in rural areas continue to face limitations in accessing connectivity to enable 

professional learning (McAleavy et al. 2018; Fox and Bird 2017; Wong 2018). The implication is 

that teachers in rural schools, face challenges in accessing online professional learning because of 

poor communication infrastructure for connectivity. As such they have to consider other ways of 

addressing such contradictions. 

In the next section, the discussion is on how participants engaged in non-formal professional 

learning within their schools.  

5.3. Non- Formal Professional Learning in the School 

This section discusses how participants engaged in professional learning through non-formal 

activities in their rural school settings. Data revealed that professional learning occurred through 

non-formal learning activities at school level and in wider professional sites. Kapur (2019) defines 

non-formal learning as all organised education programmes outside the formal education. 

Mukeredzi (2009) defines non-formal learning as structured, pre-arranged but not bankable or 

creditable learning as it does not lead to creditable certification. The in-school non-professional 

learning activities included whole-school staff development meetings, grade level meetings and 

lesson observation/supervision. The summary of responses is shown on Table 5.5 below and then 

discussed. A detailed table of response counts is in the appendices (see Appendix Eight). 
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Table 5.5.: Non-Formal Professional Learning in the School 

 

The following section discusses professional learning through in-school non-formal structures 

beginning with staff development meetings. 

Professional Learning Through School Staff Development Meetings 

Evidence revealed that 16 rural SPSTs reported engaging in professional learning through in-school 

staff development meetings/workshops. According to Isabirye (2015), staff development refers to 

direct and indirect learning experiences available to professionals. The purpose of staff development 

meetings was to ensure that rural SPSTs received job-related skills, which enhanced professional 

growth, and upgraded their knowledge to keep abreast with the changes unfolding in their 

profession. This was exemplified by G6T7 during Ind. Int who said: “I learnt through staff 

development meeting from peers trained at cluster level. I have really learnt from them.” During 

their Ind. Int G6T14 also said: “Peers who attend out of school meeting share with us during staff 

development meetings.” Similar remarks were made by G6T11 in an Ind. Int: “What I like about 

staff development meetings, is that I learn from my peers who attend external workshops.” During 

FGD3, G7T15 also revealed: “I have benefited from our staff development meetings, where we to 

discuss. This has helped me” 
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The findings illustrate that staff development meetings enhanced rural SPSTs’ professional learning 

through discussion, as reported by G6T7, G6T11 and G6T14. This suggests that peers acted as 

resources while drawing on others as resources, which enhanced collaborative professional learning 

(Macharaga 2021). Such approaches imply peers’ learning together over time as they involved not 

only sharing knowledge, but also developing processes of learning together as active participants. 

The responses revealed that sharing experiences during staff development meetings exposed rural 

SPSTs to professional learning. Professional learning occurred through dialogue when teachers 

shared their acquired knowledge, ideas, and skills from external workshops. According to 

Mukeredzi (2016: 96), “…dialogue promotes the acquisition of new knowledge and skills as 

teachers reflect on what they hear, see and practise with their peers”. In this way, sharing of ideas 

and experiences as a psychological mediational tool enhanced professional learning of subjects 

(rural SPSTs) through joint engagement in activity in the activity system (Khader 2018). 

Collaborative engagement is central to CHAT. Amos (2013: 19) notes that staff development 

supports teachers’ professional growth, providing them with up-to-date information on the latest 

developments in their field and enabling them to improve their skills. Seemingly, staff development 

meetings helped rural SPSTs to engage in professional learning and develop in their fields through 

discussion.  

Collaboration and support enabled rural SPSTs to discuss with peers and experienced teachers, thus 

learning with and from one another (Mukeredzi 2015). Participant G7T15 acknowledged discussion 

as a strategy which enhanced professional learning, because it helped rural SPSTs to seek 

clarifications, acquire new knowledge and share. This is in line with a study conducted by Dennis 

(2014) which showed that the presence of knowledgeable and experienced teachers is beneficial in 

promoting reflection as a communal learning process. These collaborative learning activities 

promoted the professional learning of rural SPSTs. Collaboration relates to the second principle of 

the CHAT framework in which subjects in the activity system collaborate and learn, and collectively 

create conducive environments (Mukeredzi 2009; Sannino and Engeström 2017). 

While rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through staff development meetings, 14 

participants reported contradictions for this strategy. For example, G7T12 during Ind. Int. said: “ the 

time for professional learning during meetings is too short, it is very short.”  In addition, G7T5 in 
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their Ind. Int. said: “staff development meetings are not capable of covering all aspects of 

development and they do not take into account that we have different learning styles and different 

knowledge gaps.” This was confirmed by G6T3 in FGD2 who also said: “In as far as the school 

staff development meetings are concerned, we do not have time we just talk about issues concerning 

challenges of teaching and learning.” These contradictions related to limited time which did not 

allow discussion on all the diverse teacher needs and thus hindered comprehensive professional 

learning through in-school staff development. In the CHAT framework, the central role of 

contradictions is that they lead to change and development.  

In this case, these were secondary contradictions, which were between subjects and mediational 

tools, emanating from the duration of meetings which did not address all the teacher needs owing to 

limited time and the meeting structure. Darling-Hammond (2017) notes that the traditional sporadic 

and disjointed approach to professional learning does not afford the time necessary for professional 

learning which is rigorous and cumulative.  

The discussion indicates that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through staff 

development where they learnt from peers through discussions and sharing. However, secondary 

contradictions emerged from the limited time allowed for the meetings and consequently some 

aspects were not addressed. In the next section, I discuss professional learning through lesson 

observation/ supervision.   

5.2.1.  Professional Learning Through Lesson Observation/Supervision  

17 participants mentioned lesson observation as a strategy through which SPSTs engaged in 

professional learning at school level. Villegas-Reimers (2003) note that supervision is a strategy for 

giving a teacher feedback and suggestions on how to improve teaching of a particular concept. In 

the current study, school heads, deputy heads, senior teachers and grade leaders played a significant 

role in supervision at school level. The responses given by participants illustrate that they engaged 

in professional learning through guidance and feedback, discussion, and comments from supervisors 

during lesson observation. This was exemplified by G7T12 in FDG4 who said: “I have gained a lot 

from lesson observation, the guidance and feedback from my supervisors …,” G6T13, also in the 

Ind. Int, said: The feedback from lesson observation has assisted me to learn. It taught me more….  
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In their Ind. Int G7T11 also confirmed by saying: “I have improved my practice because of the 

feedback I received from the school leadership, and we discuss the comments that help me to learn.” 

In endorsing this, G7T14 during Int. Int added that:  

School leadership carried out random class visits in the school to check if the topic/concepts 
are taught as expected. I have learnt from the comments and feedback given through 
supervision script.  

Again, in an Ind. Int G6T5 explained: “I have learnt from the comments and feedback provided after 

lesson observation”. Likewise, during the professional learning maps discussion G7T11 said: 

For me I have gained a lot from lesson observations, because the guidance and feedback I 
had from school leadership …, this was the most important part of my learning.  

The responses by participants G7T11, G7T12 and G6T13 acknowledged that the guidance and 

feedback provided by school leadership enabled their professional learning. After observing a 

lesson, school leaders prepared a lesson observation report. Such a report usually reflects three areas: 

strengths, weaknesses and the way forward in terms of improving weaknesses or upholding the 

strengths (Mukeredzi 2015). The report leads to reflection (discussed below) and the whole process 

involves provision of guidance and feedback on the teachers’ performance. Feedback is one of the 

effective sources of professional learning. Matthew (2020) states that the purpose of feedback is to 

give learners the information they can use to confirm what they already believe or change their 

existing knowledge and beliefs. Feedback thus enabled rural SPSTs to learn from their practice 

considering the three areas highlighted above. Matthew (2020) argues, therefore, that feedback and 

instruction are intertwined. The interaction between the supervisor and rural SPSTs during this 

activity encourages exchange of ideas and experiences (Abdulbaki et al. 2018). Within a CHAT 

framework (Mukeredzi 2009; Sannino and Engeström 2017), lesson observation culminating in 

feedback is a mediating tool which enables subjects (rural SPSTs) to act on the object (professional 

learning) and consequently convert it to an outcome (improved understanding). The findings are 

supported by Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) who argue that feedback is an essential tool for 

effective professional learning.  

Participants G6T5 and G7T14 talk about supervisor comments and feedback after lesson observation 

as enabling engagement in professional learning. The comments from supervisors prompt rural 
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SPSTs’ reflection on the presented lesson. Reflection is an important aspect of professional learning 

from experience (Connelly et al. 2020). In this study, it stimulated SPSTs to engage in professional 

learning through self-examination and self-evaluation. From the CHAT framework (Sannino and 

Engeström 2017), supervision provided tools and artefacts which enabled the subject to act on the 

object.  These findings are supported by literature, which states that supervision helps in moulding 

the teachers’ practices, allowing the teachers to analyse, reflect on their teaching and challenge their 

previous beliefs about teaching, consequently leading to professional learning (Mayrhofer 2019; 

Takahashi and McDougal 2016; Arslan 2019). In other words, effective supervision enables teachers 

to think about their strengths and weakness in classroom practice and implement corrective 

measures. Professional learning in this case emerges from addressing the reflective question ‘what 

they should have done differently’ (Mukeredzi 2018). 

While the teachers engaged in professional learning through supervision, 12 participants reported 

contradictions in this strategy that emanated from abuse of power, fault finding mission, and misuse 

of this tool, which limited professional learning. In Zimbabwe, as elsewhere, supervision has not 

really progressed from a focus on inspection where a central or mid-level authority ensures that 

teachers comply with school and classroom rules and maintain existing predetermined standards 

(Haileselassie and Abraha 2012: 4). In this way, inspection has remained associated with enforcing 

authority. This was exemplified by G7T12 during FDG2, who said: I normally do not like 

supervision because some school heads use lesson observation as way of looking for faults than to 

help me improve teaching and learning. In addition, in FGD3, G7T1 said: “At times some school 

heads use supervision to settle their personal scores with teachers.” Again, G7T11 in an Ind. Int. 

explained: “At times school heads use supervision to penalize us not to assist us to improve teaching 

and learning.” This was amplified by G7T4 on the professional learning map who wrote: “They 

can abuse their power and they just come unannounced.” From the CHAT framework, such 

tensions, or secondary contradictions in the activity system (Engeström 2015/16; Sannino 2020), 

inhibit the effectiveness of lesson observation as a professional learning mediational tool. In this 

respect, Chidobi (2015) revealed that if not used appropriately, supervision as a mediational tool 

could be a source of conflicts between the supervisor and the teacher. These contradictions would 

emanate from the community (headmaster), division of labour (headmaster roles and 
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responsibilities), mediational tool (lesson observation) and the object of the activity, and hinder 

subjects (rural SPSTs) from effectively enacting the object. However, within the CHAT framework, 

contradictions in the activity system are not necessarily bad, as they may offer some motivation for 

learning.  

The above discussion indicates that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning from the guidance, 

feedback, and comments from supervisors that reflected the strengths and weaknesses, resulting in 

new learning as the rural SPSTs tried to address their weaknesses. The contradictions also emerged 

as the rural SPSTs viewed observations in bad light, labelling them as tools for ‘witch-hunting’, for 

settling scores and abuse of power. In the next section, how rural SPSTs engaged in professional 

learning through grade level meetings is discussed. 

5.2.2. Professional Learning Through Grade Level Meetings  

Data revealed that 18 rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through grade level meetings. 

Grade level meetings included rural SPSTs in the same grade (i.e., Grade 6 and Grade 7 teachers 

respectively) or teaching the same grades. Mukeredzi (2016: 100) says these meetings are similar to 

“…talking departments” marked by active exchange of professional ideas and information. In the 

current study, the meetings enhanced joint planning, development of teaching and learning 

resources, and mentoring. This was specified by G7T6 in FGD2 who said: “Through our grade level 

meetings we plan for the term, develop our common termly schemes and share ideas and 

experiences, l learnt a lot from experienced subject area specialist.” Also, in FGD3, G7T14 said: 

“Mini workshops have helped me to learn from teachers with experience. These meetings have.” 

G7T15, during FGD1, further said: “This has helped me because it interactive, it’s hands on, we 

discuss with peers classroom-based issues... I real learnt from their expertise ...” 

Similar sentiments were raised by G6T3 during an Ind. Int. who also explained: “In our grade level 

mini workshops, we are given opportunities to interact and to learn from more experienced 

teachers.” Again, during an Ind. Int. G6T5 said:  

Grade meetings have been helpful for me as I have learnt from my peers with number of 
years in the profession, more experienced teachers facilitate lesson demonstration for us to 
observe how we can teach”.  



187 

 

G6T9, also during the Ind. Int., said: “The grade meetings have helped but with the help from my 

peers.” G6T3 in Ind. Int. further explained that: “Our grade level meetings have supported us on 

how address teaching and learning challenges.” This was also reflected in the professional learning 

maps discussion where G6T7 said: 

The grade level meetings have offered me opportunities to learn from my peers because we 
discuss challenges we meet in various subject areas and share solutions. I no longer feel 
alone.  

The responses above revealed that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning generally through 

sharing. Participant G7T6 confirmed that the joint planning meetings at the beginning of the term 

provided them with an opportunity to learn from colleagues’ ideas. Consistent with this, Mukeredzi 

(2017) found that joint planning enabled teacher professional learning from observing and 

understanding what colleagues saw as important. Such joint planning as highlighted by G7T6 would 

include discussions on instructional strategies, focused on the projected instructional objectives and 

assessment. Joint planning also promotes collaborative reflection and professional learning 

(Mukeredzi 2016). These rural SPSTs seemingly also learnt from watching and listening, as they 

discussed during joint planning. In this way, engaging in dialogue with others was central to grade 

level professional learning (Fox et al. 2020; Mukeredzi 2016).  

The findings also revealed that grade level meetings allowed participants to learn from experienced 

teachers. This process was viewed positively by participants G6T3 and G7T6. In the current study, 

interaction created the opportunity for rural SPSTs and those with expertise to appropriately scaffold 

learning and guide other teachers collaboratively. Participant G6T5 valued engaging in professional 

learning through lesson demonstrations facilitated by more experienced teachers. Mukeredzi and 

Nyachowe (2018) indicate that a demonstration lesson is a planned lesson for groups of students (in 

this case, rural SPSTs) which provides experiences of real events, phenomena, and processes, and 

raises their interest and motivation, allowing them to focus on a particular phenomenon or event 

such as using a teaching strategy. Further, G6T7 made references to professional learning through 

discussing challenges and solutions. Sharing challenges and solutions enables the realisation that 

one is not alone in such situations and enables learning how similar challenges are resolved 
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elsewhere (Mukeredzi 2009). In the CHAT framework (Engeström 2017), grade level meetings 

provided mediational tools that enabled learning as a collaborative activity. 

From the discussion above, rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through grade level 

meetings where they experienced learning from discussion and sharing with experienced teachers 

and from lesson demonstrations. The following section discusses non-formal professional learning 

in wider professional sites. 

5.4. Non-formal Professional Learning Through Wider Professional Sites  

Under this section, the discussion is framed around the two themes: school cluster meetings and 

MoPSE workshops, through which rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning in wider 

professional sites. The summary of responses is reflected in Table 5.6 below and then discussed in 

the next section. Comprehensive response counts are in the Appendices section (Appendix Eight). 

Table 5.6.: Non-Formal Professional Learning Through Professional Sites 

 

 

The discussion in the next section covers non-formal professional learning through subject cluster 

meetings in wider sites.  

5.4.1. Professional Learning Through School Cluster Meetings   

16 participants identified school cluster meetings as an opportunity for professional learning in wider 

sites. According to Aipinge (2007: ii), school cluster meetings, are situations “where teachers from 

neighbouring schools are bought together to improve the quality of education by sharing resources, 

experiences and expertise among clusters and facilitating school administration by pooling resources 

from several schools to be shared equally”. This study uses the term school cluster to describe 

schools that came together on a regular basis for their teachers to interact and engage in different 
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activities for professional learning. For example, G7T1 in the Ind. Int said: “In school cluster 

meetings we share experiences and ideas on how to subject specific content knowledge.” In addition, 

G7T6 said in the Ind. Int.: “I have benefited from school cluster advisors.” Similar views were 

raised in the Ind. Int where G7T9 said: “School cluster meetings have offered me learning by 

observing experienced teachers demonstrate specific teaching methods.” G6T13 also reported in 

the Ind. Int: “The whole idea of school clusters is to learn from each other… subject specialists 

within the cluster, help other teachers to get a better understanding of the subject.” In addition, 

G7T3 in a similar Ind. Int explained: “I learned from teachers from other schools.” In their Ind. Int 

G6T11 said: “School cluster meetings are nice because I get so many ideas and information from 

other teachers that I have tried in classroom.” Furthermore, participants during FGD4 explained 

how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning, where G7T8 said: “For me, I have learnt from 

other teachers because we unpack the lessons plans which have helped me improve my teaching.” 

Professional learning in subject cluster meetings also emerged in discussions of the professional 

learning maps when G7T12 said: “We normally have mock teaching where one teacher shows us 

how we could use different teaching methods in our classroom.” G6T14, also during the professional 

learning map discussion, added: “They are good because we have a lot to sharing on our best 

classroom practices.”  

The responses above show that rural SPSTs G7T1, G7T6 and G7T14 engaged in professional 

learning through sharing ideas and discussion with subject specialists or advisors. Robutti et al. 

(2016) says collaboration describes joint activities of individuals or institutions. Thus, collaboration, 

interaction and sharing with other rural SPSTs from other schools played a key role in the 

professional learning of the rural SPSTs. 

Rural SPSTs also indicated that school cluster meetings afforded them opportunities to engage in 

professional learning through lesson demonstrations. Participants G7T9 and G7T12 revealed that 

they engaged in professional learning through collaborating and observing lesson demonstrations 

and mock teaching by experienced teachers. This is consistent with Makwara (2015) who confirms 

that, through collaboration, teachers develop professionally from discussion and sharing with 

colleagues, as well as through reflective action. Collaborative engagement is central to CHAT, in 

which the focus is on how individuals learn through collaborative engagement in activity. 
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Reflection, as mentioned above, is a critical aspect of professional learning which helps teachers to 

develop new skills and strategies for effective teaching (Connelly et al. 2020). The school cluster 

meetings promoted inter-school interdependence and sharing of both material and psychological 

mediational tools to encourage collective learning as equal participants within the activity system 

(Mukeredzi 2016). Literature has confirmed that through teacher practice networks, teachers benefit 

as active contributors to their own professional learning, rather than as passive recipients of training 

(Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 2014; Calvert 2016). This suggests that school clusters helped 

participants to take responsibility for their own professional learning, working together to develop 

their knowledge and expertise.  

Generally, school cluster meetings were praised by rural SPSTs for allowing them to engage in 

professional learning through interaction and sharing with both colleagues and advisors on different 

aspects of classroom practice. The next section discusses professional learning through MoPSE 

workshops.       

5.4.2. Non-formal Professional Learning Through MoPSE Workshops 

The evidence indicated that 14 participants engaged in professional learning through workshops 

organised by MoPSE. G6T8, in the Ind. Int. said: “I have learnt a lot from ministry facilitated 

workshops.” Mukeredzi (2013) points out that ministry workshops are generally beneficial, 

although they tend to focus on systemic issues of curriculum and policy without addressing teacher 

needs. In this study, however, teachers hailed these workshops as beneficial. Most of the workshops 

from the teachers’ responses used the cascade approach. According to Abeysena et al (2016), 

cascade professional training is a top-down model, which entails the flow of information from 

‘expert’ teachers or Primary Trainers to Secondary Trainers or multipliers at different levels. 

Teachers expressed how they engaged in professional learning from the MoPSE cascaded 

workshops. G7T7 in the Ind. Int said: “Teachers who attend workshops organised by ministry come 

back to school with information on subject- learning areas and tell us how we should incorporate 

curriculum changes in our teaching.” In another Ind. Int G7T4 said: We learnt about new 

curriculum from peers who attended these workshops” Similarly, G6T13 in an Ind. Int reiterated: 

“We have learnt a lot on policy issues from the school head when they attend district head’s monthly 
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meetings.” The responses confirm Mukeredzi’s (2013) observations that ministry workshops target 

systemic issues. While teachers appreciated cascaded workshops for offering them professional 

learning, such a model has been criticised for distortion, watering down and/or misinterpretation of 

crucial information (Ono and Ferreira 2010). Participants G7T4 and G7T7 indicated that they 

benefited from teachers/peers who attended ministry organised workshops, who come back to school 

and provided staff development for them.  Contrary to Ono and Ferreira (2010), according to Bett 

(2016), the immediate benefit of the cascade model is that it reaches many teachers within a short 

period of time, making the model cost-effective. While G6T8 indicated having benefited 

professionally from workshops facilitated by education officials (Education Inspectors), most of the 

participants highlighted above engaged in professional learning from cascaded workshops through 

their school heads and colleagues. From a CHAT standpoint (Sadeck 2013; Vygotsky 1978), 

officials were ‘community’ who acted according to their division of labour. Mediational tools used 

were mainly language and experiences as well as physical tools such as handouts, which were used 

by education officials to mediate learning for rural SPSTs. In this regard, Ono and Ferreira (2010), 

Hardman (2011) and Dichaba and Mokhele (2012) note that many teachers can be reached at once 

using fewer resources, making the cascade model cost-effective for organisations that adopt it.  

However, literature shows that these ‘one-shot’ workshops limit opportunities for teachers to change 

their classroom practice (Darling-Hammond et al. 2017; Ono and Ferreira 2010; Ravhuhali et al. 

2015; Gokmenoglu and Clark 2015). This is in addition to their “trickle-down effect” with the 

watering down of content as it is passed on the trainees (Hayes 2000; Bett 2016) as highlighted by 

Ono and Ferreira (2010).   

From the discussion above, rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through the workshops 

that were provided by education officials as well as from cascaded workshops from their colleagues 

and school heads about curriculum changes, subject-learning areas, and policy issues. The next 

section focuses on informal professional learning. 
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5.5. Informal/Incidental Professional Learning  

Participants indicated that they experienced informal professional learning generally through 

WhatsApp and informal discussions. According to Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2012: 4), informal 

professional learning is:  

Learning that rests primarily in the hands of the learners (in this case SPSTs) and happens 
through observation, reading magazines, participating in groups, trial and error, asking for 
help, conversing with others, listening to stories, reflecting on a day’s events, or stimulated 
by general interests. 

From the definition, participants engage in professional learning in interaction with others in social 

settings. In addition, the definition suggests that informal learning is spontaneous and occurs 

throughout an individual’s life. Given that professional learning through WhatsApp and interaction 

have been discussed under formal and non-formal professional learning, informal professional 

learning through these spaces will not be discussed in any detail in this section.  

In this study, all the professional learning domains as discussed above (formal learning through 

university TCDP, non-formal professional learning through school structures, and cluster and 

workshop professional learning in wider professional sites) are planned and structured, which fosters 

professional learning engagements for rural SPSTs. However, these occasions also created 

opportunities for informal/incidental professional learning engagements. Mukeredzi (2009) 

contends that the informal professional learning domain typically overlaps with other types of 

interaction, which may be formal or non-formal, but are always on the margins of informal learning 

opportunities. It is thus critical to avoid polarisation of formal, non-formal and informal learning as 

essentially distinct from one another, but to view informal learning as a by-product of the formal or 

non-formal contexts of course-type situations (Mukeredzi 2016). 

Researchers such as Southworth and Campbell (2005), Fullan (1999) and Mukeredzi (2016) concur 

that opportunities for teachers to engage in professional learning exist whenever teachers assemble 

or work together. Thus, as Mukeredzi further notes, informal learning within spaces surrounding 

occasions with more overt formal purposes is fundamental and valuable to professional learning as 

this does not occur coincidentally but within sustained, created and regularly re-created group 

climates. The CHAT notion of learning through collective engagement in activity emphasises the 
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role of informal communities in the activity system initiated by a need to address a shared object 

(Mukeredzi 2009). Wherever teachers find occasion to gather around professional circles, 

opportunities to learn from one another both formally and informally are amplified. As G7T6 said 

during Ind. Int: “I have learnt a lot about teaching from my colleagues in the school when we are 

having tea, resulting in spontaneous informative dialogue among teachers” Such incidental 

opportunities, as Southworth and Campbell (2005), Mukeredzi (2009) and Mukeredzi (2016) argue, 

enable teachers to share and exchange ideas, offering each other some suggestions while 

simultaneously gathering useful ideas for their own classroom practice and professional learning 

engagements. Informal interactions not only enhance rural SPSTs’ professional learning, but also 

personal and emotional learning as they learn from their own engagements and practices as well as 

from the engagements and practices of colleagues.  

Mukeredzi (2009) says, given that such interactions are not marked by boundaries but occur within 

a ‘feel equal factor’, they offer professional learning engagements on a diverse array of topics 

touching professional and personal as well as social lives. This type of interaction without fear of 

status differentials is what scholars like Edwards and D’Arcy (2004) and Billet (2008) in Mukeredzi 

(2009) describe as freely offering oneself as a resource for others, while drawing on others as 

resources in the activity system. This perspective of incidental or informal learning foregrounds 

rural SPSTs’ personal social networks and affiliations as offering occasions and effective nodes for 

professional learning engagements to occur. It further shifts attention from planned, structured, and 

organised opportunities to interpersonal and personal agency, and to the relational dimensions and 

networking as providing a powerful mode of engaging in professional learning. Thus, collective 

engagement that leads to learning in the activity system hinges on interaction and on-going 

negotiation and re-negotiation, as viewed from the perspective of CHAT (Engeström 2017; Davydov 

2004; Mukeredzi 2009).  

