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Conducting and researching 
professional learning as an 
‘insider’ – using a positioning 
theory lens



Research question

What are the factors that enable or inhibit a shift 
in teacher practice in response to a professional 
learning program in a secondary school?

Overarching goals:

• Develop a model of change 

• Identify the key factors that impact on 
professional learning programs in secondary 
schools
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Teacher participants 
(volunteers)

Teacher Learning area Year Levels 

Angela Visual Arts 10- 12

Brian Humanities 8

Carla Visual Arts 7-10

Cathy Maths and Science 7-10

James Music and Media 
Studies

7-12

Joanne Maths and Science 7-9

Sarah Humanities 8



Location of research

• Large secondary school
• 1450 students
• 130 teachers



Baseline data

Each teacher:

• Video of a lesson 

• Personal Meaning Making 

Map (PMMM) and recorded 

conversation 



Professional learning program

4 workshops :

• Theoretical background to principles of dialogic 
teaching (DT)

• Practical strategies to implement DT into classes

• Collegial discussion

5 principles of Dialogic Teaching:

collective, reciprocal, supportive, cumulative,

Purposeful

(Alexander, 2006).



Professional Learning Program

3 cycles of inquiry, each cycle 
involved:
• Professional learning workshops (using 

DT)

• Opportunity to try out strategies in 
classes (video)

• Teachers observe and review the lesson 
video

• Conversation with researcher (me) and 
PMMM



Data collection 

• Collaborative Interactive Discussions 
(CIDs)

• Personal Meaning Making Maps (PMMM)

• Conversational style interviews -
transcribed

• Videos of classes (baseline + 