This discussion has demonstrated that informal professional learning for rural SPSTs occurs both as 

by-products of the planned, structured gatherings in formal and non-formal learning domains as well 

as through informal interactions.  
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5.6. Chapter Summary 

This chapter analysed and discussed the findings around how rural SPSTs engaged in professional 

learning on the TCDP in one province of Zimbabwe. The findings highlighted that rural SPSTs 

experienced professional learning through three broad spaces, namely, formally on the university 

TCDP, non-formally in the school, non-formally outside the school in wider professional sites, and 

informally/incidentally at the margins of other professional learning domains. With regards to 

formal learning, the findings revealed that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through 

lectures. The lectures provided professional learning through student-student interaction, which 

enabled rural SPSTs to interact, share information and learn from each other, while student-lecturer 

interaction during the lectures, in addition to promoting professional learning directly, also fostered 

learning by enhancing positive relationships between rural SPSTs and their lecturers. Note-taking 

during the face-to-face lectures promoted comprehension of concepts. Lectures also enabled 

professional learning through lecturer guidance during lectures, which enabled rural SPSTs to 

remain focused on the objectives of the TCDP, driving professional learning. With regards to 

professional learning through group work, rural SPSTs engaged in learning in small groups, sharing 

ideas and information through discussion. Lectures also enabled question and answer sessions 

through which lecturers received feedback on whether rural SPSTs understood the concepts, which 

cleared misconceptions, and which enhanced critical thinking. However, secondary contradictions 

emerged related to the question and answer format, as some questions remained unanswered because 

of limited time. Assessment and research also enabled professional learning through wide reading 

in preparation for assignment writing and end of semester examinations. Research also facilitated 

professional learning through wide reading for group research tasks. 

Findings also revealed rural SPSTs’ professional learning through technology during their formal 

learning on the TCDP. Technology enabled professional learning through PowerPoint, websites, e-

mail, WhatsApp, and Zoom classes Technology allowed rural SPSTs’ professional learning through 

accessing new information from around the world. It emerged that the Zoom classes enhanced 

discussion and critical thinking. However, secondary contradictions interfered in the activity system 

due to technological challenges of connectivity and the cost of data bundles.    
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Non-formal professional learning in the school revolved around staff development meetings, grade 

level meetings and lesson observation for engaging in learning through interaction and sharing with 

colleagues and leadership. Non-formal professional learning outside the school, in wider 

professional sites, emanated from school cluster meetings and MoPSE workshops. School cluster 

meetings enabled rural SPSTs to learn through collaboration, interaction and sharing with 

experienced colleagues. MoPSE workshops enabled professional learning through cascaded and 

direct workshops. Informal/incidental professional learning occurred through WhatsApp and 

informal discussions within the non-formal learning domains.  

In this chapter I presented and analysed data addressing Question One on how rural SPSTs engaged 

in professional learning on the TCDP. In the following chapter data presentation and analysis 

focuses on data that attempts to answer Research Question Two.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS:  

Mediating Tools used to Facilitate Teacher Professional Learning on the TCDP. 

6.0. Introduction  

The aim of this study was to explore professional learning engagements of rural SPSTs studying on 

the TCDP. I also wanted to understand the mediational tools used to facilitate their learning as well 

as the support that they receive in their schools to enhance their learning. The previous chapter 

analysed and presented data addressing Research Question One on how rural SPSTs engage in 

professional learning on the TCDP. From the data, rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning 

through three main domains of formality: formally through lectures; non-formally in the school and 

in wider professional sites, and informally. This chapter addresses Research Question Two on the 

mediational tools used to facilitate professional learning on the TCDP. Data responding to this 

question were generated from three sources: individual interviews, FGDs and professional learning 

maps discussions. This second question, addressed in this chapter, is: What mediating tools are used 

to facilitate teacher professional learning on the TCDP?  

What emerged from data was that material and human mediational tools complemented by 

psychological tools facilitated learning of the SPSTs on the TCDP. Since psychological mediating 

tools: language, experiences, knowledge, culture, etcetera sit at the margins of all tools as they 

enable the use of all material and human mediating tools (we need language and knowledge to 

lecture), these intellectual mediating tools are not discussed separately (or highlighted) in the 

chapter. They should be understood as present in all mediation. I discuss the theme-related material 

and human mediational tools that emerged in answer to Question Two in the following section. 

6.1. Themes and Subthemes 

Two major themes which emerged from the data material mediational tools and human mediational 

tools frame this chapter. The chapter is organised around these two (2) major themes in answering 

the question on mediational tools that facilitated teacher professional learning on the TCDP. The 

themes are discussed and summarised through their subthemes. The chapter is organised around 
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these two themes in answering the question on mediational tools that facilitated teacher professional 

learning on the TCDP. The themes are discussed and summarised through their subthemes. Table 

6.1 below reflects the themes and subthemes that emerged from the data. I begin the chapter by 

discussing material mediational tools. 

Table 6.1. Mediational Tools for Professional Learning on the TCDP: Themes and Subthemes 

 

Mediational tools used to facilitate teacher 
professional learning.  

Theme 1: Material Mediational Tools 
Subtheme 1: Computers  
                  2: Handouts  
                  3: Lecture venues  
                  4: Library 
Theme 2:  Human Resource Support  
Subtheme 1: Academics’ support 
                  2: Peers’ support  
                  3: Professional staff support 

6.2. Material Mediational Tools   

Mediation is one of the basic principles of CHAT (Engeström 2017). Vygotsky (1978) introduced 

the concept of tool mediation to mean that when human beings come across an object in the 

environment, they do not act on it directly, but the acting is mediated by tools: language and other 

symbol systems. According to Batiibwe (2019), mediating artefacts or tools can be symbols, signs 

and conceptual understandings that serve as psychological tools and resources that are physical or 

material tools. These mediate activities between the subject and the object. Thus, tools are described 

as anything that mediates subjects’ action upon an object. In this study, mediational tools were the 

teaching and learning aids or resources that facilitated rural SPSTs’ engagement in professional 

learning.  

As in Chapter Five, in discussing the findings, I draw on literature to show how my findings relate 

to existing research. I refer to the CHAT framework to examine and understand data and explain 

findings. Figure 6.1 illustrates the elements of the CHAT model (Engeström, 2015) that formed the 

theoretical framework which guided generation of data, and provided a lens to understand the data 

and describe the professional learning of the rural SPSTs on the TCDP.  In Figure 6.1, I also indicate 

what each element/node of the framework represents in this study. Following that, I discuss the 

material mediation tools that emerged in answer to Question Two. 
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Figure 6.1: Mediational Tools Used in Teacher Professional Learning 

Material tools and artefacts - Material Mediational Tools 
(Computers, Lecture Venues and Handouts) 

Psychological Mediational Tools (Knowledge, Experience, Support,) 

 

 

 

                          (SPSTs) Subjects              Object   Professional       Outcome Improved 

                                                                                                                          Learning             understanding 

 

            

  Rules           Community    Division of Labour 
Policies,                        MoPSE, University Staff,    Roles and Responsibilities of    
Faculty Rules                Community, Parents,                Teachers and other Stakeholders 
Implicitly Rules             Learners Administrators 

Adapted from Mukeredzi (2009) Reformulation of Vygotsky’s Model of Mediated Activity 

6.2.1. Material Mediational Tools 

Material mediational tools (resources) emerged as one of the important instructional mediational 

materials that supported rural SPSTs’ professional learning. Literature consulted (Lewis 2019) 

defines instructional materials or teaching resources as a range of educational material that teachers 

or instructors use in the classroom to support specific learning objectives, as set out in lesson plans. 

In other words, learning mediational tools or materials are important as they can significantly 

support student learning. The material mediational tools that emerged from the data were –

computer-mediated tools, handouts, lecture venues and the library. These are illustrated in Table 6.2 

below, including the number of times the particular mediational tool was mentioned. 
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Table 6.2. Material Mediating Tools for Teacher Professional Learning on the TCDP  
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6.3.2. Computer as Mediational Tool for Professional Learning 

While the computer emerged in Chapter Five as a space for rural SPSTs’ engagement in professional 

learning, the computer also emerged in this study as a vital material mediational tool, which 

supported their professional learning on the TCDP by facilitating other related tools. According to 

Ghavifekr and Rosdy (2015: 175), computer refers to “the use of computer-based communication 

that is incorporated into daily classroom instructional process”. Computer-related mediation tools, 

which facilitated professional learning on the TCDP, included computer - projector presentations; 

computer communication; computer assignment typing; computer data storage and retrieval; and 

computer virtual lessons. These are discussed in turn below. Technology provides platforms and 

tools that help students to engage in learning via numerous media with other students/individuals, 

lecturers, and groups, beyond the immediate reach of the learner (Pittman and Gaines 2015). In the 

current study, computers were mediational tools between the subjects (SPSTs) and the object 

(professional learning). Computer - projector presentations are discussed below. 

6.3.3. Computer Projector Presentations  

Group task presentations facilitated by computers and projectors were reported by 26 participants.  

In this study, the computer projector presentation as mediational tool enhanced SPSTs’ professional 

learning. For example, G7T12 in Ind. Int said: “For me the use of computers and projectors   is a 



200 

 

powerful visual aid because everyone can see key points in bullet points presented and can easily 

follow the discussion.” In addition, G7T14 said in Ind. Int: “Use of computers and projector in class 

is good for organisation of notes and information.” Use of these tools was also raised by G7T2 

during Ind. Int who said: “We are able to print our presentations for revision and it helps us 

remember what was said in the lecture.” G7T1 in FGD1 said: “The use of computers and projectors 

for projecting information on a screen in class is great for presenting main ideas of the lesson.” 

This was elaborated by G7T15 in FGD2 by saying:  

I liked the use of computers and the projector because we could all see the materials 
presented by our lecturer without struggling, which had a positive impact on my learning 
through visual aids, engagement, improving our understanding and remembering of the text. 

Participants in this study highlighted computers and projector presentations as valuable mediational 

tools that facilitated their professional learning on the TCDP. In this study, information on the 

computer was projected on the interactive whiteboard for the rural SPSTs to see while the lecturer 

read through and explained the points. Computer - projector presentation mediated professional 

learning, allowing rural SPSTs to be actively engaged in the learning process (Hardjito 2010). From 

the responses, participants G7T1, G7T2, G7T12, G7T14 and G7T15 highlighted that computer - 

projector presentations as mediational tools effectively supported their professional learning. 

Scholars such as Chung et al. (2019), and Crompton and Burke (2018) concur that the use of 

technology improves experience or engages learners. The rural SPSTs appreciated these 

presentation tools as they captured their attention, enabled them to clearly see the key points, and 

follow the discussion, which enhanced their memory retention. The computer projector 

presentations as mediational tools enabled rural SPSTs to focus attention and follow the discussion 

on the material being presented, thereby ensuring professional learning. Literature shows that 

visualization skills are an important element in learning because they promote learner attention, 

critical thinking, learning, communication, memory retention, and increase relaxation and 

motivation (Rezabek 2008; Roy 2019). In addition, Roy (2019) states that visualisation allows 

learners to be more engaged in their learning and to use the words and images presented to draw 

conclusions, create interpretations of the text, and to remember a text after it has been read. In 

addition, Roy (2019) states that the presence of visual material allows learners to be more engaged 
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in their learning and to use the words and images presented to draw conclusions, create 

interpretations of the text, and to remember a text after it has been read. This is probably what rural 

SPSTs experienced when material was projected on the screen during lessons, and these were the 

learning materials that they would rely on for revision. 

Therefore, from the responses, the use of the computer together with the projector offered rural 

SPSTs opportunities to effectively engage in professional learning. Literature consulted Iskrenovic-

Momčilović 2016) shows that the use of computer - projector and interactive whiteboard 

presentations allows students (rural SPSTs) to learn in a visually effective way. This is support by 

Naidoo (2017) who explained that the use of visual tools within activity systems makes the abstract 

nature of certain concepts concrete. In addition, the findings revealed that information on slides 

could be distributed and easily produced as handouts that were vital for revision. Participants 

indicated that they would print the materials for later retrieval. Just as the computer - projector 

presentations were mediational tools, the slides and printed copies from the presentations were also 

turned into material mediational tools (Engeström 2017; Farrar 2016). From the CHAT perspective, 

subjects (rural SPSTs) experienced professional learning from the use of the computer projector 

presentations, which could be turned into handouts and become additional mediational tools to enact 

the object and attain improved understanding (the outcome). 

In summary, computer - projector presentations provided a useful mediational tool which enabled 

professional learning through the presentation of the main ideas in a powerful visual manner, thereby 

promoting learners’ engagement, understanding and content retention. The rural SPSTs therefore 

engaged in professional learning mediated by computer - projector presentations in which key points 

were projected, and which they could print out and use for revision. In the next section, the 

discussion focuses on the use of computers for e-mail communications.    

6.3.4. Computer Communication  

From the data, 22 participants revealed that computer communication as mediational tools enabled 

their professional learning. Fatimayin (2018) describes communication as a means of connecting 

people or places, as it is the key to human interaction and learning. The respondents described how 

computers mediated their professional learning through communication with their lecturers and 
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peers. According to Davies (2012), computer mediated communication allows users to share brief 

messages as well as bulk documents, thus facilitating professional learning. In the current study, 

rural SPSTs used e-mails and Facebook pages to share information. This was expressed during Ind. 

Int by G6T2 who said: “Computers allowed me to communicate with peers and lecturers to get extra 

course materials through the use of Facebook lite.” G6T1said in an Ind. Int: “With computers I 

have been managing to send and receive e-mail communication from lecturers and colleagues.” 

Similar sentiments were expressed during the Ind. Int with G6T10 who said: “I used Facebook to 

communicate with my peers to share information with peers.” G6T8 in a subsequent Ind. Int said: 

“E-mail communication enabled me to share my ideas with the rest of the students in my group.” In 

addition, during a professional learning maps discussion, G7T3 said: “I use the computer to submit 

my assignment for marking on my e-mail and get feedback from my lecturer.” This was confirmed 

by G6T9 also during a professional learning maps discussion, who said: “I am able to meaningfully 

contribute to discussions with my peers on Facebook.” G7T9 in FGD1 added: “I have e-mail 

communication to passing and receive information from my colleagues.”  

The use of computer e-mail and Facebook enabled professional learning of rural SPSTs, as indicated 

in the responses above. The participants acknowledged the significance of e-mail communication in 

discussion and sharing information with lecturers and peers, enabling their professional learning 

through that process. Computer mediated communication provided participants with a platform to 

send and receive information, submit assignments, and receive feedback. G6T10 and G7T9 

acknowledged the importance of Facebook pages in communicating with peers. Thus, computer 

communication enhanced constant interactions and learning. In addition, computer communication 

as a physical mediational tool enabled subjects to engage in collaborative professional learning in 

the activity system, which is emphasised by CHAT. This view acknowledges the position of the 

activity system where subject-object relationship is entirely mediated by psychological and material 

tools and artefacts, within the community and division of labour (Hardman 2015). Literature also 

shows that computer e-mails allow students to engage with new knowledge in an interactive way 

(Sharples et al. 2016), helping them to engage in professional learning, promote creative thinking, 

collaborate and share resources (Brown and Gachago 2013). These technological spaces also 

provide meaningful platforms for social construction of knowledge (Veletsianos 2011). Participants 
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G6T8 and G7T9 indicated that they engaged in professional learning through powerful online peer 

discussions. Engaging in dialogues, discussion, exchange of ideas and information also supported 

rural SPSTs’ professional learning. By listening to and reading about others’ opinions and receiving 

feedback, students refine their thinking, reaching high levels of comprehension and deeper 

understanding (Roy 2019). This possibly happened with these rural SPSTs. Within the participant-

tool-object relationship (CHAT framework) (Engeström 2016), the tools (computer, Facebook, 

online chats, e-mails) mediated and shaped the way participants (rural SPSTs) engaged in 

professional learning activities. This is in line with literature which shows that computers as material 

mediational tools afford students the opportunity to collaborate among themselves to develop 

content even when they are geographically dispersed, thereby learning professionally through 

interaction (Oliver and Nikoletatos 2009; Pillay et al. 2015).  

In the discussion above, computer communication mediated professional learning as it enabled rural 

SPSTs to communicate with peers and lecturers through Facebook and e-mails, submit assignments 

for marking and receiving feedback, share ideas, and engage in online discussions with peers. In the 

next section, I discuss the use of the computer for typing assignments.   

6.3.5. Computer Assignment Typing   

From the data, 26 participants revealed that computers as mediational tools enabled them to write 

assignments. During Ind. Int G6T8 said: “I used the computer to write my assignments, it allowed 

me to type neat assignments overcoming the challenge of my poor writing.” G7T4 in an Ind. Int 

said: “Computer was important for when I was writing my assignment because it could highlight 

possible spellings mistakes for me.” Further to this, G6T15 in their Ind. Int explained: “The 

computer assisted me with my assignment because I was able to revise, delete, insert, rearrange my 

text and check grammar for my assignments.”  

G7T9 also made related comments during FGD1 saying: “Writing my assignment on the computer, 

I could revise and edit my work which was not possible with handwritten assignments.” G6T5 during 

FGD4 added: “Computers enabled me to write more legible assignments than I used to on the pen 

and paper.”  
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The use of computers mediated participants’ professional learning related to the assignment writing 

process, which made it much easier because of the opportunities to edit the typed work. This was 

confirmed by G6T15 and G7T9 who indicated the computer assisted them in writing assignments 

because they were able to revise, delete, insert, rearrange, as was necessary, which was not possible 

with handwritten work. The findings are supported by literature (Cheung 2016; Hartley, Howe and 

McKeachie 2001) which shows that when using word processors in writing, writers can make 

changes during the process or in the resulting end product. Thus, computer assignment typing 

allowed rural SPSTs to professionally learn in typing, editing and managing documents and they 

could always store the documents on the computer and retrieve them to make changes.  In a study 

conducted by Ulusoy (2006: 8), it was pointed out that word processing programmes, “spelling 

checker, online dictionaries, online style and grammar manuals are useful for editing”. G7T4 and 

G6T15 confirmed that computers assisted them with spelling and rectifying grammar mistakes while 

G6T5 and G6T8 valued the use of computers as it allowed them to produce neat and legible 

assignments compared to handwritten assignments. Literature shows that the use of computers in 

writing assignments has levelled the playing field for learners with regard to poor or neat 

handwriting (Davies 2012). Participants indicated that they appreciated the mediation by computers, 

as they were able to overcome the challenge of poor handwriting. From CHAT framework 

(Vygotsky 1978; Zurek 2014), suggest that the computer was a powerful mediational tool as a 

learning resource, which assisted SPSTs to produce quality assignments on the TCDP.  

The discussion in this section demonstrates that computers as mediational tools supported rural 

SPSTs’ professional learning through assignment writing. Computers were also hailed for 

promoting the production of neat and legible assignments, as this mediation tool includes several 

editing functions. In the next section, I discuss computers as mediational tools for data storage and 

retrieval in the TCDP.   

6.3.6. Computer Data Storage and Retrieval  

Eighteen participants revealed that computers as mediational tools for professional learning on the 

TCDP enabled rural SPSTs to store and retrieve texts for later reference. Storage refers to keeping 

the data or information in computer files, usually located within online folders (Davies 2012). Thus, 
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data are stored in computer structures called files, which can be kept in other ‘bigger’ structures 

called folders, likened to the way in which files are stored in a filing cabinet. To enable easier 

location and retrieval of files, they are placed in folders. According to Jansen (2016), information 

retrieval refers to searching for information in documents, text, images or data. In the current study, 

computers became tools for rural SPSTs for keeping their reading materials to access them when 

needed for later use. During Ind. Int G7T6 said: “I used the computer to store my information for 

revision or reference when I want remind myself.” In the Ind. Int, G7T14 also said: “Computer 

allowed me to save my work and retrieve it when I wanted to continue writing.” Further to this, 

G7T3 explained: “The computer assisted me to keep my documents safely stored on external hard 

drive.”  

Similar sentiments were raised during FGD2 by G7T9 who said: “…computer allowed me to store 

and retrieve my reading materials … before I could print them for my revision instead of reading 

from the screen to protect my eyes.” This was also reiterated by G6T5 during FGD3 who said: “I 

used the computer to keep my files stored and I could access them when I wanted to read.” G6T5 

and G7T6 acknowledged the computer as a mediational tool in their professional learning for storing 

information for revision. 

Literature indicates that computers have transformed library services globally through organised 

databases of related information stored in formats that enable efficient retrieval (Khan 2016). The 

responses from participants confirmed that computers were useful mediational tools in the 

professional learning process, used by rural SPSTs for storage of their work, to retrieve it for editing 

or printing. 

From the above discussion, it is accepted that computers provided effective mediation tools for 

professional learning as they allowed rural SPSTs to store and retrieve information for further 

formatting, printing, or revision. In the next section, the discussion focuses on computers as 

mediation tools for professional learning in virtual lessons on TCDP.   
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6.3.7. Computer Virtual Lessons  

According to 16 participants, the computer was vital for their professional learning as it enabled 

them to attend virtual lessons. Google, through which virtual lessons were held, is the leader in 

modern enterprise video communication (Guzacheva 2020: 458), with an easy, reliable cloud 

platform for video chat and webinars across mobile devices, desktops, telephone and chat rooms. 

Rural SPSTs used their personal laptops and smartphones to log into virtual lessons, thereby 

engaging in professional learning. How virtual lessons enabled rural SPSTs professional learning 

was exemplified by G6T9 during Ind. Int who said: “I used my personal laptop to join virtual 

lessons, lecturer presented the content and allowed us to shared ideas and information during the 

class.” In addition, G7T6 during Ind. Int said: “I used my smartphone to log into online lessons, I 

enjoyed because during the lessons, I could see everyone on the camera as we engaged in 

discussions.” This was confirmed during FGDs, where G6T14 in FGD2 said: “Engaging in distance 

learning through platform lessons during COVID-19 was unavoidable since we were required to 

stay at home, I was able to record and watch in my own time.” 

The findings reveal that rural SPSTs were generally positive that virtual lessons as a mediational 

tool supported their professional learning during the COVID-19 national lockdowns. Participants 

G6T9, G6T14 and G7T6 acknowledged the significance of virtual lessons as they were able to 

discuss topics with the lecturer and peers. In addition, the computer virtual lessons allowed 

participants to record the sessions and watch after the lecture. Within the CHAT framework 

(Engeström 2016; Hardman and Amory 2015), while virtual lessons were a mediational tool, 

computers were the main mediation tool for professional learning through which discussion and 

sharing ideas was possible. Literature (Guzacheva 2020) shows that virtual lessons are a powerful 

tool for collaboration, as students can use the chat box with other students or lecturers. The rural 

SPSTs therefore praised computers for enabling virtual lessons as another effective mediation tool 

which facilitated their professional learning on the TCDP.  

The discussion above demonstrates that the use of computers for virtual lessons as mediational tools 

on the TCDP enabled rural SPSTs to engage in professional learning through discussion and sharing 

ideas. In the next section, I discuss contradictions related to technology as mediational tools.  
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6.3.8. Computer - Related Contradictions  

While computers mediated the rural SPSTs’ professional learning, 30 participants reported 

contradictions that resulted from the inaccessibility of university computer laboratories (labs), which 

limited their professional learning. This was raised by G6T4 during Ind. Int who said: “We do not 

have access to the university computer lab, so we use our own computers because computers belong 

to Lala College.” In another Ind. Int, G6T2 also complained: “The college has its own computer 

lab, but we do not have access to computers and internet.” Similarly, G7T12 also during Ind. Int 

said: “Computers and internet are a major challenge, we do not have access to online resources 

provided by the university.”  In the Ind. Int G7T11elaborated saying:  

The university has a rich online website for sharing notes and course materials, but we 
cannot access online resources from here, unless we have to travel to the main campus, still 
the computers are not enough for all students.  

These sentiments were also raised by G6T8 during the professional learning maps discussion when 

he explained: “In my view, access to ICT at the venue is very limited.”  

In FGD2, G7T14 also said:  

When we want to use the internet we visit Internet Café in the city center, where I have to 
pay to access internet services. In most cases I find the computers fully occupied and have 
to wait.   

In FGD3, G6T13 lamented: “Students do not have access to the computer lab at the venue, neither 

do we have access to internet, these facilities are used by Lala College students.” 

These contradictions interfered with the rural SPSTs’ professional learning as the computer, a major 

mediational tool, was not accessible in university-rented satellite site in which SPSTs were expected 

to work. From the CHAT framework, the central role of contradictions (Bligh and Flood 2015; 

Engeström 2015; Wong 2018) is to provide a basis for analysing the tensions within the activity 

system, which leads to learning and development. In this case, contradictions resulted from the 

unavailability of computer labs and the internet. However, this inaccessibility created secondary 

contradictions. Secondary contradictions as explained earlier arise between different elements or 

nodes of one activity system (CHAT), (Engeström 2018; Mukeredzi 2009). In this context, the 
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secondary contradictions were between subjects and mediational tools. One could also say 

contradictions emanated from the community’s impact on subjects and the tools. Therefore, a 

community-subject-tool contradiction arose as they university (community) did not provide 

adequate facilities for students on the TCDP. As Batiibwe (2019) noted, although such 

contradictions generate disturbances and conflicts, they are primary sources of change and expansive 

developments, hence providing innovative attempts to change the activity. Development suggests 

process or course of change effecting positive transformation in the activity system (Mukeredzi 

2009). In this case, the teachers had to find their own machines, borrow friends’ laptops, or go to 

the Internet Cafe. Literature, for example Gray et al. (2010), notes that inconsistent access to 

computers makes it extremely difficult for students and instructors to integrate technology into 

existing lessons plans.  

The implication from the discussion above is that TCDP university students’ learning from satellite 

campuses created contradictions emerging from limited online professional learning because of 

inaccessible computer labs. In the next section, I discuss the use of handouts as mediational tools. 

6.3.Handouts  

20 (twenty) participants indicated that handouts were an effective mediational tool due to their easy 

availability. Handouts refer to printed information usually provided free of charge to accompany a 

lecture (Hawsawi 2015). Limited access to online university learning materials and the library 

accentuated the value of handouts. This was exemplified by G6T7 during Ind. Int who said: “After 

our group presentations, we print our PowerPoint into handouts that we use for assignments and 

reading for examinations”.  

In their Ind. Int G7T8 also said:  

 After lecturer PowerPoint presentations, although this is an extra cost for us, we are all 
required to print handouts, this saves us the time of copying information while the presenters 
are explaining, and they help us understanding the material.  

G6T11 wrote on the professional learning map:  
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Individual and group presentations are used to produce handouts. For me these are useful 
as a supplement to face-to-face lectures and can support our learning when we are away 
from university. 

The topic of handouts was also raised during focus group discussions.  In FGD4, G7T4 said:  

We produce our handouts from individual and group tasks. Handouts are important for 
revision, for recalling what was said in the lecture and they also include questions for use 
as checklist during revision.  

In another discussion G7T12 in FGD2 explained:  

 In the handouts, the writers are expected to include references for the sources used, detailing 
the important readings, highlight which extracts are most relevant and include useful 
websites.  

The evidence above shows that after PowerPoint presentations by either lecturers or the rural SPSTs, 

the teachers printed those slides into handouts for future reference. All the participants above, 

namely, G6T7, G6T11, G6T4, G7T8 and G7T12 acknowledged the value of handouts as mediational 

tools that facilitated their professional learning on the TCDP, despite the extra cost of printing. 

Handouts were critical for rural SPSTs’ professional learning during assignment writing and 

preparation for examinations. The use of handouts encouraged rural SPSTs to pay attention during 

the lectures, rather than focus on note-taking, as they were aware this mediational tool would be 

available. These handouts were vital reading tools for understanding the key points of the lecture 

during revision and rural SPSTs would add notes in their own words which made sense to them, 

making connections to other learning (Nelson-Wong et al. 2013). This was another reason for 

handouts’ being an important mediational tool. In addition, handouts included lists of sources and 

references which rural SPSTs could use for further research. In terms of the CHAT framework, 

(Engeström 2018; Sadeck 2013; Vygotsky 1978) handouts were an essential mediational tool for 

professional learning as they provided summaries of main points for rural SPSTs.  

As discussed above, handouts as mediational tools were printed from PowerPoint slides from 

lecturer presentations as well as from students’ group work presentations. These mediational tools 

were vital as reading material to master the content, for revision, assignment writing as well as for 

preparation for examinations. This engagement promoted professional learning. In addition, the lists 
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of references and websites lecturers added to the handouts were useful mediational tools for 

additional reading.  

In the next section, I discuss the physical infrastructure as mediational tool for SPSTs’ professional 

learning.    

6.4. Infrastructure  

The physical infrastructure that emerged from the data as mediational tools were lecture halls and 

the library, which enabled rural SPSTs’ engagement with the object (professional learning) on the 

TCDP. These mediational tools are discussed below. 

6.5.1. Lecture Hall 

There were18 participants who made references to lecture halls as vital mediational tools. They 

revealed that these classrooms were comfortable, spacious and supportive environments which 

promoted their professional learning. Scholars (Loughlin and Bryne 2019; Mukeredzi and 

Nyachowe 2018) define supportive environments as diverse physical structures, contexts and 

cultures in which students learn freely and effectively. Vinales (2015) also mentions that learning 

halls and classrooms are a key factor for student learning. Regarding the lecture halls, G6T4 in the 

Ind. Int said: “The lecture halls (classrooms) were spacious and physically comfortable.” G7T11 

also during Ind. Int. added: “The venue is accessible and suitable for learning.” This was further 

highlighted on the professional learning map where G7T6 wrote: “Yah the venue is suitable and 

very conducive for learning.” From the responses, the infrastructural mediational tools (the lecture 

halls) were comfortable, spacious, and conducive for learning.  

The literature consulted shows that the classroom learning environment (lecture halls) should be 

comfortable (Marchand et al. 2015) as this helps improve attention, reduces anxiety, and supports 

emotional and behavioural regulation of students. The process of educational development occurs 

in physical, social, cultural, and psychological spaces, which implies that a proper and adequate 

classroom is necessary for fruitful learning (Mudassir and Norsuhaily, 2015). When universities 

provide a positive learning venue, students are more likely to be motivated, which leads to better 

learning outcomes. This is likely to have been the case within these physical mediational tools. 
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While the venues allowed rural SPSTs to feel at ease, these mediational tools were also easily 

accessible, suitable, and conducive for enacting or engaging on the object (professional learning). 

According to Freeman (2015), suitable physical learning environments mediate professional 

learning.  

From the discussion above, it is evident that the lecture halls as mediational tools provided suitable, 

physically comfortable, accessible and conducive spaces for professional learning. In the next 

section, I discuss the library as a physical mediational tool for rural SPSTs’ professional learning on 

the TCDP.    

6.5.2. Library 

The library was identified by 19 participants as being a critical mediational tool which facilitated 

the rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP. Marchionini and Maurer (2014) describe a 

library as an organised set of resources, which include human services as well as the entire spectrum 

of media (for example, text, video, and hypermedia). In the current study, libraries comprised 

physical and digital materials which emerged as important mediational tools that enabled 

participants to research, engage in group tasks and assignments thereby enabling professional 

learning. G6T3 during Ind. Int said:  

The university library is at the main campus; however, we have used libraries from other 
universities like Zimbabwe Open University of course for a fee. I managed to get the 
information I needed for my assignment.  

G7T5 also during Ind. Int explained:  

I have benefited from using the libraries from other universities, you pay a fee to access 
information and get guidance from the librarian on how to search for information from 
websites.  

In their Ind. Int, G6T11 said:  

The university has an e-learning website called Chimurenga, I have had the chance to visit 
the library at the main campus and access e-learning material from the platform.         

Similarly, during FGD2, G7T10 elaborated on libraries as mediational tools saying:  
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Our libraries are now rich because you get both books and online information. If you cannot 
get the information on the books reserved, you search on the internet. This has really helped 
me because I got the information I wanted for my degree.  

The responses from participants show that libraries formed the main physical infrastructural 

mediational tool, but within them, there were other physical mediational tools such as books and 

online materials. These tools facilitated rural SPSTs’ professional learning. This is in line with 

Cadero-Smith (2020) who notes that most academic libraries are hybrid libraries, providing virtual 

access to electronic resources or virtual learning spaces while maintaining and supporting the use of 

a physical book collection housed in the building. Participants G6T3, G7T5 and G7T10 

acknowledged that libraries as mediational tools allowed them access to a physical collection of 

reserved books and digital library materials, thereby facilitating their professional learning. 

Literature indicates that an effective library is one which is adequately resourced and able to provide 

educational materials for teachers and students (Macharaga 2021). Thus, libraries were an important 

mediational tool which enabled SPSTs to access information for their professional learning. In a 

CHAT framework (Sadeck 2013; Sprika 2020), libraries were mediational tools that created space 

and room for rural SPSTs to search for information, where guidance was also available when needed, 

with space where they could read education-related literature for their programme and prepare for 

their various assessments. All this enabled them to enact the object (professional learning) in the 

activity system.  

The discussion above shows that the library was an effective mediational tool which facilitated rural 

SPSTs professional learning on the TCDP. As a physical/material mediational tool within which 

were other mediational tools (books, digital materials), the library enabled rural SPSTs to access 

information for their assignments and guidance from the librarian. The library also offered rural 

SPSTs space to read books and online texts. Next, I discuss human resource support as mediational 

tools which facilitated professional learning on the TCDP.   

6.6. Human Resources   

Human resources mediated professional learning of the rural SPSTs on the TCDP. Opatha (2021) 

indicates that the human resources of an organisation consist of all individuals who are engaged in 

organisational activities regardless of their roles. Thus, in this study, they were employees of the 
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university who were part of the overall personnel or workforce of the institution. In this study, the 

human resource referred to both academic (lecturers) and professional staff (non-academic). In 

addition, the rural SPSTs also benefitted from their peers who offered them professional learning 

support. The three categories of human support as mediational tools are discussed below. 

6.6.1. University Lecturers  

Evidence from participants indicated that university lecturers were important mediational tools – a 

resource which facilitated rural SPST professional learning on the TCDP. While all participants 

benefitted from lecturers, 15 of the 30 participants specifically mentioned university lecturers as 

mediational tools that facilitated their professional learning. According to Abdelsalam (2013), 

university lecturers play an important role in the teaching process, through leading and organising 

the educational process and managing the communication between themselves and their students. 

G6T4 during Ind. Int said: “The lecturers supported and created positive environments for us to 

discuss and debate within the classroom.” This was noted by G6T7 who also expressed the 

following sentiments during Ind. Int:  

Our lecturers were very supportive, they responded to the questions we had. Where we did 
not understand they would make issues clear where we had questions.  

Similarly, during an Ind. Int, G7T3 said: “There a lot of things I have learnt from my lecturer, I 

have learnt a lot from their support and guidance.”  

The lecturer support was also acknowledged by G7T10 during the professional learning map 

discussion, who said: “Lecturers were at all times accessible for consultation on anything we need 

to be guided on.”  

This human mediational tool was further highlighted by G6T14 during FGD1: “The lecturers played 

an important role in the delivery of lectures, engaging us in critical thinking and reflection through 

question and answer sessions.” In FGD2, G6T5 said: “Lecturers guided us through discussions, 

and they explained wherever we didn’t understand.”  In the same FGD2, G7T8 said: “Most of the 

lecturers were friendly and interacted freely with students on one-to-one. They were always there 

in their offices to attend to us.”  
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The responses provided by rural STSPs above show how lecturers acted as mediational tools for 

professional learning. Participants G6T4, G6T5 and G6T7 indicated that university lecturers were 

always there to support, guide, discuss, debate, and help them with anything they needed for 

professional learning. The supportive role of lecturers enables professional learning inter alia critical 

thinking, reflection, and self-evaluation (Darling-Hammond et al. 2020). The findings also indicate 

that university lecturers were a critical mediational resource for rural SPSTs’ professional learning 

who facilitated their engagement in discussion and debate, delivered content, responded to questions 

and were always available for consultation. Being available for students is consistent with literature 

(Wut and Xi 2020) where lecturer-student relationship is viewed as a helping hand - a mediational 

aspect as the lecturer has students’ interest at heart. From a CHAT perspective, (Sprikar 2020; 

Vygotsky 1978), this critical mediational resource (university lecturers) mediated rural SPSTs’ 

professional learning on the TCDP.  

In summary, university lecturers mediated rural SPSTs professional learning through content 

(lecture) delivery, enabling and guiding discussion and debate, clarifying points, responding to 

questions, encouraging critical thinking, reflection, and self-questioning, were supportive and 

always available in their offices for consultation. Next, I discuss faculty support as a mediational 

tool for rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP.   

6.6.2. Professional Staff 

Fourteen participants indicated that professional staff (non-academic) also played an important 

mediational role. Professional staff in this study were the non-academic administrative, management 

and support services staff including university top management (non-academic), chancellors, deans, 

and chairpersons responsible for decision-making operations, and actioning. Professional staff 

motivate, inspire, direct and lead the faculty members towards the achievement of shared objectives 

(Siddique et al. 2011). Against this understanding, professional staff were an essential mediational 

arm of the university which facilitated rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP. G6T4 

during Ind. Int. said: “They have an important role to play in the formulation of plans, policies, 

rules, regulation and formulation of curriculum and instructional methods.” G7T14 during Ind. Int 
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said: “The non-academic staff at the University are our first point of contact for our various needs 

at the university.”    

In their Ind. Int G7T12 also explained:  

Chairpersons are the major spokespersons for the department faculty, staff and students. At 
the beginning of every semester they always address on various aspects including 
registration, payments of fees and expectations of the university in terms of attendance. 

 In addition, G6T5 during FGD2 commented:  

The non-teaching staff helps us with registration process and they play an important role 
during end of semester examination, they coordinate every process and do invigilation of the 
examinations.  

Similar views were shared during FGD3 when G7T11 said:  

The faculty leadership is supposed to support us with resources, but there is not much we 
get from the university in terms of material resources such as computers, internet library 
services we provide ourselves with the bulk of resources.    

The responses from participants reveal that non-academic faculty staff played a pivotal role in 

mediating the rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP. For example, G6T4 acknowledges 

that management formulated university plans, policies, rules, regulations, curriculum, and 

instructional methods. Ofoegbu and Alonge (2017: 111) concede that leadership of a university 

plays invaluable roles in achieving academic excellence in dissemination and acquisition of 

university knowledge, values, functional, technical, and scientific skills, and competencies critical 

to global growth and development. Literature shows that instructional leadership is one of the most 

important tools for creating an effective teaching and learning university environment (Hallinger 

and Walker 2014; Manaseh 2016). This suggests that, in the CHAT framework, the role of 

professional staff was essential in mediating rural SPSTs’ professional learning in the university 

activity system, including enabling registration, coordination, and assessments.  

However, the findings (G7T11) also indicated that the faculty leadership supplied libraries with 

insufficient material mediational tools. Ofoegbu and Alonge (2016) note that scarcity of funds has 

hampered effective management of university education. From the CHAT framework (Engeström 
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2015), the inadequate library materials created secondary contradictions and tensions within and 

between activity systems. However, as Mukeredzi (2009) notes, contradictions give rise to effective 

ways to mediate their effects through creative and innovative approaches to overcome them, and the 

process brings about change and development. As such, to address the contradictions, rural SPSTs 

provided themselves with necessary mediational resources for their professional learning on the 

TCDP which they probably would not have done, had university faculty staff provided adequate 

facilities.  

In summary, professional staff played an important role in the formulation of plans, policies, rules, 

regulations, and curriculum and instructional methods. The discussion also revealed that 

professional staff were not able to provide rural SPSTs with sufficient material resources, which led 

rural SPSTs into providing those material resources on their own for their professional learning on 

the TCDP. The next section discusses peer support.     

6.6.3. Peers     

According to 14 participants, their peers also mediated professional learning. Rural SPSTs indicated 

that they approached and consulted their peers for help with assignments and other learning-related 

matters, either individually or during group work. During FGD1, G6T7 said:  

We always meet and discuss group tasks and assignments freely, I can always go to them to 
get answers on challenging assignments or questions, so we share notes and help each other 
in discussing assignments. 

During FGD3, G6T12 said:  

Yah, through our WhatsApp Platform I have been able to get support with the information 
that I need about my assignments, I find much more effective than lectures.  

Peer support also emerged in interviews. G6T10 in Ind. Int said: “We a WhatsApp group, where we 

can discuss and share information on our tasks and assignments, we support and learn from each 

other”. Similar sentiments were echoed by G7T5, also in an Ind. Int, when she said:  

With WhatsApp platform that I find interesting, we go through the discussion and explore 
each other contributions around the topic and those who need clarifications are assisted.  
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G6T3 in another Ind. Int also said: “We discuss and share ideas and experiences, peers can assist 

me to understand concepts that were difficult during the lecture.”   

Participants G6T3, G7T5, G6T7 and G6T10 above acknowledged peer discussion as a vital 

mediational tool which facilitated their professional learning on the TCDP through clarification of 

issues and sharing information about assignments and other assessments, including answering 

questions. Thus, peers formed a critical mediational tool which enabled rural SPSTs’ learning, in 

small groups and on the WhatsApp platform, to construct understanding. Long et al. (2014) indicate 

that peers offer socio-emotional support and enable learning within a cohesive and positive 

environment on an equal level. What emerged from the findings was that peers mediated each 

other’s professional learning through sharing notes and information which led to discussions, 

resulting in better understanding and development. From the CHAT framework, this relates to the 

second principle – the multi-voicedness in which subjects in the activity system collaborate and 

learn, as others become instructors and they collectively create a conducive learning environment 

(Mukeredzi 2009; Sannino and Engeström 2021). As informed by CHAT, peers provided a resource 

for each other, while drawing on others as resources through negotiation and re-negotiation 

(Mukeredzi 2009). Peers mediated each other’s learning, which could be conceptualized as peer-

tutoring based on Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of learning from the knowledgeable ‘other’, which 

occurs when behaviours, concepts, or information are learnt from another learner (Gordon 2005). 

Literature consulted shows that peer learning bridges the knowledge gaps and skills that are not 

covered by formal learning (Puteh et al. 2015; Smith 2011).  

From the discussion above, peer mediation provided opportunities for collaboration, and this formed 

the basis for discussing group tasks, getting clarification on issues and questions, sharing notes and 

ideas through debate. Discussion always brings about self-checking of one’s understanding and 

reflection, consequently leading to professional learning.  

6.7. Chapter Summary 

This chapter analysed and presented findings related to the mediation tools used to facilitate teacher 

professional learning in the TCDP. From the findings, two main categories of mediation tools that 

facilitated rural SPSTs’ professional learning were material and human mediational tools. The 
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material mediation tools could be classified into three broad categories namely: computer-related 

mediation tools; handouts; and infrastructure. The computer-related mediation tools that facilitated 

professional learning of rural SPSTs on the TCDP emerged as computer-projector presentations; 

computer communication; computer assignment writing; and computer data storage and retrieval.  

With regards to computer - projector presentation, this mediational resource facilitated professional 

learning through visual presentation of the main ideas which promoted understanding and 

information retention. Computer communication mediational tools facilitated rural STSPs’ 

professional learning from communicating with peers and lecturers through Facebook, and e-mails. 

Computer communication also mediated rural SPSTs’ assignment submission for marking and 

receipt of developmental feedback, sharing of ideas, and engagement in online discussion with 

peers. Computer assignment writing was vital for rural SPSTs to produce neat and legible 

assignments as the tool includes several editing functions. Computers as mediational tools were also 

essential for the rural SPSTs to store and retrieve information for further processing, revision, or 

printing. The computer also mediated rural SPSTs’ professional learning through engagement in 

virtual lessons where they learnt through discussion and sharing ideas. However, computer 

mediation also prompted secondary contradictions between subjects-mediation tool-community 

owing to inaccessibility of mediational tools (computer labs) by the rural SPSTs, which interfered 

with their professional learning.  

Handouts were essential mediational tools for reading to master the content, for assignment writing, 

as well as for revision and preparation for examinations. Lists of references and websites added to 

the handouts were also important mediational tools for additional reading.  

Regarding infrastructural mediational tools, the lecture halls mediated professional learning as they 

provided suitable, physically comfortable, accessible, and conducive learning spaces. The library 

was another infrastructural mediational tool, applauded for providing critical material and electronic 

reading materials, which were themselves mediational tools. 

In relation to human mediational tools, university lecturers mediated rural SPSTs’ professional 

learning on the TCDP through lecture delivery, enabling and guiding students’ discussion and 

debate, clarifying points, responding to questions, promoting critical thinking, and reflection. 



219 

 

Professional and management staff mediated the rural SPSTs’ professional learning as they 

formulated plans, policies, rules, regulations and curriculum and instructional methods. The rural 

SPSTs’ professional learning was further mediated by their peers, with whom they collaborated and 

engaged in group tasks, clarifying issues for each other, and answering questions.  

After presenting and analysing data addressing Question Two on mediational tools that facilitated 

rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP, the thesis continues with Chapter Seven which 

presents and analyses the data that attempts to answer Question Three regarding the forms of support 

that the teachers on the TCDP received from their schools. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS:  

Forms of Support that Teachers on the TCDP Receive in their Rural Schools. 

 

7.0. Introduction 

In this study, the main aim was to understand professional learning engagements of rural SPSTs 

studying on the TCDP, the tools that mediate their learning, and the kinds of support that their 

schools offer them in relation to this programme. Chapter Five addresses Question One on how rural 

SPSTs engaged in professional learning on the TCDP. What emerged from the data is that the 

teachers’ professional learning was situated in three domains of formality: formally, on the 

university TCDP; non-formally, within the school and in wider professional sites; and informally, 

through incidental spontaneous interactions. The previous chapter, Chapter Six attempted to answer 

Question Two on the mediation tools used to facilitate rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the 

TCDP. The mediation tools that were reported as vital for facilitating the teachers’ professional 

learning on the TCDP emerged in two broad categories, that of material tools and that of human 

resources. The material mediation tools were identified as computer-related mediation tools; 

handouts; and infrastructure. Human resources were university staff (academic and non-academic) 

and peers.    

This chapter addresses Question Three: What forms of support do the teachers on TCDP receive in 

their rural schools? The next section presents findings that address this question on the kinds of 

support that rural SPSTs on the TCDP receive in their schools. The last part of the chapter discusses 

reasons that the rural SPSTs gave for enrolling on the TCDP. What emerged from the data in 

answering the question on the support that the rural SPSTs receive is that the teachers received three 

forms of support in their schools: resource support, emotional support and collegial support. These 

themes are discussed in the following section. 
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7.1.Themes  

As highlighted above, the forms of support that the rural SPSTs on the TCDP received within their 

schools were in three forms as reflected in Table 7.1 below.  

Table 4 Support SPSTs on TCDP Received in their Schools 

Forms of support that the teachers on TCDP 
receive in their schools 

 
Theme 1: Resources support  
Theme 2: Emotional support    
Theme 3: Collegial support. 

As in the previous chapter, in discussing these findings, I draw on literature to show how my findings 

relate to existing research. I also draw on the CHAT framework to show how the findings could be 

understood using the theoretical lens. The study was informed by Cultural Historical Activity 

Theory (CHAT), which focuses on how people learn through collective engagement in activity. 

From the CHAT perspective, the forms of support that teachers on TCDP received from their schools 

represented the mediational tools that mediated or facilitated their (rural SPSTs’) learning on the 

TCDP. As highlighted in Chapter Three of this thesis, professional learning from the CHAT 

framework is the object of activity to which actions are directed. The subjects are rural SPSTs whose 

professional learning is mediated by psychological (knowledge, experiences) and physical tools or 

resources (lectures, computers, library). The community is those individuals with interest in the 

professional learning of these teachers (learners, principals, ministry, and parents etcetera). The rules 

represent whatever guidelines or regulations both explicit and implicit that the institution abides by 

which may enhance or constrain professional learning actions and interactions within the activity 

system (Engeström 2017). Division of labour refers to horizontal division of tasks and vertical 

division of power and status (Goodnough and Murphy 2017), for example lecturers were expected 

to teach and the rural SPSTs as students to learn and write assignment.  

This section of the chapter is framed around the three themes resource support, emotional support 

and collegial support highlighted above and reflected in Table 7.1. The table below (Table 7.2) 

shows the number of times participants referred to the different forms of support. In the next section, 

I discuss resource support.  
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Table 7.1. Responses to Forms of Support Teachers on TCDP Receive in their Schools. 

Themes Resources 
support 

Contradictions 
related to Resources 
support 

Emotional support   Collegial Support   

Total  14 16 23 17 
 

7.2.1. Resource Support 

In answering the question about the forms of support that rural SPSTs received in their schools, 14 

rural SPSTs indicated that despite the schools’ being under-resourced, the schools supported their 

teachers’ professional learning. Literature reviewed (Busljeta 2013; Kapur 2019) describes learning 

resources as tools that teachers use to enhance presentation of students’ learning materials on a topic 

to broaden their understanding. Thus, the rural SPSTs were supported with mediational tools– the 

resources that they needed for their professional learning on the TCDP. During Ind. Int. G7T4 said: 

“The school allowed me to use the computers in the school resource centre to type and print my 

assignments.” Similarly, G7T12 in Ind. Int. said: “I have benefited from the school internet during 

TCDP studies.” Again, in an Ind. Int. G6T6 said: “The school provided me with internet access for 

attending Zoom classes in TCDP.” G7T3 said an Ind. Int.: “During my studies, I valued the support 

from the school administration who gave bond paper to print my assignments and notes.”, During 

their Ind. Int. G7T9 also said:  

During the Zoom classes, I benefited from the conducive environment at the school resource 
centre. In addition, the school allowed me to use the Tablets phones donated by Econet for 
my Zoom class.   

Providing teachers with mediational resources to develop their knowledge is considered an 

important means of professional learning (Gunduz and Balyer 2013). The data above shows that 

some rural SPSTs received support for their professional learning in the form of computers for 

writing assignments as well as bond paper for printing those assignments. Rural SPSTs were also 

given access to the internet from the schools’ resource centres to search for information to support 

their professional learning on the TCDP. According to Kapur (2019), computers and the internet 

play a significant role in helping educators and students achieve academic objectives. From the 

CHAT framework, (Engeström 2018) computer resources were material mediational tools that 

promoted rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP. Through the support from the schools 
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with access to computers and the internet, rural SPSTs were able to generate information for writing 

assignments.  

7.2.2. Contradictions -Related to Resource Support  

While some rural SPSTs received computer-related support for their TCDP professional learning, 

the majority did not receive such support in their schools. Lack of computer and internet support 

was reported by 16 participants. Viewed against the CHAT, this created contradictions. The 

contradictions emanated from lack of material support such as computer and internet facilities as 

well as functional libraries. This limited rural SPSTs’ professional learning.  

G6T14 during Ind. Int. said:  

Most of our rural schools are so under-resourced such that there is nothing that the schools 
can support us with, there is no internet or a functional library. Therefore, I have to provide 
for myself with all the resources I need for my studies.  

Lack of support also emerged during FGD2 where G6T5 said: “Even if the school wants to support 
our professional learning, there are simply no resources in our schools.”  

In FGD3 G7T15 said:  

We do not have Wi-Fi or a library in our school where I can get information from internet 
or books for my studies, so I must travel to libraries in town to get books.  

This lack of support, viewed on the CHAT framework, represents contradictions which limited rural 

SPSTs’ professional learning. The central role of contradictions (Bligh and Flood 2015: Engeström 

2015: Wong 2018) is to provide a basis for analysing the complexities (contradictions) within the 

activity system, learning from them and developing. In this case, these were secondary 

contradictions owing to lack of resource support from the schools. Secondary contradictions as 

explained earlier are between different elements or nodes of one activity system, for example, 

between the community and subjects (Mukeredzi 2009). In this case, secondary contradictions were 

arising between different elements – subjects, mediation tools and community (the school). As 

explained by Mukeredzi, contradictions are not bad, they create turbulence which generates pressure 

and motivation for change, leading to development. Subjects consider alternatives and create ways 

of addressing the problems. In this case, faced with lack of resources, rural SPSTs had to find ways 
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of supporting their studies, for example, providing their own resources or travelling to a library in 

town. Thus, contradictions led to reflection, learning, action, development, and change (Mukeredzi 

2009). The situation of resource provision in rural schools has been recorded in literature, which 

shows that provision of material resources in rural schools remains a challenge (Du Plessis 2017).    

As indicated in  the preceding discussion, some rural schools supported their teachers on the TCDP 

with internet access and computers for typing, and bond paper for printing assignments, tablet 

phones and access to the internet for virtual classes. All these supports were mediational tools that 

promoted rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP. In the following section, I discuss 

emotional support for professional learning that rural SPSTs on the TCDP received from their 

schools.  

7.2.3. Emotional Support 

The responses from 23 rural SPSTs confirmed that school principals offered them emotional support 

during their professional learning on the TCDP. Ferren (2021: 1) defines social and emotional 

support as: 

The process through which all young people and adults acquire and apply the knowledge, 
skills, and attitudes to develop healthy identities, manage emotions and achieve personal 
and collective goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain supportive 
relationships and make responsible caring decisions.   

In the current study, school heads’ emotional support which the teachers enjoyed comprised of 

genuine concern and care for rural SPSTs by displaying a desire to understand their progress and 

views about their professional learning on the TCDP. In this regard, emotional support enhanced 

professional learning of SPSTs. For example, during Ind. Int G7T8 said:  

Our school head is supportive, he appreciates that we are attending professional learning 
on the TCDP. He listens to teachers explaining how they are doing in the programme 
showing interest to every one of us in the school, supporting us to continue to upgrade 
ourselves through local universities.  

Similarly, G7T10 also during Ind. Int said:  
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Each time I went to the school office to clock in, in the morning; I would hear him asking 
teachers how they were doing with their studies under the programme, how they were coping 
with assignment or examinations. 

Support by the school head also emerged during group discussions when G6T7 during FGD4 said:  

The school head was one of the pioneers of TCDP, so I can go to her office at any time when 
I need help on whatever I did not understand about my studies in TCDP. She would warmly 
say ‘how can I help you today?  

G7T3 explained in FGD2: “The school head is very supportive because he is always ready to give 

me any assistance I need regarding my programme.” G6T4 also commented during FGD2: “The 

school head was always ready to help anyone who needed his help in a non-intimidating or 

threatening manner.”   

The responses show that rural SPSTs received emotional support from their school principals during 

their professional learning on the TCDP. In this case, participant G7T8 and G7T10 confirmed that 

the school heads were supportive and interested in their studies as evident from the empathetic 

listening and enquiry about the progress that rural SPSTs were making with their studies on the 

TCDP. Listening is said to play an important role in forming ideas, insights and solutions between 

people. It encourages the individual to experience a positive emotional change and heightened sense 

of true self (Berkovich and Eyal 2017: 4) in whatever they are doing. In this regard, G6T4 and G7T3 

indicated they benefitted from the school heads who were always available to listen with interest to 

how they were progressing with their studies on the TCDP. In addition, G6T4 acknowledged the 

school principal as caring and offering to help in a non-intimidating manner. These findings are 

supported by Berkovich and Eyal (2017: 1), who argue that school leadership plays a significant 

role in school success, which is achieved through “its effects on teachers’ emotions”. Thus, it seems 

that school principals were key players in emotionally supporting and encouraging the SPSTs on the 

TCDP through their interaction. From the CHAT viewpoint (Engeström 2018), the school principal 

who represented the community, offered emotional support, which was a psychological mediational 

tool, which motivated and boosted the rural SPSTs’ morale to carry on with their TCDP studies. 

Literature suggests that while teachers are responsible for their professional learning, school 

leadership should provide support for professional learning (Faith 2020). Thus, from the responses 
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above, the rural SPSTs received emotional support and encouragement from school principals, 

which probably influenced their professional learning on the TCDP.  

The discussion above indicates that school heads offered rural SPSTs on the TCDP emotional 

support by showing interest, checking on their progress on the TCDP, listening, offering to help, 

and encouraging them in a non- threatening manner. From the CHAT framework (Engeström 2018; 

Mukeredzi 2009) emotional support offered by the school principals represents psychological 

mediation tools. In the next section, I discuss the support from school colleagues.    

7.2.4. Collegial Support  

According to 17 rural SPSTs, they benefited from the support that they received from their 

colleagues in the schools. School level collegiality emerged as an important form of support – a 

mediational tool that the rural SPSTs learning on the TCDP enjoyed. For example, during FGD1, 

G6T7 said:  

Yah! My colleagues were of great value during my professional learning in TCDP, because 
they were free to share resources and ideas with me.  

Similarly, during Ind. Int G6T1 said:  

The support I got from my colleagues was tremendous because they gave me information on 
how I could enrol into the programme. They also gave me the reading materials, which 
helped me in my studies.  

Related sentiments were expressed by G7T14 also during Ind. Int. who said:  

Whenever I encounter challenges with my assignments, I ask colleagues who did the 
programme and ask them how they responded to the question.   

In their Ind. Int., G6T11 explained:  

I was supported by my colleagues who attended the programme before me, I would ask for 
advice from them, they would help me in a non-threatening manner that was very healthy.  

The responses indicate that school level collegiality played a vital role in supporting rural SPSTs’ 

professional learning on the TCDP. Participants G6T1, G6T7, G7T14 and G6T11 above 

acknowledged collegial discussions, ideas and sharing resources as vital support (mediational tools) 
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that these rural SPSTs received. These findings are supported by Shah and Abualrob (2012) who 

indicate that collegiality influences the motivation and career commitment of teachers. In other 

words, having opportunities to discuss and tap into colleagues’ ideas helped the rural SPSTs to 

engage in professional learning on the TCDP. From the CHAT framework, collegiality and sharing 

relate to the second principle – the multi-voicedness in which subjects in the activity system 

collaborate and learn through negotiation and re-negotiation in activity (Mukeredzi 2009; Sannino 

and Engeström 2021). Again, drawing from CHAT in relation to sharing, Mukeredzi (2009) and 

Engeström (2015) concur that sharing intellectual mediating tools and artefacts, receiving guidance 

on assignments and how to solve learning challenges mediated the rural SPSTs’ professional 

learning. Colleagues provided tools and artefacts, which mediated subjects’ (rural SPSTs’) actions 

on the object (professional learning) on the TCDP. Personal agency in the activity as demonstrated 

through the responses is central to CHAT (Mukeredzi 2009). 

From the discussion above, school colleagues supported rural SPSTs’ professional learning by 

offering them reading materials and course information, advice on how to enrol, answering some 

questions, and giving them guidance on assignments as some had completed the TCDP.  

Before concluding the discussion on the forms of support that rural SPSTs on the TCDP received 

from their schools, I asked them the reasons why they enrolled on the TCDP. The rural SPSTs gave 

various intrinsic and extrinsic reasons for enrolling on this capacity development programme. Thus, 

this last section of the chapter discusses rural SPSTs’ motivations for enrolling on the TCDP.  

7.3. Why Teachers Enrolled on the TCDP  

SPSTs highlighted intrinsic and extrinsic reasons for enrolling on the TCDP. Table 7.2 shows 

different motivations that pushed/pulled rural SPSTs onto the TCDP. Intrinsic motivation refers to 

engagement in behaviour that is inherently satisfying (Legault 2016). It is a situation in which an 

individual engages in behaviour or action because they find it rewarding and their desire to engage 

comes from inside them (Mukeredzi 2013). In other words, one performs an activity for its own 

sake, rather than performing from the desire for some external reward. The behaviour itself is its 

own reward, for instance, the learning on the TCDP is the reward. Extrinsic motivation, on the other 
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hand, is when one is motivated to perform a behaviour or engage in an activity because one wants 

to earn a reward or avoid punishment (Mukeredzi 2013).  

Intrinsic reasons that were reported included learning content knowledge; computer skills; and 

teaching strategies. On the other hand, extrinsic factors were related to: the launch of the new 

curriculum; influence by colleagues and school principal; high qualification and promotion; and 

salary. Teacher motivation was crucial for professional learning. These motivations for enrolling on 

the TCDP are reflected in Table 7.2.  

Table 7.2. Why Teachers Enrolled on the TCDP 

Intrinsic Factors 
Themes  
1:  Content knowledge 
2:  Computer skills 
3:  Teaching strategies 
 
 

Extrinsic Factors 
Themes  
1: Launch new curriculum 
2: Collegial Encouragement 
3: School Principal Encouragement 
4:  High Qualification and Promotion 
5: Salary  

 

7.3.1. Intrinsic Factors  

Rural SPSTs mentioned three intrinsic motivating factors, which pushed/pulled them onto the 

TCDP, which included: gaining content knowledge, computer skills, and teaching strategies. The 

summary of responses is reflected in Table 7.3. below, and then discussed thereafter. A detailed 

table of response counts is in the appendices (see Appendix Eight)   
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Table 7.3.: Intrinsic Push/Pull Factors into the TCDP 

Intrinsic Push/Pull Factors onto the TCDP Extrinsic Push/Pull Factors onto the TCDP 
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Total  18 16 16 24 18 19 14 14 

 

The following section discusses the intrinsic factors, starting with gaining content knowledge.    

7.3.1.1. Content Knowledge   

From the data, 18 participants revealed that the need to acquire content knowledge related to the 

new curriculum motivated them to enrol onto the TCDP. Subject content knowledge includes 

knowledge of the subject and its organising structures (Roy and Bairagya 2019; Shulman 1987). In 

other words, content knowledge is that mass of knowledge which teachers should possess and teach 

and which learners should learn. Knowledge of subject content is key to effective teaching and 

learning. Cogill (2008) and Mukeredzi (2020) concur that knowledge of subject content is essential 

not only for classroom practice, but also for the evaluation and selection of textbooks, computer 

software and teaching media. Mukeredzi adds that teachers with strong content knowledge teach in 

a more interesting and dynamic way as opposed to those with little content knowledge who may shy 

away from more difficult aspects of the subject or approach their teaching in a didactic manner. 

Rural SPSTs described how their lack of subject content knowledge pushed/pulled them into 

enrolling onto the TCDP. G7T3 during Ind. Int explained: “I joined TCDP because I wanted to 

improve my content knowledge to be able to teach the subject area.” In addition, during an Ind. Int, 
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G7T8 said: “I joined TCDP in order to improve my content knowledge as expected by the new 

curriculum.” G6T1, also during Ind. Int, explained: 

I wanted to increase my knowledge on new topics. In the previous science syllabus, for 
example, the topic on “Caring for the Body parts” required learners to naming the body 
parts, while the new curriculum now requires learners to name and state the functions of the 
body parts for instances learners have to say types and use of tooth, functions of the heart, 
kidneys etc. 

Through the professional learning map, G7T12 explained: “ I enrolled to understand content of the 

new topics introduced by the new curriculum.”  

Gaining content knowledge also emerged as a motivating factor in the group discussions, for 

example, during FGD4 G6T3 said: “I joined the programme because I wanted to deepen my subject 

knowledge on some new subject areas introduced by the new curriculum.”  

In FGD3, G6T4 elaborated:  

The new curriculum introduced and increased the content of the subject areas, such as 
science…… I did not have confidence in teaching some topics. I therefore joined the 
programme to upgrade my subject content knowledge in line with the curriculum change. 

The responses above indicate that the need to acquire additional content knowledge aligned to the 

new curriculum motivated rural SPSTs to enrol onto the TCDP. The new curriculum came with new 

topics that some of the rural SPSTs had not studied in college, hence they wanted to learn and be 

proficient in their teaching. These rural SPSTs were already practising teachers who enrolled on the 

TCDP to deepen, improve or upgrade their already existing content knowledge. The findings are 

supported by research literature which confirms that professional learning programmes not only help 

teachers in enhancing and deepening their knowledge and skills, but also in creating a shift in 

mindset, which is generally resistant to educational change (Gokmenoglu and Clark 2015; Taylor et 

al. 2011). The rural SPSTs needed to continually add to their subject knowledge to keep up to date 

with changes in the subject areas. This suggests that rural SPSTs’ confidence to teach the new topics 

and subjects in the new curriculum was dependent on their subject knowledge and understanding of 

the subject areas. The issue of confidence raised by G6T3 is critical for learning and for classroom 

practice. Confidence may be viewed as an individual’s certainty about their abilities, which is related 
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to self-esteem, belief in positive achievements and self-awareness about one’s ability to judge one’s 

own performance (Prince, Snowden and Mathews 2010; Sibanda and Mukeredzi 2018). While the 

concept of confidence is often understood from a psychological or cognitive viewpoint, as connected 

to internalised knowledge and beliefs from a social orientation, confidence is reflected in the ability 

to engage actively in a teaching and or community context (Mukeredzi 2020). From the teachers’ 

responses, growth of confidence was expected to emanate from knowledge or ideas gained on the 

TCDP. In the CHAT framework (Engeström 2016), the knowledge gaps caused by the launch of the 

new curriculum created primary contradictions. In the current study, contradictions were positioned 

as a driving force for transformation (Engeström 2016; Il’enkov 1977) for rural SPSTs. Thus, rural 

SPSTs’ action to enrol onto the TCDP was influenced by the object (professional learning of new 

knowledge), with the intended outcome of improving understanding of the new curriculum.  

The need to deepen and increase knowledge of subject content and develop confidence in teaching 

the new curriculum motivated the rural SPSTs to engage in learning on the TCDP. In the next 

section, I discuss the participants’ intrinsic motivation to enrol on the TCDP in relation to teaching 

strategies.   

7.3.1.2. Teaching Strategies   

For 16 participants, the desire to acquire knowledge and improve teaching strategies in line with the 

new curriculum was a push/pull factor for enrolling on the TCDP. Teaching strategies or methods 

refer to the general principles, pedagogy and management strategies used in classroom practice (Gill 

and Kusum 2017). The data revealed that the rural SPSTs also enrolled on the TCDP to upgrade 

their knowledge of teaching methods. G6T12 explained during Ind. Int:  

I joined the programme because I wanted to modify my methods of teaching in line with the 
new curriculum. I have been teaching for a long time and have always used the traditional 
methods of teaching. I needed to align my ways of teaching with changes in the new 
curriculum.  

This was also mentioned by G6T8 during the professional learning map discussion, who said:  

The new curriculum demanded us to change from the traditional role of teacher to facilitator, 
so I enrolled into the programme so that I would refine my methods of teaching. 
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In another professional learning maps discussion, G6T15 said:  

I wanted to align my teaching strategies with the requirements of the new curriculum, for 
example, the new curriculum emphasises facilitation than teaching.  

The responses from participants indicate that rural SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP to upgrade, update, 

modify, refine, and align their methods of teaching with the methods required by the new 

curriculum. G6T8, G6T12 and G6T15 acknowledged that they enrolled on the TCDP to modify their 

methods of teaching and learn new roles as teachers that were aligned to the requirements of the 

new curriculum, moving away from teacher-centred exposition and towards facilitation. G6T12 

needed a paradigm shift, given their many years of teaching. From the CHAT framework, gaps in 

the teaching strategies required in the new curriculum created secondary contradictions (Engeström 

2018) for rural SPSTs. Contradictions created by inadequate knowledge of teaching strategies were 

a driving force for rural SPSTs to reflect on their practice, which motivated them to enrol onto the 

TCDP. In addition, the teaching strategies learned on the TCDP were mediational tools that would 

enable rural SPSTs’ professional learning on this programme. Literature indicates that teachers who 

undertake in-service training implement more effective instructional practices and give more 

importance to teaching practices (Guskey 1995; Meador 2019). The findings confirm that rural 

SPSTs enrolled onto the TCDP to acquire the essential knowledge and teaching competences to 

implement the new curriculum.   

As seen in the above discussion, rural SPSTs enrolled onto the TCDP to upgrade their teaching 

strategies and align them with the new curriculum. They also needed to learn new teacher roles of 

facilitating learning rather than direct instruction. In the next section, I present and analyse data 

related to acquisition of computer skills.  

7.3.1.3. Computer Skills    

According to 16 participants, the introduction of computer technology as a subject in schools made 

it vital for rural SPSTs who lacked computer skills to enrol onto the TCDP to learn more in this 

field. The rural SPSTs needed to acquire knowledge in computers for effective implementation of 

the new curriculum subject. This need was the push/pull factor for rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP 

following the introduction of ICT in schools. G7T6 during Ind. Int said:  
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I joined the programme to keep abreast with the introduction of ICT in the new curriculum, 
I enrolled into the programme to increase my computer skills.  

In another Ind. Int G6T12 explained:  

ICT was introduced as a cross-cutting theme in the teaching and learning at primary school, 
so I was not very good with computers. I therefore joined the programme to gain computer 
skills.   

Similarly, G6T2 reported in their Ind. Int. that:  

I was not very good at using computers in class. My computer skills were poor, so I felt it 
was beneficial for me to enrol in the programme to acquire ICT skills. 

The issue of computer knowledge was also raised by G7T15 during the professional learning maps 

discussion:  

During my initial teacher, ICT training was never part of the programme, so I joined the 
programme under TCDP to acquire computer skills. 

The findings suggested that the need to acquire computer skills, which the rural SPSTs lacked, was 

a push/pull factor onto the TCDP. All the participants above, G6T2 G6T12, G7T6 and G7T15, 

confirmed that the need to acquire computer skills motivated them to enrol on the TCDP. In the 

CHAT framework (Wei 2017), when an activity system adopts a new element from the outside (in 

this study, the introduction of computers in the classroom), it often leads to some aggravated 

secondary contradictions where old elements (for example knowledge and experiences) collide with 

the new one. In this study, lack of computer skills as secondary contradiction generated disturbances 

and conflicts which influenced rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP to acquire the requisite computer 

skills. The learning of computer knowledge as viewed from the CHAT framework would be the 

mediational tool for rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP. This is supported by literature 

which confirms that taking technology courses in a teacher education programme is one of the 

influential factors in teacher technology use (Sabzian et al. 2013). Thus, as rural SPSTs were 

required to implement the new curriculum, which included a computer subject, they turned to the 

TCDP to learn at beginner level the computer skills to enhance smooth and effective curriculum 

delivery.   
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From the above discussion, the need to acquire computer skills among participants was the push/pull 

factor on the TCDP. SPSTs wanted to acquire computer skills to effectively teach ICT, which had 

not been part of their initial teacher training. In the next section, I discuss the extrinsic factors which 

pushed/pulled rural SPSTs onto the TCDP.  

7.3.2. Extrinsic Factors  

Extrinsic motivation or extrinsic factors relate to engaging in behaviour not because one enjoys it or 

because one finds it satisfying, but because one expects to get something in return or avoid 

something unpleasant (Mukeredzi 2013). Rural SPSTs cited extrinsic motivating factors, which 

pushed/pulled them to engage in learning on the TCDP. These included: launch of the new 

curriculum; encouragement from colleagues and school principal; attaining high qualifications and 

promotion; as well as salary. These extrinsic factors are reflected in Table 7.3. above and discussed 

below. 

7.3.2.1. Launch of New Curriculum 

From the data, 24 participants revealed that the new curriculum pushed/pulled them into the TCDP. 

Curriculum is the planned interaction of learners with instructional content, material, resources, and 

processes for evaluating the attainment of educational objectives (Indiana Department of Education 

2010) facilitated by teachers. Teachers are therefore a key component in the implementation of that 

curriculum. The launch of the new curriculum was an extrinsic motivating factor, which 

pushed/pulled participants onto TCDP. G7T13 during Ind. Int said; “I joined the programme 

because of the new curriculum.” Similarly, G6T3, also during Ind. Int said: “I joined the programme 

because of the changes of the new curriculum.” In another Ind. Int, G6T5 also said: “I enrolled into 

the programme in order to implement the requirements of the new curriculum.” Similar sentiments 

were also expressed during FGD3 where G6T9 said: “I joined the programme in order to meet the 

changes in the new curriculum.” 

 In FGD1, G6T8 also explained:  

I think it was very important for me to enrol into the programme to familiarize myself with 
the new curriculum. The changes in the new curriculum pushed me to join the programme.  
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G6T11, in FGD2, further said: “I joined the programme because I needed to understand the new 

curriculum in order that I could implement it.” 

As teachers are a key instrument in effective curriculum delivery, the launch of the new curriculum 

in 2014 pushed/pulled the rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP. Participants G6T1, G6T2, G7T3 

G7T13 and G7T9 confirmed that the launch of the new curriculum was the key factor in their 

enrolment on the TCDP to meet the curriculum delivery requirements. According to Sannino and 

Engeström (2021), expansive learning is triggered by double binds generated by contradictory 

demands imposed, in this case, on the rural SPSTs by the context. The introduction of the new 

curriculum created challenging demands for the rural SPSTs. This was a contradiction, considering 

that teachers are at the chalk-face of curriculum delivery. However, contradictions often lead to 

expansive transformations (Mukeredzi 2009) and the TCDP would give rise to mental modifications 

and paradigm shifts. Curriculum was therefore a mediational tool for the professional learning of 

these rural SPSTs on the TCDP. Literature confirms that professional learning of teachers is the 

cornerstone for meaningful curriculum delivery, curriculum improvement and curriculum reform 

(Fullan and Hargreaves 1993; Gokmenoglu and Clark 2015). As such, rural SPSTs in this study 

embarked on the TCDP in preparation for meaningful curriculum delivery. The findings suggest that 

rural SPSTs need to be well equipped to implement the new curriculum effectively.  

From the discussion above, the launch of the new curriculum pushed/pulled the rural STSPs onto 

the TCDP in order to equip themselves adequately. In the next section, I discuss the encouragement 

by colleagues as a push/pull factor into the TCDP. 

7.3.2.2. Collegial Encouragement 

Of the rural SPSTs in the study, 18 revealed that colleagues motivated them to enrol on the TCDP. 

They indicated that encouragement by colleagues in their schools was an important motivating 

factor.  In their own words, G7T7 during Ind. Int said: 

I was encouraged by colleagues to enrol in TCDP, when I saw them putting on their 
academic regalia during the open days. That challenged me and I joined the programme.  

In another interview, G7T3 said:  
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I was encouraged by other teachers in the school with the information on how to enrol in the 
programme. They also provided me with reading materials, which helped me go through 
assignments as well revising through past examination paper questions. 

Similar comments were also raised in group discussions.  G7T5 explained in FGD3: 

Teachers in the school who had gone through the programme provided me all the necessary 
information about the programme, they provided with many resources and ideas that 
encouraged me to enrol in the programme.  

From the responses above, the collegial encouragement, seeing other teachers wearing academic 

regalia, being provided with relevant information, and reading materials encouraged participants to 

enrol on the TCDP. G7T3 and G7T5 portray collegial motivation, which extended beyond words to 

the provision of material mediational tools. According to G7T7, seeing colleagues in academic 

regalia was an important factor, which prompted her to enrol on the TCDP. However, this was 

seemingly more than encouragement, as the teacher wanted to maintain social and professional 

identity. Recognition or misrecognition make are powerful tools for teachers’ social and professional 

identity construction and these issues impact on the overall job satisfaction and, consequently, 

professional development (Mukeredzi 2009). Social identity refers to those aspects of a person that 

are defined in terms of group memberships, which shape that aspect of their self-concept. G7T7 

defined herself as a teacher, so seeing other group members in academic attire, pushed/pulled her 

into the TCDP to maintain membership. From the CHAT framework (Engeström 2015), the multiple 

views, help and encouragement from colleagues in the activity system offered psychological tools 

that mediated rural SPSTs’ enrolment on the TCDP and, as a result, led to their professional learning. 

Collegial relationships were raised specifically by rural SPSTs as central to their professional 

learning on the TCDP.  

The above discussion demonstrates that rural SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP because of 

encouragement by colleagues who offered reading materials for the courses and information on the 

nature of the programme as well as guidance on how to enrol. For some teachers, like G7T7, seeing 

colleagues wearing their academic regalia at school functions prompted them to register as they 

sought to maintain their social and professional identity. In this case, academic regalia was the 

material mediational tool, which fostered engagement in professional learning on the TCDP. In the 

next section I discuss how school principals encouraged enrolling on the TCDP.  
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7.3.3.3. School Principal Encouragement 

Encouragement by the school principal was a factor for 19 (nineteen) of the participants. In the 

current study, this encouragement was a psychological mediational tool for rural SPSTs to enrol on 

the TCDP. G6T10, during Ind. Int, said:     

To tell the truth I was encouraged by my head of school, when I visited the head’s office, I 
could see her certificates displayed on the wall, she encouraged me to enrol in the 
programme.  

This was also confirmed by G6T11 during FGD3 who explained: 

I was motivated when the head of the school, he acknowledged those teachers who had 
finished study programmes, encouraging them to share their experiences with us during staff 
development meetings. I could also see him helping those teachers who were already on the 
programme.  

The role of encouragement by school principals also emerged during FGD3 when G6T9 said: 

I was motivated when the head of the school guided me on how to enrol in TCDP. The school 
head put an annual staff development on the noticeboard, showing us opportunities that we 
could engage in.  

The responses from participants show that school principals were a push/pull factor for rural SPSTs 

to enrol on the TCDP. This encouragement manifested in the form of recognition and 

acknowledgement of the achievements of those teachers who had successfully finished the 

programme; assistance given to teachers who were on the TDCP programme; as well as guidance 

and information on how to enrol. All these forms of encouragement provided psychological 

mediational tools for rural SPSTs. Participants like G6T10 were encouraged by the principal’s 

display of her many certificates on the office walls. These aspects acted as the push/pull factors onto 

the TCDP. The findings portray principals of the rural schools where these SPSTs worked as 

energetic people who guide all processes taking place in the school (Musa 2014). In CHAT terms 

(Wei 2017; Engeström 2015), school principals’ certificates acted as material mediational tools for 

rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP and consequently for their professional learning. The findings are 

also supported by Mitchell (2013) who emphasises the importance of collaboration between 
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administration and teachers regarding teacher professional learning. These findings suggest that 

school principals played a vital role in encouraging rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP.  

In the preceding discussion, principal encouragement was a push/pull factor for rural SPSTs to enrol 

on the TCDP. Principals gave support and guidance for those on the course, as well as 

encouragement and recognition by displaying certificates. In the next section, I discuss attaining a 

higher qualification and promotion as motivating factors for enrolling on the TCDP. 

7.3.2.4. High Qualification and Promotion   

Evidence from 14 rural SPSTs indicated that they joined the TCDP because of the prospects of 

promotion after obtaining a higher qualification. Promotion could be regarded as the passage to a 

higher rank, and in management, is one of the reward systems used to help motivate employees 

(Eerde 2015). Therefore, obtaining a higher qualification, leading to promotion, was an important 

extrinsic motivational factor for the SPSTs to engage in learning through TCDP. Typical comments 

from G6T13 during Ind. Int illustrate:  

I enrolled in the programme because I wanted to obtain a high qualification and be promoted 
from the current position. I joined the programme because I wanted to be promoted.  

G7T5, also during the Ind. Int, said “I joined the programme because I wanted to go through 

university education and obtain a degree, so that I would move up the social structure.” These 

sentiments were also echoed by G6T14 who said in FGD1: 

I joined the programme to acquire a higher qualification to get a promotion and be awarded 
a higher salary. So, I was encouraged to enrol on the programme so that I would be 
promoted.  

During FGD3, G7T4 said:  

Despite the status of teaching profession in the country going down in recent years, I 
enrolled in the programme to acquire a high qualification and status.  

In the professional learning maps discussion, G6T8 combined higher qualifications and status, 

saying “I enrolled into the programme because I wanted to obtain a higher qualification so that I 

would get a status among teachers in the school.” The responses provided by the rural STSPs above 
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show that G6T13, G6T14, G7T5 and G7T4 viewed getting a higher qualification, promotion, 

recognition and status as the push/pull factors for them to enrol on the TCDP. Opportunities to 

advance usually make a teacher’s long career fulfilling and rewarding (Mukeredzi 2009). In this 

case, rural SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP to obtain higher qualifications opportunities for promotion. 

In most cases, upon successful completion of the induction and probation year, a teacher wants to 

progress further. This not only assists the teacher through personal and financial gains, but also 

benefits the profession which depends on people’s taking up senior posts to replace those who retire 

or who leave for other reasons (Mukeredzi 2009). These findings are supported by literature which 

indicates the importance of promotion to many teachers as it is the way to access highly valued 

phenomena such as money, status, prestige and power (Saha 2009). As indicated by Mukeredzi 

(2009), literature shows that promotion is a main determinant of job satisfaction. Stankovska et al. 

(2017) point out that job satisfaction is a collection of feelings and beliefs that employees have about 

their job. The responses confirm that rural SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP professional learning 

programme in order to enhance their job satisfaction through higher qualification, status, promotion 

and recognition.  

Higher qualifications, which would lead to promotion, recognition and higher status were discussed 

above as push/pull factors for rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP. From the CHAT perspective, 

higher qualifications, promotion, recognition, and higher status represent mediational tools, which 

mediated rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP for their professional learning. In the next section, I 

discuss salary as a motivating factor for enrolling on the TCDP. 

7.3.2.5. Salary  

The data showed that 14 participants mentioned higher salary as a motivating factor for SPSTs to 

enrol on the TCDP. This was exemplified by G6T14who explained during Ind. Int: “For me the 

reasons I wanted this degree was to earn more money.” In FGD2, G6T8 said: “I joined the 

programme so that I would get a salary increase.” In FGD1, G6T1 also said: “So was I encouraged 

enrol in the TCDP so that I would get salary adjustment after completing my degree.” The issue of 

salary also emerged during professional learning maps discussion where G7T3 said; “I wanted to 

get better salaries after completing my degree.”  
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The responses provided by participants G6T1, G6T14 and G7T3 above suggest that increased 

remuneration as a push/pull factor was a mediational tool for rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP for 

professional learning.  Literature (Gemeda and Tymjala 2015; Shakir and Zamir 2014; Tamoah 

2013) shows that salaries have a positive and significant effect on enhancing teacher motivation to 

engage in professional learning.  

From the discussion, a higher salary was motivated rural SPSTs to enrol on to the TCDP – a 

mediational tool for professional learning from the CHAT perspective. One can conclude that this 

supports the view that one way of ensuring promotion and a higher salary is to engage in staff 

development that is aligned to the promotion being sought (Mukeredzi 2009).  

7.4. Chapter Summary  

This chapter discussed findings regarding the forms of support that rural SPSTs on the TCDP 

received in their schools. Three forms of support emerged: resource support; emotional support; and 

collegial support.  

In terms of resources support, schools allowed rural SPSTs access to computers to write 

assignments, and use of the internet in the schools’ resource centres where they would search for 

information and attend virtual lectures. They were also given printing paper and printing facilities 

for their assignments. These forms of support represented material and psychological mediational 

tools, which enabled subjects to enact the object professional learning on the TCDP. Secondly, the 

significant role played by school principals in supporting rural SPSTs’ professional learning was 

highlighted. The school principals provided rural SPSTs with emotional support and showed interest 

in their learning, checking on their progress on the course, listening to them, and offering to help in 

a non-threatening manner, which promoted their professional learning on the TCDP. Emotional 

support offered by school principals represented psychological mediational tools, which subjects 

manipulated to enact their object, which was professional learning.   

Thirdly, colleagues were a significant source of information for rural SPSTs as they offered reading 

resources, programme information, and gave guidance on assignments, which material mediational 

tools enhanced teachers’ professional learning on the TCDP. However, the findings also indicated 
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that while some schools offered support, other rural SPSTs did not receive any material support as 

their schools were under resourced. The only possible forms of support were emotional and 

collegial.  

Rural SPSTs revealed several extrinsic and intrinsic factors that pushed/pulled them to enrol on the 

TCDP. The intrinsic factors were related to acquisition of content knowledge, computer knowledge 

and teaching strategies. The extrinsic factors included preparation for the new curriculum, 

encouragement by colleagues and school principals, the desire to obtain higher qualifications for 

promotion, and the goal of earning a higher salary. These push/pull factors, which were mediational 

tools for enrolment onto the TCDP, played a pivotal role in motivating rural SPSTs.   

In this chapter, Chapter Seven, I have discussed the forms of support that the rural SPSTs studying 

on the TCDP receive in their rural schools to support their learning. The next chapter presents the 

discussion, conclusions, and synthesis.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND SYNTHESIS 

8.0. Introduction 

I embarked on this study to investigate how rural senior primary school teachers (SPSTs) studying 

on the Teacher Capacity Development Programme (TCDP) in one university and teaching in one 

Zimbabwean province engage in professional learning. The study further sought to establish the 

mediational tools used to facilitate their learning on the programme and the forms of support that 

these teachers on the TCDP receive in their schools. The TCDP, as discussed in Chapter One, was 

a professional learning programme for practising teachers to upgrade their knowledge and skills 

following the launch of a new curriculum in the country. 

Evers et al. (2016) suggest that ongoing teacher professional learning is necessary to fill gaps in 

teacher skills sets so that they continue developing capacities for effective curriculum delivery. 

Amos (2013: 19) noted that staff development supports teachers’ professional growth, providing 

them with up-to-date information on the latest developments in their field and enabling them to 

enhance their skills. Thus, continuous professional learning is vital for all teachers. Furthermore, the 

rapid societal and technological changes in the 21st century require teachers to develop a broader 

and more complex set of skills to respond to education reforms and their students’ needs, while 

continuously updating their own competences (Revai 2020: 6). Therefore, teachers as the essential 

resource of schools and communities need continuous professional learning to refresh, develop and 

broaden their knowledge, and keep up with changing policies, research, tools, and practices to 

respond to learner needs (OECD 2020). Moreover, teachers are the main pillars in the teaching and 

learning process as they are responsible for interpreting and implementing the curriculum in the 

classroom and outside (Jagtap 2015). Consequently, following the launch of the new curriculum in 

Zimbabwe as detailed in Chapter One, the rural SPSTs in this study embarked on the TCDP to 

strengthen their capacities and knowledge to be able to deliver and manage the demands of this new 

curriculum. The purpose of this study was, therefore, to understand how these rural SPSTs engaged 

in professional learning on the TCDP.    
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This study sought to answer one main research question: How do rural senior primary school 

teachers in one Zimbabwean province engage in professional learning on the TCDP? To answer 

this key question, the following three sub-questions were developed:   

• How do senior primary school teachers engage in professional learning on the TCDP?  

• What mediating tools are used to facilitate professional learning on the TCDP? 

•  What forms of support do the teachers on the TCDP receive in their rural schools? 

Answering these questions would enable the thesis to explain how the rural SPSTs in one 

Zimbabwean province, studying on the TCDP, engage in professional learning. In the previous 

chapters, (Chapter Five, Chapter Six, and Chapter Seven), I presented and analysed data generated 

from individual interviews, FGDs and professional learning map discussions addressing the three 

sub-questions. In this chapter, I explain the rural SPSTs’ professional learning engagements, the 

mediational tools used and forms of support that these teachers on the TCDP receive in their schools.  

In discussing, concluding, and synthesising the research findings in answer to how rural SPSTs 

studying on the TCDP engage in professional learning in the selected district in Zimbabwe, the 

chapter is organised into six sections. Following this introduction are methodological reflections on 

the study. The second section comprises a review of the study where I briefly summarise what is 

contained in each of the eight chapters of the thesis. The third section discusses the findings 

according to the research questions. Subsequently, I outline the original contributions of the study. 

This is followed by implications drawn from research findings and finally, the chapter summary.  

8.2. Methodological Reflections on the Study 

The study adopted an interpretivist paradigm, case study design and qualitative approach. Informed 

by Yazan (2015), using a case study design was effective as it enabled me to generate detailed in-

depth data on the professional learning of rural SPSTs. A qualitative approach used in this study (as 

set out in Chapter Four), was crucial in addressing the questions: what I did; why I did it; when I 

did it; where I did it; and with whom, in describing professional learning of the rural SPSTS from 

their lived experiences. It also helped deepen my understanding of how these rural SPSTs engaged 
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in professional learning on the TCDP, the mediational tools used and forms of support these teachers 

on the TCDP received in their schools.  

Generating data from Council and Mission schools as detailed in the methodology chapter, was 

helpful because it allowed me to understand the differences and similarities between the schools. In 

this respect I was able to make comparisons of professional learning engagements, the mediational 

tools available and the support that the rural SPSTs received within the ten schools explored. 

I generated data using interviews, focus group discussions and professional learning map 

discussions. The different data generation instruments enabled me to achieve data triangulation 

which would contribute to the trustworthiness of the findings. These methods provided rich in-depth 

data (Creswell and Poth 2017).  

During the data generation process, after my first individual interviews, my style became more 

deliberate as I realised that I needed to adopt a less structured approach, which gave participants 

more time to respond to questions before I could proceed to the next item. This was helpful for 

generating novel and impactful insights. I also noticed that during individual interviews, I had to 

assume the responsibility of being a counsellor and keep re-directing the SPSTs back to the topic, 

since participants kept talking about the economic hardships faced in the country. This is in line with 

Bunio (2008), from the qualitative point of view, who notes that the researcher plays the role of 

counselor. In addition, Mukeredzi (2009) notes that there is no obvious rule to deal with emotional 

issues of participants, however, the researcher may be subjected to such challenges. In my case, I 

remained focused on the objectives of the study which allowed me to remain impartial during the 

data generation process.  

With regards to the focus group discussions, I had planned to draw teachers from different schools 

to a central venue (cluster resource centre) to enable a cross pollination of ideas. Given the COVID-

19 pandemic and the requisite protocols, I had to reduce the number of participants in each focus 

group from six participants to five and bring them to a central school. In this way I was able to 

conduct the six focus group discussion meetings with my participants.  
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Regarding the professional learning maps, I realised that teachers did not understand how they were 

expected to plot their professional learning journeys on the TCDP. I had to explain with some 

illustrations, and this was helpful as teachers then managed to design and plot information on their 

professional maps.  

8.3. Review of the Study  

The thesis is organised into eight chapters.  

Chapter One introduces the study and argues for the problem. The chapter presents the background 

of the study, focusing on the contextual issues and debates on teacher professional learning from the 

global, regional, and national contexts and provides a brief history of teacher professional learning 

in Zimbabwe. The focus and purpose of the study are then outlined. Following a description of my 

personal context and motivation for the study, I discuss the rationale. The key research questions 

are then defined, and after this, I provide brief overviews of the theoretical framework, CHAT, and 

the research design and methodology that I adopted in this study. I then define the key terms used 

in this study followed by a chapter summary and an outline of the thesis. 

Chapter Two presents a critical review of relevant literature from international, regional, and 

national debates. Literature is organised conceptually, drawing on the research questions. The 

concepts related to professional learning: capacity building, professional development, and 

professional learning are defined and then literature related to professional learning formally, non-

formally and informally is reviewed. Literature on mediational tools used to support teacher 

professional learning is also reviewed. The chapter then discusses literature on school-based support 

that teachers receive to enhance their professional learning on the TCDP. The chapter summary is 

then provided. 

Chapter Three presents the theoretical framework CHAT. The chapter covers the CHAT’s 

historical development from the first generation with a simple triangle, followed by the second 

generation comprising of activity, action, and operation to accomplish the object, and then the third 

generation with its seven nodes. The seven nodes/elements of the CHAT: subject, object, mediation 

tools/artefacts, rules, community, division of labour and outcome, which constitute an activity 
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system, are then discussed. It is from this third generation of CHAT that the study is grounded. The 

main principles of the CHAT and their application in the study are then discussed. The chapter 

concludes by highlighting some of the weaknesses of the CHAT framework and how they were 

addressed in the study to minimise their impact on findings. 

Chapter Four discusses the research methodology which guided the study. The chapter describe 

and justifies the interpretative paradigm, qualitative approach, and convenience and purposive 

sampling procedures used for selecting participants. The research setting, accessing participants and 

pilot study are also discussed and justified. The process of data generation to find answers to research 

questions is described and all choices, moves and data generation techniques: individual face-to-

face interviews, focus group discussions and professional learning map discussions, are clearly 

justified. Data analysis through eight steps of open coding: transcribing; familiarisation; sorting out 

and organising data; assigning codes; clustering codes into categories; clustering categories into 

themes; the hermeneutic cycle; and compiling the research report is also discussed. Issues of rigour 

are discussed, drawing on Lietz and Zayas’s (2010) four concepts that enable trustworthiness: 

credibility, transferability, auditability, and confirmability, showing how each aspect is dealt with 

in this study. Ethical considerations observed throughout the study and design limitations are also 

discussed. 

Chapter Five presents and analyses data addressing the first research question on how rural SPSTs 

engage in professional learning on the TCDP. Responses revealed that rural SPSTs experienced 

professional learning formally through lectures as well as assessment and research. It also emerged 

that formal professional learning included professional learning through technology, for which 

PowerPoint, websites, WhatsApp, and Zoom classes were key. In-school non-formal professional 

learning involved whole-school staff development meetings, grade level meetings and lesson 

observation/supervision. Non-formal professional learning through out of school sites included 

school cluster meetings and MoPSE workshops, while informal professional learning occurred 

generally through WhatsApp, and informal interactions. The chapter summary ties together key 

issues that emerged from the findings.  
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Chapter Six presents and analyses data addressing the research Question Two about the mediating 

tools used to facilitate teacher professional learning on the TCDP. The mediational tools identified 

from the data include computers for writing assignments, storing, and retrieving work, handouts, 

lecture venues and library. In addition, the findings indicated that university lecturers were key 

mediational tools for rural SPSTs’ professional learning through lecture delivery, in which they 

guided discussion, clarified points, responded to questions, and encouraged critical thinking and 

reflection. Lecturers were supportive and always available for consultation. Other human 

mediational tools were university management who formulated plans, policies, rules, regulations, 

curriculum and instructional modes of delivery. In addition to these tools, peers were also vital 

mediational tools for the rural SPSTs’ professional learning through group discussions and sharing 

notes and ideas on assignments. The chapter concludes with a summary of major points. 

Chapter Seven presents and analyses data addressing research Question Three about the forms of 

support that teachers receive in their rural primary schools. It emerged that teachers on the TCDP 

enjoyed support as they had access to computers for writing assignments, for the internet, attending 

virtual classes and were also given bond paper for printing assignments. Other schools, however, 

lacked technological artefacts and functional libraries to support rural SPSTs’ professional learning. 

However, it emerged that their school principals were supportive: offered them emotional support, 

showed interest in their studies, checked on their progress on the TCDP, listened to them, offering 

to help, and encouraged them. SPSTs also indicated that they received support from colleagues who 

had completed the programme who offered reading materials, and course information, advised on 

how to enrol, and assisted with assignments.  

The chapter also discusses reasons SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP. Findings reveal that rural SPSTs 

were motivated by intrinsic reasons: to gain content knowledge, learn computer skills, and improve 

teaching strategies. The extrinsic factors that emerged related to the launch of a new curriculum, 

influence by colleagues and school principals, desire to obtain higher qualifications and be 

promoted, and, consequently, earn a higher salary.  

Chapter Eight – the current chapter discusses and synthesises the key research findings, addressing 

how the rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning, the mediational tools used and forms of 
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support these teachers on the TCDP received in their schools. I also outline my reflections on 

methodology and theoretical framework, followed by a review of the study. The chapter provides a 

discussion of the main findings according to each research questions to show how it was answered. 

I then spell out the knowledge contributions of the study and recommendations based on research 

findings, including recommendations for further research. A chapter summary concludes the 

discussion. In the next section I discuss findings.  

8.4. Discussion of findings 

The discussion in this section attempts to answer the key question through the three research 

questions that underpinned the study and draws on the main themes that emerged from the data 

presented in the three preceding chapters. It compares and discusses these findings in relation to 

previous studies in this area, outlined in Chapter Two. The chapter also considers the findings in the 

light of the theoretical framework in which the study is located: The Cultural Historical Activity 

Theory (CHAT).     

This section discusses and concludes the research findings addressing Question One.  

How do rural senior primary teachers engage in professional learning on the TCDP? 

To respond to the question on how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning, Chapter Five 

identifies three broad domains of formality through which rural SPSTs engaged in professional 

learning: formally; non-formally in the school and in wider professional sites; and informally. The 

three domains and SPST’s learning therein are reflected in Figure 8.1 and discussed thereafter 
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Figure 8.1.: How SPSTs Engage in Professional Learning on the TCDP 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Researcher 2022 

8.1.1. Formal Professional learning on TCDP  

In relation to rural SPSTs’ formal engagement in professional learning, data analysis revealed that 

participants engaged in this domain of learning through university lectures and the related processes. 

Such learning through lectures included face-to-face lectures, student-student interaction, student-

lecturer interaction, note-taking, lecturer guidance, group work, and question and answer sessions. 

Related processes included assessment and research through which the SPSTs engaged in 

professional learning. Formal professional learning engagements also emerged through technology 

which involved PowerPoint presentations, websites, e-mail, WhatsApp and Zoom classes that 

fostered discussion and critical thinking.  

8.1.2. Professional learning through Face-to-Face Lectures 

The results of the study indicated that participants engaged in professional learning through face-to-

face lectures. The literature consulted, Hafeez et al. (2021) and Gholami et al. (2016), indicates that 

although the lecture is a traditional teaching approach, in which lecturers do most of the talking on 

a particular subject or topic, the face-to-face lecture method remains an appropriate strategy. In the 

current study, face-to-face lectures allowed participants to cover much content in a limited time, as 
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the programme was run on block release during weekends. Lecturer dominance during the lecture 

has been criticised by Albergaria-Almeida (2010), Konopka et al. (2015), Tuncel (2015), and 

Nwankwo et al. (2019), as the lecturer provides all the information and there is limited student 

interaction. Notwithstanding that most participants valued face-to-face lectures, the dominant role 

of lecturers may have hindered the rural SPSTs’ active professional learning, created dependency 

and limited their learning confidence. From a theoretical position (the CHAT framework), such a 

situation where there was little or no interaction between students and lecturers created secondary 

contradictions (Engeström 2015). These secondary contradictions emerged from the lecturers’ 

(community’s) controlling the content as well as influencing the learning process of the SPSTs 

(subjects). On the contrary, however, in these face-to-face lectures, findings show that lecturers 

enabled rural SPSTs’ professional learning through student-student interactions, student-lecturer 

interactions, note-taking, lecturer guidance, group work, and question and answer sessions, which 

are discussed below. 

8.1.3. Professional Learning through Student - Student Interaction  

Findings show that SPSTs engaged in professional learning in interaction with each other, in 

productive brainstorming, discussion and through sharing and constructing new knowledge, which 

enhanced understanding. Hurst et al. (2013) favour interaction in learning as it increases active 

engagement and, consequently, mastery. These findings show that interaction allowed rural SPSTs 

to engage in meaningful dialogue through discussion during face-to-face lectures. Some researchers 

believe that dialogue in the classroom is rigorous and academically productive (Lefstein and Snell 

2014: 23). The interaction and discussion in this study portrays multi-voicedness, a second principle 

of the CHAT framework, in which multiple points of view, backgrounds, experiences, and interests 

are brought into the activity system (Engeström 2016; Foot 2014; Miles 2020; Mukeredzi 2009). In 

this study, the multiple viewpoints were brought into the lecture room by the different SPSTs. The 

findings are also consistent with Endedijk et al. (2014) who supports the idea that learning activities 

amongst colleagues lead to professional learning. In this instance, professional learning was 

effective as it occurred with and from one another within the activity system, as the rural SPSTs 

exchanged points of view before settling on a conclusion. This collaborative learning is central to 
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CHAT. The findings also indicated that, during lectures, rural SPSTs engaged in professional 

learning through student-lecturer interaction.  

8.1.4. Professional Learning through Student - Lecturer Interaction  

Professional learning also emerged from students’ interacting with their lecturers during lectures. 

Student-lecturer interaction is a two-way process where ideas are exchanged, and questions are 

asked and responded to during face-to-face lectures. Interaction between lecturers and students 

involves mutual communication (Hamamorad 2016). In the present study, participants revealed that 

asking and responding to questions promoted learning during face-to-face lectures. This kind of 

interaction benefits both students and the lecturer as the students master the content and correct any 

misunderstandings while the lecturer can judge mastery and address any areas needing correction. 

In addition, when lecturers and students interact, it encourages mutual exchange of information 

through answering and asking questions which helps teachers (lecturers) to reflect and think 

critically about the effectiveness of their materials and methods (Mercer 2010). According to 

Hamamorad (2016), questioning is the basic strategy for teacher-student learning in classroom 

interaction. Questioning in this study probably challenged rural SPSTs and prompted them to think, 

which consequently enabled their professional learning. The question and answer sessions in the 

current study were a productive pathway for interaction, giving space for collaborative engagement 

and sharing of experiences in the learning process (Engeström 2015; Farrar 2016). This kind of 

learning through engagement in collaborative activity is central to the CHAT framework. According 

to the CHAT framework, both university lecturers (community) and rural SPSTs (subjects) assumed 

different roles and were acting according to the division of labour– the lecturer facilitating and the 

SPSTs responding. Note-taking during lectures also emerged as having enabled professional 

learning engagements.  

8.1.5. Professional Learning through Note-taking  

The study findings show that note-taking during the lectures on the TCDP allowed these rural SPSTs 

to read, revise and understand concepts during their own time, rephrasing and paraphrasing the 

abstract information into their own words and according to their own understanding, which 

deepened their comprehension of the new information. This therefore enabled the recall of key 
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points beyond the lecture session. This finding is consistent with findings of other studies in which 

note-taking is an effective memory enhancing technique (Kobayashi 2005; MacDonald 2016). In 

this study, professional learning occurred through note-taking, given that, apart from forcing the 

SPSTs to stay alert during the lecture and pay attention, it helped them focus and learn. Literature 

(Mukeredzi 2013) shows that actively engaging with the topic by listening, deciding on what to 

record, and summarising what you hear, helps you to create a condensed record, to understand and 

remember the information later. In the CHAT framework, written notes represent material 

mediational tools which subjects employ to enact the object (Kizito 2015), which is professional 

learning, and transform it to an outcome, which is, improved understanding. Next, I discuss 

professional learning through lecturer guidance during lectures.    

8.1.6. Professional Learning through Lecturer Guidance  

The findings suggest that lecturers scaffolded the SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP guiding 

them to internalise the new knowledge and understand concepts (Wood et al. 1976). Hoai Huong 

(2003) defines lecturer ‘guidance’ as pointing the way, during and outside the face-to-face lecture. 

From the findings, lecturer guidance assisted rural SPSTs to think in the right direction and take new 

steps in the light of the professional learning. Given that guidance refers to support that encourages 

students to develop according to their goals, and the goals of their schools and communities, the 

support provided to them was vital in helping them to understand their potential and acquire 

knowledge at their level of intelligence, maturity, and self-concept (Dhal 2017). This is also in line 

with literature (Isabirye 2015) which indicates that guidance is a source of inspiration that plays a 

crucial role in learning. In terms of the CHAT framework (Engeström 2018), the lecturer community 

was acting according to their division of labour giving the requisite guidance, and that guidance 

represented psychological mediational tools.   

8.1.7. Professional Learning through Group Work  

Group work emerged as another avenue through which SPSTs engaged in professional learning on 

the TCDP where there was discussion and sharing which contributed to deeper understanding. 

Professional learning emerged from group research, dialogue and debate, and group presentations 

and peer reviews, which were moderated by the lecturer. Through this strategy, the rural SPSTs 
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were able to capture information which they may have missed in the lecture. Chiriac (2014) shows 

that group work enables interaction, sharing ideas and thoughts, and collaborative construction of 

new understandings. This is likely to have been happening in this study. This finding is consistent 

with Mukeredzi (2016) who says group work promotes the acquisition of new information and skills 

of an active nature as teachers reflect on what they see and hear. In accordance with CHAT, group 

work reflects collaborative learning, where subjects cooperatively construct and reconstruct 

appropriate environments and alter them to accomplish their planned outcome, which in this case is 

improved understanding (Mukeredzi 2009; Sannino and Engeström 2017). Likewise, the SPSTs’ 

professional learning took place through negotiation and re-negotiation as they enacted the object to 

transform it. This emphasises the importance of a socially shared object in the activity system. 

Another avenue through which the SPSTs engaged in professional learning was question and answer 

approach. 

8.1.8. Professional Learning through Question and Answer Sessions  

The findings show that this mode of learning deepened the SPSTs’ understanding through dialogue 

and reflection. The open-ended questions posed by lecturers helped rural SPSTs to critically review 

what they were learning and to check their comprehension. From the findings, the use of question 

and answer sessions stimulated thinking. In the surveyed literature, Astrid et al. (2019) indicate that 

questioning supports learning through probing understanding, provoking critical thought, and 

correcting misunderstanding. This suggests active engagement where the SPSTs were listening and 

paying attention, asking, and answering critical questions which prompted interaction and learning 

with and from one another. Mukeredzi (2015) found that questioning presents an active learning 

strategy for processing information deeply and assimilating it as knowledge. It could be assumed 

that, as the rural SPSTs were mature students, lecturers preferred to extract information from them 

by asking probing questions to encourage their engagement during the lecture sessions. These 

findings support the CHAT approach to socially mediated activities, given that lecturers and rural 

SPSTs exchanged information using language.  

On the other hand, some rural SPSTs also expressed that due to limited time, certain questions were 

not answered during face-to-face lectures, which created a secondary contradiction. This was a 
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contradiction which emanated from different nodes: the community (lecturer), mediational tools 

(questions) and the subjects (SPSTs). In the context of TCDP, Brodie and Borko (2016) emphasise 

the importance of teachers’ engaging in long term professional learning activities where all questions 

are addressed and discussed. 

From the findings, one can conclude that professional learning in the formal domain occurs through 

lectures during face-to-face meetings. One can also theorise that in the lecture, professional learning 

happens in note-taking as well as in interaction: student-student, student-lecturer interaction, lecturer 

guidance, group work, and question and answer sessions. In these processes, the lecturer and SPSTs 

act according to their division of labour with the lecturer teaching and students (SPSTs) learning. 

Closely related to lectures, were assessment and research which are discussed and synthesised in the 

following section. 

8.1.9. Professional Learning through Assessment    

The findings indicate that rural SPSTs were also engaged in professional learning through 

assessment related to assignment writing, in-class tests, and end of semester examinations. 

Participants engaged in professional learning through preparation and writing in-class tests where 

they responded to content-related questions during lecture time. In preparation for all assessments, 

wide reading of different sources, (handouts, books, journals, and the internet) enabled rural SPSTs’ 

engagement in professional learning. Reading involved taking notes and highlighting key points in 

their own words while reflecting on the information, evaluating it, constructing new knowledge and 

consequently professionally learning. In addition, the findings revealed that rural SPSTs engaged in 

professional learning from critiquing and evaluating information, and writing and reading their own 

notes as well as PowerPoint slides in preparation for assessments. Mukeredzi and Nyachowe (2018) 

confirm that assessment is critical for learning, as feedback motivates learners to be passionate in 

their work if they do well or prompts them into working harder when performance is poor. However, 

Careless (2015) and Halinen et al. (2014) point out that examinations hinder effective learning, as 

assignment writing involves planning and ongoing drafting and re-drafting. On the other hand, 

examinations promote memorisation rather than understanding and application of knowledge. 
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Contrary to these views, the rural SPSTs in the study praised examination preparation for enabling 

extensive reading, evaluating, and reviewing of information, which enabled professional learning.  

The conclusion that can be drawn from the findings in relation to learning through assessment is 

that the process promotes professional learning on the TCDP from wide reading in preparation for 

assignment writing, in-class-tests, and preparation for end of semester examinations. The rural 

SPSTs also engaged in professional learning through research.  

8.1.10. Professional Learning through Research 

Research, which emerged as another vital learning space, demands extensive reading, review, and 

analysis of literature from various sources, which promoted the professional learning of the rural 

SPSTs. These teachers highlighted that research was an important aspect for their professional 

learning as they engaged in group research in preparation for various group tasks or assessments. 

Kapur (2017) states that research provides students with the opportunity of professional learning. 

From the CHAT standpoint (Sadeck 2013), research, inclusive of all the related processes like 

reading, reviewing literature and developing summaries, was a mediational tool for enacting the 

object (professional learning) in the activity system. Therefore, from the findings above it can be 

theorised that SPSTs engage in professional learning on the TCDP through research from extensive 

reading, review, and analysis of literature from various sources. Professional learning was also 

experienced by rural SPSTs using technology. 

8.1.11. Professional Learning through Technology 

Engaging in professional learning through technology was enacted on the TCDP using technological 

gadgets such as computers, tablets, and smartphones. These forms of technology included 

PowerPoint slides; websites; e-mails; Zoom lectures and WhatsApp, as highlighted in Figure 8.1 

above. From a CHAT perspective, these were all mediational means that promoted professional 

learning.  
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8.1.12. Professional Learning through PowerPoint     

Findings revealed that SPSTs engaged in professional learning through PowerPoint presentations 

which projected key ideas. The main points presented in bullet form enabled the SPSTs to follow 

and assimilate old and new knowledge, leading to professional learning and improved 

understanding. The bullet points which captured the SPSTs’ attention and promoted content 

retention were the starting point for their elaboration and illustration with examples at a later stage. 

Related to this finding, the literature surveyed reflects PowerPoint presentations as comprehensive 

packages which provide students with central ideas during lectures to enhance their learning 

(Hardman 2015: Segundo and Salazar 2011). Participants also valued the slides as they later printed 

them for further reference. Mangen et al. (2019) points out that hard copies are better for 

comprehension because they enable engagement and retention of information. This is because text 

is static and the reader can decide to pause for more attention or re-read certain parts to maintain 

focus. Drawing from CHAT, PowerPoint was a physical mediational tool, which the subjects 

employed to enact the object (professional learning) to attain the outcome (improved understanding) 

(Pettersson 2021). However, a secondary contradiction emerged due to limited discussion as 

lecturers just read slides without sufficient explanation. Another contradiction emerged from 

lecturers giving more information than was necessary, thereby creating confusion (Ogeyik 2016) 

which may have affected knowledge retention and, consequently, professional learning. These 

secondary contradictions emerged from the lecturer (community) and affected the subjects. Another 

form of technology which fostered professional learning emerged from websites that rural SPSTs 

searched for information.   

8.1.13. Professional Learning from Browsing Websites 

The use of technology in browsing websites facilitated the SPSTs’ engagement in professional 

learning on the TCDP. Websites enabled the SPSTs to access subject related information from a 

wide range of online platforms. Through Google searches, these rural SPSTs had easy access to 

relevant information without the limitations of time or location, which, they noted, was convenient 

and cheaper for them in their rural settings. Similar views are presented by Mukhtar et al. (2020) 

who claim that online professional learning is cost-effective and easily accessible, especially to 
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students in rural and remote areas. This could be because of the absence of time and space 

limitations, as face-to-face lectures were only conducted during timetabled periods. From a CHAT 

perspective, websites represent material tools that helped rural SPSTs to obtain information from a 

wide range of online platforms. The rural SPSTs also engaged in professional learning through e-

mails.  

8.1.14. Professional Learning through E-mails  

Findings show that e-mails provided another form of technological platform where the rural SPSTs 

engaged in professional learning. This platform enabled professional learning through sharing notes 

and information with lecturers and peers. E-mails also helped rural SPSTs to learn through 

discussion, clarification of concepts, communication with peers and lecturers, receiving assignment 

feedback and engaging in group-work learning. It also emerged that, through e-mails, professional 

learning occurred from lecturer-disseminated information and files containing handouts. Literature 

shows that e-mail allows teachers in rural and other widely dispersed geographical settings to 

collaborate with colleagues and lecturers and engage in professional learning (McAleavy et al. 

2018). In this context, e-mail was a material mediational tool, with which subjects engaged in 

collaborative professional learning in the activity system. CHAT focuses on how individuals learn 

through collaborative engagement in activity. In the next section, I discuss professional learning 

through Zoom classes. 

8.1.15. Professional Learning through Zoom Classes 

In the findings, participants highlighted the role of engaging in professional learning through Zoom 

classes during the COVID-19 pandemic. Rural SPSTs continued to engage in professional learning 

during the national lockdown, interacted with peers and recorded discussions from peers and 

lecturers during Zoom sessions for further review in their spare time. This is consistent with 

observations by Shadt et al. (2017: 2) who highlights the advantages of Zoom classes as encouraging 

contact between students and faculty, developing reciprocity and cooperation among students, using 

active learning techniques, getting prompt feedback, emphasising time on task, communicating high 

expectations, and respecting diversity of talents and ways of learning. Participants commended 

Zoom presentations for enabling them to record and read the presentations in their own spare time. 
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From a CHAT standpoint, professional learning during Zoom classes emerged in interaction 

between elements of the activity system, which is the primary focus of CHAT (Timmis 2014). It 

also emerged that Zoom classes enabled professional learning through discussion.    

8.1.16. Professional Learning through Discussion in Zoom Classes  

Zoom classes enabled SPSTs’ professional learning from discussions, interactions and sharing with 

peers in their rural settings. Participants indicated that the questions posed by the lecturer in Zoom 

classes provided them with opportunities for dialogue to challenge their misconceptions and 

understandings (Gholam 2019). The notion of dialogue among students allows shared 

understandings of what is being learnt. This suggests that rural SPSTs were actively engaged in their 

own professional learning. With regard to sharing information between the lecturers and peers 

during Zoom classes, Verkade et al. (2017) adds that it helps participants to clear the misconceptions 

they may have held that conflict with currently accepted concepts and empirical findings. 

Consequently, the Zoom class discussions enhanced deeper understanding of concepts, which 

fostered professional learning.  

Some participants made references to professional learning through cross-pollination of ideas during 

interactions. In addition, interaction also allowed rural SPSTs to reflect on their own, on their peers’ 

points and lecturer’s points and arguments, thereby engaging in enriched professional learning. 

From the CHAT framework, learning as an interactive activity in the activity system (Engeström 

2015) is based on social relationships. The interaction with lecturers and peers which emerged from 

the findings suggested both vertical and horizontal distribution of roles and responsibilities within 

the division of labour in the activity system. Professional learning in Zoom classes also promoted 

critical thinking as alluded to below. 

8.1.17. Professional Learning through Critical Thinking in Zoom Classes  

Another important finding regarding participants’ engagement in professional learning during Zoom 

lessons related to critical thinking. Thus, critical thinking and or reflection creates opportunities for 

meaningful learning experiences different from simple transmission of information. This study 

found that through critical thinking in Zoom classes, the rural SPSTs acquired new information and 
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skills. In this respect, rural SPSTs critically reflected and questioned the new information against 

their existing beliefs and knowledge leading to deeper understanding of the concepts. The findings 

also revealed that questions asked during Zoom classes enabled lecturers to check participants’ 

knowledge, clarify understanding and engage them in critical thinking. Previous studies (Mukeredzi 

2015) also confirm that questions give rise to deep critical reflection, which enables students (rural 

SPSTs) to resolve their learning uncertainties while enhancing independent learning and critical 

thought on and about their learning. Within the CHAT framework, critical thinking served as an 

intellectual mediating tool for engaging the subjects in higher order problem solving, which helped 

them to improve their understanding, thereby enabling professional learning. Professional learning 

within the formal learning domain also occurred through WhatsApp.  

8.1.18. Professional Learning through WhatsApp 

The results of this study indicated that rural SPSTs also engaged in professional learning through 

WhatsApp, which is a messaging application that uses the internet to send messages, images, audio, 

or video. This platform enabled participants to consult peers and get solutions to the learning 

challenges they faced, and to collaborate, communicate and share reading mediational tools, all of 

which enabled their professional learning. Communication through the WhatsApp platform was 

important as it enhanced dialogic learning. These findings are in line with Mukeredzi (2013) who 

states that peer interaction is an imperative component of professional learning, where participants 

are not passive listeners receiving knowledge from an authority, but can converse, engaging in 

discussion, reviewing, assessing, agreeing, and disagreeing, being part of the professional learning 

process. These findings also relate to multi-voicedness in the activity system (Engeström 2016; 

Hardman and Amory 2015; Bligh and Flood 2017) due to exchanges of views (by rural SPSTs) to 

arrive at consensus. In addition, CHAT emphasises interaction, negotiation, and renegotiation in the 

process of collaborative learning in activity.  

From the aforementioned findings in relation to technology, one can theorise that technological 

professional learning of the SPSTs on TCDP occurs through PowerPoint; websites; e-mails; 

WhatsApp and Zoom lectures where there is discussion and critical thinking. From the CHAT 
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perspective, all these are mediational tools. However, contradictions also emerge in the use of 

technology required for engaging in professional learning.    

8.1.19. Technology- Related Contradictions in Formal Professional Learning 

Whilst the majority of rural SPSTs acknowledged the significance of professional learning through 

technology, some reported contradictions which emanated from mediational tools (connectivity, 

poor signal, and the cost of data bundles), which limited professional learning. As alluded to earlier, 

within activity systems, conflicts and contradictions emerge, which demand the actions of 

translation and negotiation, and are, therefore, generating forces for reflection and impetus for 

professional learning, change and transformation (Mukeredzi 2009). The rural SPSTs had to reflect 

and find solutions to continue learning, such as buying more data bundles or borrowing a friend’s 

laptop. The results are consistent with literature which shows that relevant infrastructure for 

connectivity is still concentrated in urban areas. As a result, teachers in rural areas continue to face 

limitations in accessing connectivity to enable professional learning (Fox and Bird 2017; McAleavy 

et al. 2018; Wong 2018).  

As demonstrated in the findings, rural SPSTs on the TCDP face technological contradictions related 

to connectivity and the high cost of data bundles, which limits their professional learning. Having 

summarised and synthesised how SPSTs engaged in university-related formal professional learning, 

in the next section, I conclude my discussion with reference to their professional learning through 

non-formal structures, within and outside the schools.   

8.1.Non-formal Professional Learning in the School 

The study revealed that rural SPSTs experienced professional learning within their schools through 

lesson observation, staff development meetings and grade level meetings. The three structures 

through which the SPSTs engaged in professional learning are reflected in Figure 8.2 below.  

8.2.1. Professional Learning through School Staff Development Meetings 

The study revealed rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning during in-school staff development 

meetings or workshops. Such gatherings promoted peer professional learning through interaction 
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and discussion. The purpose of staff development meetings was to ensure that all teachers received 

on-the-job learning which upgraded their knowledge to keep them abreast of changes in their 

profession. Such meetings also fostered SPSTs’ professional learning. These views are supported 

by researchers such as Darling-Hammond et al. (2017), who state that well-designed and 

implemented professional learning is essential for effective teacher growth. In such cases, peers act 

as resources while drawing on others as resources, which enhances collaborative professional 

learning (Macharaga 2021). Approaches of this nature imply peers learning together over time as 

this involves not only sharing knowledge, but developing processes of learning collaboratively as 

active participants, which is central to the CHAT perspective. The findings relate to literature 

(Mukeredzi 2016: 96) which suggests that “…dialogue promotes acquisition of new knowledge and 

skills as teachers reflect on what they hear, see and practice,” with their peers.  

Figure 7.2: Non-Formal Professional Learning in the School 

 

Source: Researcher 2022 

Broadly, staff development meetings helped rural SPSTs to engage in professional learning and 

develop in their fields through discussion. Marcelo (2009) accentuates this claim by emphasising 

that most effective experiences for teacher professional learning are those based in the school, which 

are linked to their daily classroom activities. My findings showed time constraints to be a major 

concern for most participants, which created secondary contradictions. The insufficient time allowed 
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for the meetings gave rise to limited or no discussion of some important agenda items. This created 

secondary contradictions, thereby hindering comprehensive professional learning in these in-school 

staff development sessions. Similarly, Caena (2011: 14) emphasises the importance of teachers 

having “time to think, analyse and talk about what students are learning and doing”. Further 

literature on professional learning suggests that “teachers need time to develop, absorb, discuss and 

practice  knowledge, which implies that activities that effectively result in professional learning need 

to be sustained and intensive rather than brief and sporadic moments” (Opfer and Pedder 2011: 384). 

From the findings, teachers did not have sufficient time to think, analyse, absorb, and adequately 

discuss their practice. Hammond et al. (2017) further argues that the traditional sporadic and 

disjointed approach to professional learning does not afford the time necessary for learning, which 

is rigorous and cumulative. Contrary to views by Hammond et al. staff development meetings were 

reported in this study as effective in helping rural SPSTs to engage in professional learning. School 

structures also fostered professional learning through lesson supervision.  

8.2.2. Professional Learning through Lesson Observation/Supervision 

Lesson observation done by school leadership also promoted rural SPSTs’ engagement in 

professional learning at school level from the guidance, constructive feedback and comments given 

by supervisors. Such feedback reflected strengths and weaknesses, which pointed to areas that 

required improvement, resulting in new learning as teachers developed solutions to address the 

weaknesses. Participants revealed that they received feedback after lesson observation, in which the 

observer (school leadership) prepared a lesson observation report, which outlined teachers’ strengths 

and weakness. The feedback given by the supervisor on the teacher’s performance enhanced teacher 

reflection on practice which brought about professional learning. These findings are in line with 

Mukeredzi (2015) who reported that such supervision reports generally reflect three areas: strengths, 

weaknesses, and the way forward in terms of improving weaknesses or upholding the strengths. 

Therefore, feedback enabled the rural SPSTs to professionally learn from their practice. However, 

some scholars for example Chidobi (2015) find that if not used objectively, supervision as a 

mediational tool could be a source of conflict between the supervisor and the teacher. In this regard, 

some rural SPSTs viewed observations in bad light, labelling them as tools for witch-hunting, 

settling scores and abusing power. Notwithstanding arguments by Chidobi (2015), the findings 
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showed that the rural SPSTs gained some professional learning through this supervisory process. 

Participants also engaged in professional learning through grade level meetings. 

8.2.3. Professional Learning through Grade Level Meetings  

The study also discovered that the rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through grade level 

meetings (meetings for teachers of the same grade). Professional learning in such meetings was 

through discussion, consultation and sharing with experienced teachers, as well as through lesson 

demonstrations. Grade meetings allowed SPSTs to engage in deeper conversations on an equal level 

which supported their professional learning. Given the collegial level at which they interacted, 

teachers were able to develop a community in which the SPSTs could publicly and confidently, non-

formally and informally talk about their practice, professionally learning from peers in a trusting 

environment (Mukeredzi 2015). Topolinski (2014) states that working collaboratively with other 

teachers improves teachers’ knowledge and expertise. In addition, literature consulted indicates that 

individual and team learning occurs through conversation (Delahunty et al. 2013). Such approaches 

imply peers learning together over time, as this involved not only sharing knowledge, but also 

developing processes of learning together as active participants. Professional learning through such 

grade-level or specialisation meetings. Interpreted in the framework of CHAT, fosters collective 

learning with and from colleagues on an equal level (Mukeredzi 2009). Collective learning of that 

nature, through engagement in activity, is the core of the CHAT framework. 

Findings also indicated that participants engaged in professional learning through lesson 

demonstrations carried out by experienced teachers. Mukeredzi and Nyachowe (2018) point out that 

a demonstration lesson is a planned lesson for groups of students (rural SPSTs) which provides 

experiences of real events, phenomena, and processes, and raises their interest. In addition, learning 

which occurs through observation and imitation can account for natural acquisition of modeled 

behaviour (Bandura 1971). From the findings, observational learning had a positive impact on 

SPSTs’ professional learning. Rodriguez (2013) suggests that observational learning enables teacher 

learning and knowledge retention as the teachers can see and learn at the same time. Drawing on the 

CHAT framework (Engeström 2017), grade level meetings were mediational tools that enabled 

collaborative professional learning in the activity system.  
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From the discussion above, one can argue that professional learning through non-formal structures 

for the SPSTs on the TCDP occurs in whole-school staff development meetings, through lesson 

observations and supervision, and from grade level meetings. The evidence further indicated that 

rural SPSTs engaged in non-formal professional learning in wider professional sites.  

8.2. Non-formal Professional Learning through Wider Professional Sites  

Wider professional sites refer to those spaces from where teachers draw some professional learning 

outside of their schools. Professional learning for the SPSTs in the wider sites occurred through 

school cluster meetings and Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education (MoPSE) workshops as 

reflected in Figure 8.3.  

Figure 8.3. Non-Formal Professional Learning in Wider Professional Sites 

 

 

 

Source: Researcher 2022 

8.3.1. Professional Learning through School Cluster Meetings   

The study revealed that the SPSTs engaged in professional learning through school cluster meetings. 

As previously explained, a cluster is a group of schools that regularly converges to provide mutual 

support and cooperative work towards own and others’ professional learning and growth (Mukeredzi 

2013). Mukeredzi notes that in the Zimbabwean context, a cluster is a group of schools within the 

same geographical location that gather to share ideas, resources, pedagogies, and problems in order 

to improve the quality and relevance of education in their respective institutions. This is consistent 

with other literature which shows that cluster meetings are held by groupings of schools from the 

same geographical area engaging in ongoing learning among teachers (Mphahlele and Rampa 2013). 

Professional learning in such meetings was through interaction and sharing with both colleagues and 

subject advisors on different aspects of classroom practice. Mukeredzi (2016) indicated that clusters 
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promote inter-school interdependence and sharing related to subject content, assessment, and other 

class activities. In addition, the study findings revealed that school cluster meetings allowed rural 

SPSTs to collaborate and observe lesson demonstrations and mock teaching activities staged by 

experienced colleagues. As proposed by CHAT, learning does not occur in isolation, but is a 

complex process through collaborative engagement with other teachers. These findings are 

consistent with those of Makwara (2015) who confirms that teachers develop professionally from 

collaboration, discussion and sharing with colleagues, as well as through reflective action. The 

results show that rural SPSTs engaged in collaborative learning with teachers from other schools in 

the cluster meetings. Findings also indicated that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning 

through MoPSE workshops.  

8.3.2. Non-formal Professional Learning through MoPSE Workshops. 

The research revealed that once-off workshops organised by the MoPSE were the most common 

type of professional learning avenue in wider professional sites. Guskey (2009) criticised workshops 

of this nature as the epitome of ineffective practice, and many education leaders regard them as a 

waste of both time and money due to their lack of follow-up activities, as teachers at all levels need 

just-in-time, job-embedded assistance. Other researchers, for example, Ono and Ferreira (2010) have 

criticised workshops as being too brief, fragmented, and incoherent encounters that are de-

contextualised and isolated from real classroom situations. On the contrary, however, findings from 

my study indicated that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through such workshops that 

were organised by education officials.  

Findings further revealed that some workshops were planned around the cascaded model where 

teachers were trained and would in turn pass the acquired knowledge on to their colleagues in the 

schools. Literature (Bett 2016) shows the advantage of the cascade method, that it reaches many 

teachers within a short period, making the model cost-effective. Dichaba and Mokhele (2012); 

Hardman (2011) and Ono and Ferreira (2010), also concur that many teachers can be reached at 

once using less resources, making the cascade model cost-effective for nations that adopt it.  

Contrarily, Ono and Ferreira 2010) further criticise the cascade model for the trickle-down effect, 

where the crucial information acquired is often distorted, watered down and/or misinterpreted. 
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However, in contrast to the views outlined by scholars on the limitations of the cascade model, the 

responses in the current study revealed that the cascade workshops organised by the MoPSE offered 

professional learning to rural SPSTs. From the findings, these SPSTs also engaged in professional 

learning through informal/incidental learning.   

8.3. Informal/Incidental Professional Learning  

Rural SPSTs in this study revealed that, besides engaging in professional learning through formal 

and non-formal structures, they also experienced learning through informal dialogues with 

colleagues. Opportunities for teachers to experience informal professional learning exist whenever 

they assemble or work together (Mukeredzi 2013). What this implies is that wherever the SPSTs 

found occasions to gather around professional circles, formally, non-formally and informally, 

opportunities to learn from one another professionally were amplified. The findings are consistent 

with the literature, Mukeredzi (2009), for example, shows that informal professional learning occurs 

both as a by-product of the planned, structured gatherings in formal and non-formal learning 

domains as well as through informal interactions. Such incidental opportunities are also supported 

by Southworth and Campbell (2005) and Mukeredzi (2016). In such cases, teachers engage in 

critical thinking, share and exchange ideas, offer each other some suggestions while simultaneously 

gathering useful ideas for their own practice and professional learning. This suggests that formal, 

non-formal and informal learning occur alongside each other, with the informal learning sitting at 

the margins of the other domains. This appears to be the case for the SPSTs in this study, who 

engaged in informal professional learning dialogues with colleagues during formal or non-formal 

interactions. 

Having discussed how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning through the three domains of 

formality (formally, non-formally and informally), in the next section I discuss and synthesise 

findings addressing Question Two on mediational tools used to facilitate teachers’ professional 

learning on the TCDP. 

What Mediating Tools are used to Facilitate Teacher Professional Learning on the TCDP? 

Mediation is one of the basic principles of the CHAT (Engeström 2015). Findings revealed that 

psychological tools (language, knowledge, and experiences), as well as material mediational tools 
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(computer-mediated tools, handouts, lecture venues, and the library) were used to facilitate 

professional learning on the TCDP. While the human mediational tools (staff and peers) which also 

emerged in this study could be classified as material, given their resource aspect, in this study they 

were considered as a stand-alone, different form of resource. The mediational tools are presented in 

Figure 8.4 and discussed thereafter.  

Figure 8.4.: Mediational Tools that Facilitate Professional Learning on the TCDP 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Source: Researcher 2022 

8.4.Material Mediational Tools   
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In other words, these are content knowledge, concepts, and language as psychological tools, and 

physical resources such as computers, inclusive of all other computer-related resources at the 

SPSTs’ disposal. Thus, it is these psychological and material tools and artefacts that enable 

achievement of the object and its transformation into an outcome. Within the CHAT, through 

engagement with physical and material mediational tools and artefacts to transform the object, 

expansive learning occurs.  
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Computer Mediation Tools for Professional Learning 

Rural SPSTs specified that the computer as a physical mediating tool provided space for them to 

engage in professional learning on the TCDP through computer and projector presentations; 

computer-e-mail communication; computer assignment writing; computer data storage and 

retrieval; and computer virtual lessons. These are discussed in turn below. 

8.5.2. Computer - Projector Presentations 

Rural SPSTs indicated that computers, specifically computer-projectors as physical mediating tool, 

provided them with opportunities to grasp the main ideas of the lecture in a powerful visual way, 

hence promoting their engagement, understanding and content retention. Here, one can say 

conclusively that computer-projectors have the potential to mediate professional learning. Literature 

shows that visualisation skills are an important element in learning because they promote learner 

attention, critical thinking, learning, communication, and memory retention, and increase relaxation 

and motivation (Rezabek 2008; Roy 2019). In addition, computer-projectors as a cognitive tool are 

able to mediate higher order skills and the ability to think critically, thus enabling professional 

learning. Within the CHAT framework, computer-projectors are a physical mediational tool to 

influence rural SPSTs to achieve the outcome (improved understanding) through collaboration and 

interaction in the activity system.  

8.5.3. Computer-e-mail Communication  

From the findings of the study, the rural SPSTs used the computer as a communication tool to engage 

in professional learning through Facebook and through e-mails, to submit assignments for marking 

and receiving feedback, to share ideas and to engage in online discussion with peers. These 

computer-aided tools mediated and shaped how rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning. 

Consulted literature shows that computers as material mediational tools afford students the 

opportunity to collaborate to develop content, even when they are geographically dispersed, thereby 

engaging in professional learning through interaction (Pillay et al. 2015). Within the participant-

tool-object relationship (CHAT framework) (Engeström 2016), the tools (computer, Facebook, 
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online chats, e-mails) mediated and increased student-student interaction and lecturer-student 

interaction in their division of labour, with the lecturer playing the role of learning facilitator.  

8.5.4. Computer Assignment Typing  

From the views of rural SPSTs regarding computer-assignment typing, these teachers used the 

computer as a tool capable of producing neat and legible assignments. Literature (Cheung 2016) 

shows that when using word processors, writers can make changes during the process of writing, 

hence producing neat and legible products. Typing assignments by computer allowed rural SPSTs 

to learn typing and editing, and afforded the opportunity to store documents on the computer and 

retrieve them later to make changes. This implies that rural SPSTs had some degree of mastery with 

such tools, using them in related settings throughout their professional learning on the TCDP. From 

the CHAT framework, assignment writing by computer was a powerful physical mediational tool 

that enabled the rural SPSTs to produce quality assignments on the TCDP. Data storage and retrieval 

are discussed below.  

8.5.5. Computer Data Storage and Retrieval   

The findings revealed that computers were an important mediational tool for professional learning 

for rural SPSTs as they enabled teachers to store and retrieve texts for further editing, printing, or 

revision. These findings are in line with Khan (2016) who indicates that computers have transformed 

library services globally through organised databases of related information stored in formats that 

enable efficient retrieval. From a theoretical position, computers are physical mediational tools for 

storing and retrieving information when it is needed. Evidence revealed that professional learning 

on the TCDP was also mediated through computer-virtual tools as outlined in the section below. 

8.5.6. Computer Virtual Tools  

It was clear in the findings that the rural SPSTs viewed the computer as vital for their professional 

learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, as it enabled professional learning through discussion and 

sharing ideas virtually. Computer-virtual tools offered rural SPSTs greater flexibility of time and 

place to share a question or topic and to discuss these online. Guzacheva (2020) shows that virtual 

lessons are a useful tool for collaboration, as students can use the chat box to communicate with 
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other students or lecturers. Drawing from the CHAT framework, tools such as computers, tablets 

and smartphones enable enacting pedagogical roles as lecturers and students (rural SPSTs) within 

their division of labour, with the lecturer facilitating learning and students directing their own pace 

and learning (Hardman 2015). What this means is that within the computer-virtual lessons, the 

power dynamics appear to change, with students (rural SPSTs) taking a more active role than in the 

face-to-face lectures. Consequently, rural SPSTs’ outcome (improved understanding) is apparently 

actively enhanced.  

From the findings discussed above, on the use of the computer as a mediating tool, one can theorise 

that the computer serves as a vital physical mediational tool for the SPSTs on the TCDP. The tool 

mediates professional learning of rural SPSTs through computer- projector presentations; computer-

e-mail communication; computer assignment writing; computer data storage, retrieval, and 

computer virtual lessons. However, the use of this physical mediating tool created contradictions as 

discussed in the section below. 

Drawing from the findings, as in the section above on formal professional learning on the TCDP, 

use of the computer as a physical mediational tool also created contradictions for the rural SPSTs. 

One acknowledges, “…contradictions as tensions, challenges, disturbances and disagreements in an 

activity system...” (Eri 2012: 7). The contradictions, in addition to the previously mentioned problem 

of data bundles, included inaccessibility of university computer labs as participants were working 

from university satellite centres. This lack of computer labs and computers as mediational tools 

created secondary contradictions on the TCDP which limited the SPSTs’ professional learning. 

Other mediating tools for professional learning on the TCDP include handouts.  

8.5. Handouts  

The findings from the study indicated that rural SPSTs used traditional mediational tools such as 

handouts developed from PowerPoint presentations. Handouts served as an easily available reading 

resource to master the content, for revision and assignment writing as well as for preparation for 

examinations. The handouts proved to be a vital reading tool for understanding the key points of the 

lecture during revision and the SPSTs would add notes in their own words which made sense to 

them, making connections to other learning (Nelson-Wong et al. 2013). Within the CHAT 
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framework, the handouts were physical mediational tools, which were utilised by university 

lecturers to enhance understanding of concepts during lectures.    

One can conclude that handouts as mediational tools are vital as they foster and reinforce 

comprehension of concepts learnt in the traditional lecture. They provide useful reading material for 

content mastery, for revision, for assignment writing as well as for preparation for examinations. 

Availability of such mediational tools is likely to promote rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the 

TCDP. In the following section, the discussion focuses on infrastructural mediational tools for 

professional learning on the TCDP. 

8.6. Infrastructure  

 Findings revealed that physical infrastructure which included lecture halls and the library enabled 

rural SPSTs’ engagement with the object-professional learning on the TCDP. The physical 

mediational tools are discussed below. 

8.6.1. Lecture Hall 

Evidence shows that the lecture halls were comfortable and spacious, which promoted professional 

learning, as teachers had suitable, physically relaxing, accessible, and conducive spaces for 

professional learning. This is supported by Marchand et al. (2015) who show that the classroom-

learning environment (lecture halls) should be comfortable, as this helps improve attention, reduces 

anxiety, and supports emotional and behavioural regulation of students. From a theoretical 

perspective, lecture rooms were physical mediational tools, which enabled the rural SPSTs to enact 

the object (professional learning) and convert it to an outcome (improved understanding). 

 8.6.2. Library 

Participants identified the library as another key infrastructural physical mediational tool which 

facilitated research, and engagement in group tasks and assignment questions, thereby enabling 

professional learning. Cadero-Smith (2020) indicates that many academic libraries are hybrid 

libraries, providing virtual access to electronic resources or virtual learning spaces while maintaining 

and supporting the use of a physical book collection housed in the building. Viewed against the 
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CHAT framework (Sadeck 2013; Sprika 2020), libraries are physical mediational tools that create 

space and room for rural SPSTs to search for information and learn professionally. 

Guided by the findings discussed above, one can conclude that professional learning on the TCDP 

is mediated by physical infrastructural mediational tools such as lecture halls and the library which 

promote rural SPSTs’ professional learning through reading and research.   

8.6.1. Human Mediational Tools    

Human resources provided mediational tools that supported the professional learning of the rural 

SPSTs on the TCDP. In this study, the human mediational resources refer to university lecturers, 

professional staff, and peers. 

5.6.2. University Lecturers  

Evidence indicated that university lecturers were mediators who facilitated the learning of new 

knowledge through lecture delivery, developing interactive learning settings, enabling and guiding 

discussion and debate, clarifying points, responding to questions, giving feedback, and encouraging 

critical thinking, reflection and self-questioning. The lectures were supportive and available in their 

offices for consultation. Findings revealed that the supportive role of lecturers fostered professional 

learning through critical thinking, reflection, and self-evaluation (Darling-Hammond et al. 2020). 

The availability of academic staff to students is supported by Wut and Xi (2020) who view the 

lecturer-student relationship as a helping hand - a mediational aspect, as the lecturer has students’ 

interests at heart. Drawing on the CHAT framework, an individual develops through relationships 

with other people (for example, the community such as lecturers and other students) with the help 

of mediational tools. In addition, from the CHAT framework (Sprikar 2020), the academic staff 

acted as an important mediational resource for rural SPSTs’ professional learning on the TCDP. 

From the discussion one concludes that university lecturers mediate the professional learning of 

teachers on the TCDP through teaching and its related activities.   
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8.6.3. Professional Staff  

The findings indicated that participants acknowledged the role of the university’s non-academic 

professional staff as human mediational tools in supporting their professional learning on the TCDP. 

Senior management was important for formulating plans, policies, rules, regulations, curriculum, 

and instructional methods. In other words, professional staff determined the objectives and 

programme that the rural SPSTs followed, encouraged lecturers, and supervised all activities and 

processes. Hence, the professional staff of the university was the support system that determined the 

success of the academics and students in the university (Adejare et al. 2020). The professional 

learning of rural SPSTs in the university activity system occurred through the support of the 

university staff.  

However, it also emerged that professional staff were not able to provide rural SPSTs with sufficient 

material mediational resources such as computers, which led teachers into providing those material 

resources for their professional learning themselves. Viewed in the CHAT framework, the 

inadequacy of materials created secondary contradictions and tensions between different nodes 

(community, subjects, and tools) of the activity systems. Mukeredzi (2009) notes that contradictions 

give rise to effective ways to mediate their effects through creative and innovative approaches to 

overcome them, and the process brings about change and development. In this case, the SPSTs had 

to source their own mediational tools – buying their own computers.  

8.6.4. Peers  

Peers also mediated the professional learning of their colleagues through collaboration. This formed 

the basis for discussing group tasks, clarifying issues, and sharing notes and ideas through debate. 

Discussion is always essential for self-checking one’s understanding and reflection, consequently 

leading to professional learning. The results are consistent with literature, which emphasises that 

peer learning bridges the knowledge gaps and skills which are not covered by formal learning (Puteh 

et al. 2015; Smith 2011). This relates to the second principle of CHAT referred to as multi-

voicedness, in which subjects in the activity system collaborate and learn, as they collectively create 

a conducive learning environment (Mukeredzi 2009; Sannino and Engeström 2021). 
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It can therefore be theorized that human mediational tools (lecturers, professional staff and peers) 

mediate professional learning on the TCDP through their various roles and responsibilities according 

to their division of labour. The next section discusses the findings that address the third question on 

the support that rural SPSTs receive in their schools.  

8.7. Research Question 3 

What Forms of Support do the Teachers on the TCDP Receive in their Rural Schools? In answer to 

Research Question Three, three forms of support emerged: resource support, emotional support and 

collegial support. These are discussed below.  

 
8.7. 1. Resources Support 

The findings indicated that some of the rural SPSTs received support from their schools related to 

computers and the internet to generate information for writing assignments. Participants were also 

supported with paper for printing the assignments. The findings are in line with Dangara (2016) who 

notes that school administration has the responsibility for bringing together various resources and 

allocating them effectively to accomplish the general objectives of the school. While these were not 

direct school objectives, the school would eventually benefit when the SPSTs completed the TCDP. 

In this case, computers were material mediational tools that enabled rural SPSTs to generate 

information for producing assignments and through this assignment writing process they engaged 

in professional learning.  

Based on the findings, the absence of computer and internet support for some SPSTs to foster 

professional learning created secondary contradictions between community and subjects. These 

findings are consistent with the literature consulted, in which Du Plessis and Mestry (2019) lamented 

that most rural schools face numerous limitations of teaching resources, physical resources, and 

basic infrastructure. However, as explained above, contradictions led to reflection, learning, action, 

development, and change (Mukeredzi 2009). In this case, the SPSTs had to find ways of supporting 

their studies, for example providing own resources or travelling to a library in town. The findings 

indicated participants received emotional support, which I discuss in the following section.  
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8.7.2. Emotional Support 

School principals played a vital role in supporting professional learning of rural SPSTs emotionally. 

From the findings, support was in the form of discussion, showing interest in the SPSTs’ studies, 

checking on their progress on the TCDP, listening to them, offering to help and encouraging them 

in a non-threatening manner. From the literature reviewed, Berkovich and Eyal (2017: 1) argue that 

school leadership plays a significant role in school success, which is achieved through “its effects 

on teachers’ emotions”. Thus, it seems that school principals were key players in emotionally 

supporting and encouraging rural SPSTs on the TCDP. Emotional support offered by the school 

principals represents psychological mediation tools (Engeström 2018; Mukeredzi 2009) when 

viewed from a CHAT perspective. In the following section, I discuss how colleagues supported rural 

SPSTs’ professional learning.  

8.7.2. Collegial Support 

Findings also revealed that participants received support from colleagues in the form of reading 

materials and course information, advice on how to enrol on the programme, answering questions, 

and providing guidance on assignments. Such support was offered by more experienced colleagues. 

Collegiality and sharing are central to collaborative engagement in activity in CHAT. In this case, 

colleagues provided some tools and artefacts, which mediated subjects’ (rural SPSTs) action on the 

object.  

Drawing on the discussion related to forms of support that rural SPSTs received from their school, 

it can be concluded that participants on TCDPs receive resource, emotional and collegial support in 

their schools.  

As discussed in Chapter Seven, participants also revealed reasons they joined the TCDP. I provide 

an overview of these reasons in the following section.  

8.8. Why SPSTs Enrolled on the TCDP 

The findings indicate that SPSTs were motivated by various intrinsic and extrinsic factors to enrol 

on the TCDP. According to Legault (2016), intrinsic motivation refers to engaging in behaviour that 
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is inherently satisfying or enjoyable. Conversely, extrinsic motivation relates to engaging in 

behaviour that is unrelated to the task which is being performed, but is linked to other external 

benefits (Legault 2016). In other words, intrinsic reasons relate to behaviours that one finds 

personally or internally fulfilling, while extrinsic motivation relates to performing an activity 

because one wants external reward, such as promotion or wants to avoid punishment (Mukeredzi 

2013). In the following sections I discuss SPSTs’ motivations for enrolling on the TCDP, beginning 

with the intrinsic factors.        

8.8.1. Intrinsic Factors  

Intrinsic reasons that emerged as pushing/pulling factors for rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP 

included: desire to gain content knowledge, teaching strategies and computer skills. These are 

summarised below.   

8.8.1.1.  Content Knowledge, Teaching Strategies and Computer Skills      

Findings revealed that the SPSTs wanted to deepen, upgrade, and increase their subject content 

knowledge to develop confidence in delivering the new curriculum. Evidence from literature shows 

that professional learning programmes inspire teachers to change their knowledge and practice, 

which may have been resistant to educational change (Gokmenoglu and Clark 2015; Taylor et al. 

2011). The gaps in subject content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and computer knowledge 

mainly emanating from the launch of the new curriculum created primary contradictions which 

became a driving force (mediational tools) for change and development. The SPSTs wanted to 

upgrade their content knowledge and skills and address any shortfalls in their initial teacher 

education.   

The study participants wanted to learn new teaching strategies, and move away from traditional 

direct instruction by becoming familiar with new teacher roles such as facilitation that were aligned 

to the new curriculum . Guskey (1995) and Meador (2019) indicate that teachers undertake capacity 

development programmes or in-service training to implement more effective instructional practices 

and place more emphasis on sound teaching practices. The teachers also wanted to acquire computer 

skills to teach ICT, which had not been part of their initial teacher education. Literature confirms 
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that taking technology courses in teacher education programmes is one of the influential factors in 

teachers’ technology use (Sabzian et al. 2013). The knowledge gaps identified above gave rise to 

contradictions which were positioned as a force for change, development, and transformation 

(Engeström 2016; Il’enkov 1977) for rural SPSTs. The contradictions were the mediational tools for 

the transformation which would result from the professional learning on the TCDP. In other words, 

the contradictions created intrinsic motivation for enrolling on the TCDP. 

Based on the discussion above, I can conclude that contradictions created by inadequate content, 

pedagogical and computer knowledge are the intrinsic factors (the mediational tools) which push 

rural SPSTs into the TCDP. Extrinsic factors also pushed/pulled the SPSTs on to the TCDP.   

8.8.2. Extrinsic Factors  

Extrinsic motivating factors that emerged included: the launch of the new curriculum; 

encouragement from colleagues and school principals; attaining high qualifications and promotion 

as well as salary increases.  

8.8.2.1. Launch of New Curriculum 

The launch of the new curriculum pushed/pulled the rural STSPs onto the TCDP for them to prepare 

and equip themselves adequately to meet the new requirements. This was a contradiction given that 

teachers are at the chalk-face of curriculum delivery. However, as contradictions often lead to 

expansive transformations (Mukeredzi 2009), the TCDP would generate mental modifications and 

paradigm shifts. Literature confirms that professional learning of teachers is the cornerstone for 

meaningful curriculum delivery, curriculum improvement and curriculum reform (Fullan and 

Hargreaves 1993; Gokmenoglu and Clark 2015). Thus, the SPSTs wanted to be geared for that 

critical role. The findings also revealed that collegial encouragement was another push/pull factor 

for rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP.   

8.8.2.2. Collegial Encouragement 

Based on the findings, rural SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP because of the encouragement of their 

colleagues who offered them reading materials, course information as well as guidance on how to 
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enrol. In addition, seeing colleagues wearing their academic regalia at school functions also 

motivated teachers to register as they sought to maintain their social and professional identity. In 

this case, academic regalia was the material mediational tool, which fostered their engagement on 

professional learning on the TCDP. This is consistent with literature by Mukeredzi (2009), who 

noted that recognition or misrecognition are powerful tools for a teacher’s social and professional 

identity construction and impact on their overall job satisfaction and consequently professional 

development. Other push/pull factors onto this programme related to school principal 

encouragement.  

8.8.2.3. School Principal Encouragement 

The findings also indicated that encouragement by school principals was a push/pull factor for some 

rural SPSTs to enrol on the TCDP. Principals encouraged the SPSTs through recognition and 

acknowledgement of programme completion, giving support and guidance to those on the course, 

and displaying their certificates. These findings portray principals of the rural schools where these 

SPSTs worked as dynamic people who guide almost all processes that take place in the schools 

(Christie 1990). The findings further indicated that some rural SPSTs were pushed/pulled to enrol 

on the TDCP by a desire to attain higher qualifications and be promoted, as discussed below.  

8.8.2.4. High Qualification and Promotion   

Evidence also indicated that rural SPSTs’ desire for higher qualification, which would lead to 

promotion, recognition and higher status, acted as push/pull factors for rural SPSTs to enrol on the 

TCDP. From the CHAT perspective, these were mediational tools which motivated the teachers to 

continue their professional learning. The findings are consistent with literature which shows that 

opportunities for promotion usually make teachers’ long careers fulfilling and rewarding 

(Mukeredzi 2009). The need for a higher salary was another mediational tool leading to enrolment 

on the TCDP.   

8.8.2.5. Salary  

The study discovered that a higher salary was the push/pull factor for some rural SPSTs to enrol on 

the TCDP. In other words, salary acted as a mediational tool for their professional learning from the 
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CHAT perspective. These results corroborated findings in this field where Gemeda and Tymjala 

(2015), Shakir and Zamir (2014), and Tamoah (2013) show that salary increases have a positive and 

significant effect on enhancing teacher motivation to engage in professional learning.  

Drawing from the discussion, it can be theorized that rural SPSTs are pushed/pulled onto the TCDPs 

mainly by extrinsic reasons. Intrinsic motivations or mediational tools to enrol on professional 

learning programmes like the TCDP emanate from a desire to acquire different knowledge domains 

and address any remaining knowledge gaps. Extrinsic factors or mediational tools relate to 

preparation for effective delivery of the new curriculum, encouragement by colleagues, acquiring 

higher qualifications to identify with peers, promotion, and higher salary. 

Having discussed and synthesised findings responding to the three research questions set out in 

Chapter One, the study can conclude that the findings adequately addressed these research questions. 

In the next section I discuss contributions of the study.   

8.9.  Original Contributions of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to understand the professional learning engagements of rural SPSTs 

on the TCDP, the mediational tools used to facilitate their learning and forms of support the teachers 

on the TCDP receive in their schools.   

The participants sampled in this study provided rich data and insights which were presented in 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven. From the findings, this study makes four contributions in relation to: 

the theoretical framework; the nature of professional learning; the practice of professional learning; 

and the body of knowledge. 

Regarding theory, the study adopted the Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT).  Engeström’s 

(1990) CHAT framework provided a useful methodological tool and descriptive terminology to 

analyse and understand the interactions between various nodes/elements within the activity system 

(the research participants’ activities). In analysing data using CHAT, it is apparent that professional 

learning engagements occur in different domains. However, this study discovered that CHAT is not 

entirely helpful in terms of analysing the processes of professional learning, particularly in 

understanding variations in learning in the domains and different levels of formality. CHAT tends 
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to generalize without looking critically into the activity to help determine the nature of professional 

learning on the TCDP and how it takes place within the collaborative engagement in activity. I felt 

that while CHAT provides a generic lens to allow for understanding activity, it does not allow for 

differentiation in the nature of the professional learning engagements that occur within the activity 

system. From examining literature related to' types of professional learning, I drew on types of 

learning with modifications of Reid’s quadrants (Fraser et al. 2007) to develop a domain-based 

structure to analyse the SPSTs’ professional learning engagements within the domains of formality: 

formal, non-formal and informal. Formal learning is that graded learning following predetermined 

objectives offered from school to university (Al-Mahdi and Al-Wadi 2015; Mukeredzi 2015). Such 

learning is credit bearing, transferrable and certificated. This is the type of learning that the SPSTs 

engaged in on the TCDP in university. Kapur (2018) views non-formal learning as the type of 

learning opportunities that take place outside the formal system with the purpose of developing skills 

and capabilities of teachers that are required for day-to-day practice. Informal/incidental learning 

implies that students (SPSTs) engage in spontaneous learning with colleagues through mutual 

engagement, sharing their thoughts and experiences through networking, in informal chats based on 

the needs of each teacher, as noted by Al-Mahdi and Al-Wadi (2015), Fraser et al. (2007) and 

Prammoney (2011). Thus, to better understand professional learning engagements of the SPSTs on 

the TCDP, I combined CHAT with the three domains of formality. This was a major contribution 

of the study.  

In relation to the nature of professional learning, professional learning is not an individualised 

activity; it is not located purely at a person’s psychological level even though motivation to learn 

comes from within. What my data has revealed is that professional learning engagements are highly 

mediated, depending on the different domains: formal, non-formal or informal/incidental. In other 

words, while motivation to learn is intrinsic, coming from the individual, most of the professional 

learning engagements of the SPSTs take place through, with and from other people. Hence, the most 

significant factor promoting the professional learning engagements of the SPSTs is interaction 

within formal, non-formal, and informal learning domains. What this means is that opportunities for 

collaborative professional learning should always be created, whether or not teachers are required 

to learn. 
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Regarding professional learning practice, I make two contributions. Firstly, my study discovered 

that rural SPSTs engaged in professional learning formally at the university through lecturers and 

through feedback from various forms of assessment, such as in-class tests and examinations, 

assignments, and group presentations. Literature (see for example Careless 2015; Cortright et al. 

2003; Daniel 2012; Halinen et al. 2014) abounds on how in-class tests and examinations impede 

content mastery and retention, as such preparation promotes memorisation. On the contrary, my 

study revealed that SPSTs’ professional learning through assessments, in particular tests and 

examinations, was effective due to teachers’ extensive reading, re-reading and research, evaluating 

and critiquing the information, group discussions, and writing and re-writing in answering trial 

questions. NSW University Sydney (2021) advises that studying for examinations by actively 

engaging with the topic, summarising what one reads and answering practice questions helps one 

understand and remember the information beyond the examinations. One can only truly understand 

and retain concepts after one has taken the time to engage with them, as this requires sorting, 

selecting, and combining new information with existing knowledge, finding information that 

answers practice questions, fitting in possible answers and synthesising concepts in relation to 

questions. This is another contribution of this study. 

Secondly, the cascade model of teacher professional development has been criticised for its trickle-

down approach which allows a high dilution rate, losing quality from level to level so that by the 

time the information reaches the final target group, it has lost some of its real value (Elder 2016; 

Lynne-Landsman et al. 2010; Ono and Ferreira 2010). The authors also suggest that proper 

monitoring and assessment of activities are not possible and there is no way of fairly measuring 

teacher performance on a comparative basis - against one's own performance and against that of 

others. To the contrary, the participants in my study appreciated the cascade model for having 

fostered their non-formal professional learning. Other researchers (Hardman 2011; Dichaba and 

Mokhele 2012; and Gathumbi et al. 2013) have supported the cascade model for being cost-effective 

and reaching more teachers within a short period. Further to the criticism of the cascade model, the 

one-day Ministry professional development workshops and other activities have also been 

disparaged in recent years as the epitome of ineffective professional development practice, regarded 

as a waste of both time and money (Guskey 2009) and not leading to sustainable improvements in 
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teaching quality (Mukeredzi 2016) because the focus is on ‘inputs’ and ‘outputs’, rather than on 

‘outcomes’. Nevertheless, my study found that the SPSTs did benefit professionally from such 

workshops.  

In relation to the contribution to knowledge, the introduction of a new curriculum in Zimbabwe in 

2014 required all teachers, including the SPSTs, to deliver it effectively. This led to the birth of the 

TCDP in 2014 to capacitate teachers as the Zimbabwean government viewed the teaching cadre as 

inadequately equipped with the essential knowledge and skills for effective delivery of this new 

curriculum. However, since the launch of this Zimbabwean TCDP in 2014, questions regarding how 

teachers experienced the professional learning, the mediational tools used to support their 

professional learning and the support that teachers received from their professional learning in their 

schools had not been adequately answered to inform policy makers, educationists, and all 

stakeholders about teacher professional learning on this programme. Thus, seemingly there was no 

comprehensive research, particularly in relation to theoretical analysis, that explored how the 

teachers in general and the SPSTs in rural areas specifically, engage in professional learning. This 

study answers these types of questions, thereby contributing to the body of knowledge in this area. 

Having outlined the contributions of my study, in the next section I discuss recommendations drawn 

from the findings. 

8.10. Recommendations Based on the Study  

Three recommendations related to practice, policy, and research were drawn from this study. The 

study found that time was a major constraint on the TCDP, particularly during lectures, which 

hindered adequate discussion during question and answer sessions and resulted in some questions 

remaining unanswered. As the programme was designed for full-time teachers, lectures on the TCDP 

were held on weekends or Block release during school holidays. There was always pressure to cover 

as much information as possible to complete the syllabus during face-to-face contact sessions. This 

then left very little time to be devoted to answering questions. Lecturers’ inability to respond to 

students’ questions deprived these rural SPSTs of the chance to correct any misconceptions and 

misunderstandings in their learning or get clarity on difficult issues to enable them to engage with 

and process new ideas. As highlighted above, Mukeredzi (2015) suggests that engagement with 
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questions leads to deep critical reflection, which enables students (rural SPSTs) to clear their 

learning uncertainties and misunderstandings and, at the same time, enhance independent learning 

and critical thought on and about their learning. This process propels them into further reading and 

research, either individually or collaboratively. This thesis recommends that more time be allotted 

to the formal TCDP programme to allow adequate, unrushed learning during lectures so that all 

students’ questions are answered, and misconceptions cleared and corrected. University 

administrators and lecturers should therefore be mindful in timetabling to allow unrushed learning 

and times for question and answer sessions for these rural SPSTs throughout the TCDP.  

Regarding policy, my findings revealed that rural SPSTs struggled with data and broadband 

connectivity which limited their professional learning. Literature (see Arrieta 2020; Habibi et al. 

2020; Howley et al. 2012; Ruiz-Martinez and Esparcia 2020) notes that unstable internet 

connectivity is an ongoing challenge as many rural schools remain under-served or un-served by a 

broadband provider. The study found that in many schools, internet services were not available, with 

poor broadband connectivity, unreliable mobile networks, and expensive data. These persistent 

limitations deterred rural SPSTs from participating in Zoom classes and accessing a range of online 

professional learning materials. This not only affected their professional learning on the TCDP, but 

also preparation for their teaching work. The study found that teachers accessed the internet via 

cellphones as there was no internet in many schools. With poor connectivity or no access at all, 

students (SPSTs) in rural areas are disadvantaged in terms of basic communication and 

opportunities, not only for their own learning, but also for the learning of their students (European 

Commission 2020; Macharia 2013). The study recommends the intervention of the MoPSE by 

liaising with Zimbabwe’s largest telecommunications companies to supply reliable mobile network 

infrastructure and internet services to enable teachers to access broadband connectivity and 

reasonably priced data bundles to encourage their professional learning.   

This study also found that teachers struggled to get computers for their professional learning on the 

TCDP. From the findings, it was difficult for teachers to access computers as there were none in 

some of the schools and very few in the satellite centres and the university. In addition, the study 

found that the SPSTs, given their meagre salaries, could not afford to buy computers. The scarcity 

of computers limited professional learning for rural SPSTs. Several researchers (Bubb and Jones 
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2020; Johnson et al. 2016; Lepp et al. 2021; UNESCO 2019) believe that limited network bandwidth 

and unavailability of computers may lead to discontent and discouragement in adopting the use of 

technology in learning and teaching. This thesis recommends that the MoPSE resuscitate the rural 

school Computerisation Programme, launched in the year 2000, and the Presidential e-learning 

Programme of 2011 which supplied computers to schools, particularly rural schools, to ensure 

computer access by both teachers and learners. Such provisions would promote SPSTs’ professional 

learning on the TCDP.  

On the other hand, this study also recommends that, like any other students engaging in university 

education, these rural SPSTs ought to purchase their own laptops. With planning and effort, this 

should be possible, although teaching salaries, like all other salaries in civil service in Zimbabwe, 

are understandably low.  

At the university level, the study found that rural SPSTs studying away from the university campus 

did not have access to the university computer lab. Lack of access to the university computer lab 

and internet was a serious constraint for rural SPSTs. They had to use their own computers or go to 

an Internet Café to access online learning materials. The study also found that some SPSTs who 

travelled to the main university campus still could not access computers as there were not enough 

for all students. This study therefore recommends that the university expands the provision of 

computer labs and computers both on and off campus at satellite venues to ensure that all their 

students access this vital mediational tool for their professional learning.   

The available literature (see for example, Du Plessis and Mestry 2019; Ncama 2021; Masinire 2015) 

claims that most schools in rural areas face numerous challenges such as physical resources, learning 

and teaching resources and basic infrastructure. Some rural SPSTs in this study did not receive any 

material support such as internet services and functional libraries to get textbooks, since their schools 

were under resourced. Therefore, scarcity of textbooks, libraries and physical resources will restrict 

the educational system’s response to new demands (Coombs 1970; Likoko et al. 2013; Okongo et 

al. 2015). Hence, this study calls for the MoPSE and school management to consider investing in 

high quality teacher professional learning through the provision of appropriate resources (such as 

textbooks) to enhance teachers’ professional learning.  
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8.11. Recommendations for Further Research  

This was a small study which investigated 30 rural SPSTs in only one province out of ten provinces 

in Zimbabwe. In addition, the study targeted third-year rural SPSTs on the TCDP in one university 

out of 15 universities, using qualitative research within an interpretive paradigm. Data were 

generated through individual interviews, focus group discussions and professional learning maps 

and discussions. Consequently, the results are not representative of what is happening in other 

provinces countrywide and in other universities in relation to the TCDP. As such, this study 

recommends more comprehensive research involving more provinces, more universities, a larger 

sample, and employing a combination of research methods and research approaches which would 

yield more convincing results. Some questions that might be addressed could include: the needs of 

SPSTs on the TCDP, and the improvements that could be made to enhance how the programme 

could be offered as well as the effectiveness of this programme. 

8.12. Chapter Summary   

This chapter discussed the methodological reflections, and reviewed the study, outlining how the 

thesis is organised. This was followed by a discussion of findings in which it emerged that rural 

SPSTs engaged in professional learning through three broad spaces namely: formally; non-formally 

in the school and in wider professional sites; and informally. It also indicated that professional 

learning of rural SPSTs was mediated through three broad categories of mediation tools, which were: 

material, psychological and human mediational tools. In addition, it emerged that at the school level 

the support that rural SPSTs received for their professional learning was related to resource support; 

emotional support; and collegial support. In relation to why rural SPSTs enrolled on the TCDP, 

several extrinsic and intrinsic factors that pushed/pulled them to enrol on the programme were 

expressed.  

The responses discussed in detail in this chapter show that the key question: How do rural senior 

primary school teachers in one Zimbabwean province engage in professional learning on the TCDP? 

which guided this study was adequately addressed. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix One: Data Generation Instruments 

Interview Schedule 

Interview Schedule for Six and Seven Primary School Teachers 

Section A: Biographic and Education Data 

What is your gender?  Female  Male  Other  

 What is your age range? 

(a) 21 – 30 years  (b) 31- 40 years  (c) 41- 50 years   (d) 50 years plus   

How many years of teaching experience do you have? Tell me about your experience. 

Contemporary Questions 

How do rural primary school teachers engage in professional learning on the TCDP?  

Tell me why you enrolled on the TCDP.   

Tell me about your studies on the TCDP. 

3. Tell me about your learning in your subject specialization on the TCDP. 

4. Describe to me a typical learning day from the time you arrive at campus to the end of session or end of the day. Tell 
me all about it. 

5. Tell me about how you engage in learn outside the university. Do you collaborate with your peers who do not teach 
at your school? Tell me about it. 

Tell me about how you learn at your school where you teach. 

7. Tell me about the support for your TCDP studies that you get from your school. 

8. Where you teach. From your school administration? From your colleagues? 

9. What are the learning aids used in the teacher professional learning through TCDP? 

i. What is your understanding of computer? 

ii. How do you use the computer to support your professional learning? State the value of using the electronic-resources.  

iii. Which learning materials resources are available at the university to support TCDP? Are the resources adequate?  
Are they helpful?  

In your opinion what is the quality of support for your professional learning at the university regarding the following? 

4.1. Your access to the Library (e.g. Distance) 



351 

 

4.2. Opening hours/days of the library 

4.3. Your access to Textbooks and journals within and outside the campus 

4.5. Provision of handouts 

4.6. Lecture venues  

4.7. Electronic-resources and Wi-Fi  

4.8. Progress monitoring of your professional learning   

5. How teachers interpret and understand their professional learning 

1. What are your perceptions about professional development activities? 

2. Which forms of teacher professional learning activities do you think impact on teacher’s knowledge for teaching? 

 

Focus Group Discussion Questions 

How do rural primary school teachers engage in professional learning on the TCDP?  

Tell me about your learning on the TCDP. 

2. Tell me about your learning in your subject specialization on TCDP 

3. Describe to me a typical learning day from the time you arrive at campus to the end of session or learning day 

4. Tell me about how you learn outside the university  

5. Tell me about how you learn at your school. 

6. What are the learning aids used in the teacher professional learning through TCDP? 
7. What is your understanding of computer technology? 

8. Which learning materials resources are available at the university to support TCDP? Are the resources adequate?  Are 
they helpful?  

9. In your opinion what is the quality of support for your professional learning at the university regarding the following? 

9.1. Your access to the Library (e.g. Distance) 

9.2. Opening hours/days of the library 

4.3. Your access to Textbooks and journals within and outside the campus 

9.5. Provision of handouts 

9.6. Lecture Halls   

9.7. Electronic-resources and Wi-Fi  
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9.8. Progress monitoring of your professional learning   

10.  What do you recommend could be done in order to improve your learning on the TCDP? 

11. Tell me about the support that you get from the university lecturers, professional staff, and peers in support of your 
studies through TCDP. In what way do they support you?  

12. Is there anything you would like to add on how to improve the quality of TCDP? 

Professional Learning Map Discussion Interview  

Instructions 

On the paper provided please, plot your learning journey from the time you started learning on TCDP up until now. 

Using steps 1 to 10, plot on each stage indicating your professional learning Explaining or answering the following 
questions: 

How were you learning? 

What teaching aids or resources were you using to gain learning? 

What other resources were available to you to ensure your effective learning? 

What support did you get from your school colleagues and administration to enhance your learning? 
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Appendix Three; Gate Keepers Letters 

 Permission Letter from Secretary for Primary and Secondary Education 
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Permission Letter from Provincial Office-Primary and Secondary Education 
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Permission Letter from Midlands State University  

 

 

 

 



357 

 

Appendix Four: Request for Permission from Gatekeepers 

 

Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education  

Bulawayo Province 

Dear Sir/Madam 

REF: REQUEST FOR PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH 

My name is Mthabisi Mabaleka a student pursuing doctoral studies through Durban University of Technology. I am 
writing to seek permission to carry out a research in Primary Schools of Bulawayo Province. The title of my study is: : 
TEACHER PROFESSIONAL LEARNING EXPERIENCES ON THE TEACHER CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT 
PROGRAMME OF RURAL PRIMARY SCHOOLS TEACHERS IN ONE ZIMBABWEAN PROVINCE. The purpose of 
the study is to explore the how teachers in the Teacher Capacity Development Programme learn and how the learning 
influences their teaching practice. I intend to hold 30 face-to-face interviews with grade six and seven teachers who are 
on the Teacher Capacity Development Programme doing their third and final year at Midlands State University. The 30 
teachers will be teaching in 15 rural primary schools. I will also hold four (4) focus group discussions with the six (6) 
teachers per group will be done in the rural setting. I will request the 30 teachers to plot their professional journeys on 
the professional learning maps. This study will provide a forum for teachers express their perceptions regarding their 
learning on the government sponsored TCDP. This platform will further enhance teachers to discuss the nature of 
learning they engage in through TCDP. The findings and recommendation from this study may inform discussions and 
policy decisions on on-going teacher professional learning. As a researcher, I intend to contribute to the field of teacher 
professional learning.  The findings will be availed to the Ministry of Primary and Secondary, Schools and any 
participants who may wish to read them. 

For more information, you may contact my supervisor whose contact detail is below: 

Tabitha Grace Mukeredzi, PhD 

Adult, Community and Post Graduate Education Unit 

DUT Indumiso/ Midlands Campus 

15 JF Sithole Road  

Imbali 3201 

Pietermaritzburg 

Yours faithfully 

Mthabisi Mabaleka 
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The Head  

__________________________ 

Dear Sir/Madam 

REF: REQUEST FOR PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH 

My name is Mthabisi Mabaleka a student pursuing doctoral studies through Durban University of Technology. I am 
writing to seek permission to carry out a research in Primary Schools of Bulawayo Province. The title of my study is: : 
TEACHER PROFESSIONAL LEARNING EXPERIENCES ON THE TEACHER CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT 
PROGRAMME OF RURAL PRIMARY SCHOOLS TEACHERS IN ONE ZIMBABWEAN PROVINCE. The purpose of 
the study is to explore the how teachers in the Teacher Capacity Development Programme learn and how the learning 
influences their teaching practice. I intend to hold 30 face-to-face interviews with grade six and seven teachers who are 
on the Teacher Capacity Development Programme doing their third and final year at Midlands State University. The 30 
teachers will be teaching in 15 rural primary schools. I will also hold four (4) focus group discussions with the six (6) 
teachers per group will be done in the rural setting. I will request the 30 teachers to plot their professional journeys on 
the professional learning maps. This study will provide a forum for teachers express their perceptions regarding their 
learning on the government sponsored TCDP. This platform will further enhance teachers to discuss the nature of 
learning they engage in through TCDP. The findings and recommendation from this study may inform discussions and 
policy decisions on on-going teacher professional learning. As a researcher, I intend to contribute to the field of teacher 
professional learning.  The findings will be availed to the Ministry of Primary and Secondary, Schools and any 
participants who may wish to read them. 

For more information, you may contact my supervisor whose contact detail is below: 

Tabitha Grace Mukeredzi, PhD 

Adult, Community and Post Graduate Education Unit 

DUT Indumiso/ Midlands Campus 

15 JF Sithole Road  

Imbali 3201 

Pietermaritzburg 

Yours faithfully 

Mthabisi Mabaleka 
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The Vice Chancellor  

Midlands State University 

P. Bag 9055 

Gweru 

Dear Sir/Madam 

RE- REQUEST FOR PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH 

My name is Mthabisi Mabaleka a student pursuing doctoral studies through Durban University of Technology. I am 
writing to seek permission to carry out a research in Primary Schools of Bulawayo Province. The title of my study is: : 
TEACHER PROFESSIONAL LEARNING EXPERIENCES ON THE TEACHER CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT 
PROGRAMME OF RURAL PRIMARY SCHOOLS TEACHERS IN ONE ZIMBABWEAN PROVINCE. The purpose of 
the study is to explore the how teachers in the Teacher Capacity Development Programme learn and how the learning 
influences their teaching practice. I intend to hold 30 face-to-face interviews with grade six and seven teachers who are 
on the Teacher Capacity Development Programme doing their third and final year at Midlands State University. The 30 
teachers will be teaching in 15 rural primary schools. I will also hold four (4) focus group discussions with the six (6) 
teachers per group will be done in the rural setting. I will request the 30 teachers to plot their professional journeys on 
the professional learning maps. This study will provide a forum for teachers express their perceptions regarding their 
learning on the government sponsored TCDP. This platform will further enhance teachers to discuss the nature of 
learning they engage in through TCDP. The findings and recommendation from this study may inform discussions and 
policy decisions on on-going teacher professional learning. As a researcher, I intend to contribute to the field of teacher 
professional learning.  The findings will be availed to the Ministry of Primary and Secondary, Schools and any 
participants who may wish to read them. 

For more information, you may contact my supervisor whose contact detail is below: 
Professor Tabitha Grace Mukeredzi, PhD 
Adult, Community and Post Graduate Education Unit 
DUT Indumiso/ Midlands Campus 
15 JF Sithole Road  
Imbali 3201 
Pietermaritzburg 

Yours faithfully 

Mthabisi Mabaleka 
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Appendix Five: Letter of Information for Participants 

 

Title of the Research study: TEACHER PROFESSIONAL LEARNING EXPERIENCES ON THE TEACHER CAPACITY 
DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME OF RURAL PRIMARY SCHOOLS TEACHERS IN ONE ZIMBABWEAN PROVINCE 

Principal Investigators/ researcher: Mthabisi Mabaleka 

    (+263 775461515) 

Supervisor:    Professor Tabitha Mukeredzi: PhD    

(+27762 995 974)  

    TabithaM@dut.ac.za 

Co-Supervisor:    Dr. Anita Hiralaal PHD 

    (+27825352777) 

    anitah@dut.ac.za 

Brief Introduction and Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of my study is to understand how you professionally learn under the TCDP and how the learning influences 
your teaching practice. I am inviting you to participate in my study.   

You have been selected to participate in this study because of your importance and suitability to the current to study. 

Outline of the procedure 

If you decide to partake in this study, you will be requested to participate in an interview, which will be held at your 
school, and the interviews will take between 30 to 60 minutes. Your participation in the study is voluntary. I will not 
use the real names of your schools and yourself. If you choose to participate in the study, you are free to withdraw from 
the study at any time without giving reasons. Withdrawal from the study will not have negative effects for anyone for 
choosing to do so. I will record and take notes of all discussions during the interviews with your permission. 
Furthermore, I will conduct four (4) focus group discussions with you. From the four (4) focus group discussions will 
be held in the rural setting. For the focus group discussions, I will place you in four (4) groups to afford you enough 
time to give your views regarding the nature of learning you engage in through TCDP and its influence on your teaching 
practice. In addition, I will provide you with A3 size paper sheet and ask you to draw your professional learning journey 
through TCDP.   

Risks and Discomforts to the Participant 

In this study, I will not expose you to any risks or discomforts since interviews will be recorded with permission.  
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Benefits to the participants and the researcher  

This study will allow me to understand the nature of learning that teachers engage in through the. The findings may help 
inform discussions and decisions on future teacher staff development programmes. I will also get information for articles 
for publication and for presentations at conferences. Participants will get an opportunity to air their views on their 
professional learning through the PCDP.    

Reasons why participants may be withdrawn from the study. 

Since participation in this study is voluntary, you may withdraw if you feel you no longer want to participant in the 
study without stating any reason for your withdrawal. 

Remuneration 

You will not be paid for participating in the study   

Costs of the study 

You are not expected to incur any expenses during the study. The researcher will meet all the expenses regarding the 
research. However, I will reimburse you for any transport costs to attend focus group discussions. 

Confidentiality 

I will ensure that all the data collected is treated with high degree of confidentiality and kept under lock and key. To 
ensure confidentiality I will not use your real names or names of your schools. I will use pseudo names to ensure 
confidentiality.   

Research-related injury  

The research will not expose you to any form of risk that will result in any form of injury. . 

Persons to contact in the event of any problems or queries 

Supervisor: Professor Tabitha Mukeredzi, PhD  

0826056401/ 0762995974 

Researcher Tel:  or the Institutional Research Ethic Administrator on 0313732375. Complaints can be reported to the 
Director Research and Postgraduate Support, Prof Napier on 0313732577 or DUT P.O. Box 1333 Durban South Africa 
4001 
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Appendix Six: Consent Form 

 

CONSENT FORM 

Statement of Agreement to participate in the Research Study  

•          I hereby confirm that I have been informed by the researcher, about the nature, conduct, benefits and risks of this 
study-Research Ethics Clearance Number… 

• I have also received, read and understood the above written information (Participant Letter of Information) 
regarding the study 

• I am aware that the results of the study, including personal details regarding my sex, age, date of birth, initials 
and diagnosis will be anonymously processed into a study report. 

•         In view of the requirements of research, I agree that the data collected during this study can be processed in a 
computerized system by the researcher. 

•          I may at any stage, without prejudice, withdraw my consent and participation in this study. 

•        I have had sufficient opportunity to ask questions (of my own free will) and declare myself prepared to participate 
in the study. 

•        I understand that significant new findings developed during the course of this research, which may relate to my 
participation will be made available to me.  

•           I have agreed to have the interview tape-recorded.  

•           I have agreed to the use of pseudonym.  

                                                                                                               

……………………                   ……./…./2018      ……                   ……………… 

Name of Participant                   Date                Time                     Signature 

I Mthabisi Mabaleka herewith confirm that the above participant has been fully informed about the nature, conduct and 
risks of the above study. 

Full name of researcher Date  Signatur

Mthabisi Mabaleka                        ……/…./201                …………………. 
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Full name of witness                      Date                                    Signature 

Persons to contact in the event of any problems or queries 

Supervisor: Professor Tabitha Mukeredzi, PhD  

0826056401/ 0762995974 

Research Administrator:  

Director: Research & Post graduate support: DUT. P.O Box 1334.Durban, South Africa 
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Appendix Seven:  Sample of Professional Leaning Map 
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Appendix Eight: Response Count  

Participants who indicated professional learning through formal structures 
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G7T12 √  √ √ √ √ √  √ √  √  √ √  √ √ 
G7T13 √   √ √   √  √  √ √  √ √   
G7T14 √   √ √   √ √  √  √ √ √ √  √ 
G7T15 √  √ √   √   √ √  √ √ √  √ √ 
 30  16 20 16 12 14 14 13 16 16 18 16 22 22 16 16 19 
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Participants who indicated professional learning through non-formal with the school structures  

 Non-Formal learning with the school Professional learning 
through wider sites 

Informal 
/Incidental 
Professional 
learning  
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G6T1 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T2 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T3 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T4 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T5 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T6 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T7 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T8 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T9 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T10 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T11 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T12 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T13 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T14 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T15 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T1 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T2 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T3 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T4 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T5 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T6 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T7 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T8 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T9 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T10 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T11 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T12 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T13 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T14 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T15 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
 16 14 17 12 18 12 14 12 
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Participants who indicated mediating tools are used to facilitate teacher professional learning through TCDP 
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G6T1 √  √ √  √ √  √ √ √ √ 
G6T2 √ √ √  √ √ √ √  √ √ √ 
G6T3 √ √ √ √  √ √  √ √  √ 
G6T4 √  √  √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T5 √ √ √ √  √ √   √ √  
G6T6 √ √ √   √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T7 √ √ √ √ √ √ √  √  √ √ 
G6T8 √  √   √ √ √  √  √ 
G6T9 √ √  √ √ √  √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T10  √ √ √ √ √ √  √ √  √ 
G6T11 √ √ √   √   √  √  
G6T12 √ √  √ √ √ √ √  √ √ √ 
G6T13 √ √ √  √ √ √  √ √  √ 
G6T14 √  √ √  √  √ √ √ √ √ 
G6T15 √ √ √   √ √  √ √   
G7T1  √ √ √ √ √ √ √  √ √ √ 
G7T2 √ √ √ √  √  √ √  √ √ 
G7T3 √  √  √ √  √  √ √  
G7T4 √ √  √  √ √  √ √ √ √ 
G7T5 √  √  √ √  √ √ √  √ 
G7T6  √ √ √  √  √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T7 √ √ √   √ √  √ √ √ √ 
G7T8 √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √  √ √ √ 
G7T9 √  √  √ √  √ √ √  √ 
G7T10 √ √  √  √ √ √  √ √ √ 
G7T11 √ √ √ √ √ √ √  √  √ √ 
G7T12  √ √ √  √  √ √ √ √ √ 
G7T13 √ √ √  √ √ √ √  √ √ √ 
G7T14 √  √ √ √ √ √   √ √ √ 
G7T15 √ √ √ √ √ √  √ √ √  √ 
 26 22 26 18 16 30 20 18 19 26 22 26 
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Participants who indicated forms of support do the teachers on TCDP receive in their schools 

 Thematic Responses Related to the Support Teachers Receive from to Support Teacher Professional 
Learning 
Emotional Support Material Resources Contradictions Related to 

Material Resources  
Collegial support  

G6T1 √ √ √ √ 
G6T2 √ √  √ 
G6T3   √ √ 
G6T4 √  √  
G6T5  √ √ √ 
G6T6 √  √ √ 
G6T7 √ √  √ 
G6T8   √  
G6T9  √ √ √ 
G6T10 √  √  
G6T11  √ √ √ 
G6T12  √ √  
G6T13 √  √ √ 
G6T14 √ √ √  
G6T15   √  
G7T1 √ √  √ 
G7T2 √  √  
G7T3  √ √  
G7T4 √  √  
G7T5  √  √ 
G7T6 √  √  
G7T7    √ 
G7T8 √ √ √ √ 
G7T9   √  
G7T10 √ √ √  
G7T11  √ √ √ 
G7T12    √ 
G7T13  √ √  
G7T14   √ √ 
G7T15  √ √ √ 
 14 16 23 17 
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Participants who indicated intrinsic push/pulling factors for participant on the TCDP 

 Thematic responses on material mediating tools are used to facilitate teacher professional learning on the  TCDP 
 

Intrinsic push/pull Factors for enrolling on TCDP 
 

Extrinsic push/pull Factors for enrolling on TCDP 
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G6T1                 
G6T2              
G6T3               
G6T4              
G6T5            
G6T6             
G6T7             
G6T8               
G6T9           
G6T10              
G6T11            
G6T12                
G6T13         
G6T14            
G6T15               
G7T1            
G7T2              
G7T3              
G7T4              
G7T5              
G7T6            
G7T7             
G7T8              
G7T9             
G7T10              
G7T11            
G7T12              
G7T13            
G7T14              
G7T15              
 18 16 16 24 19 14 14 18 

 




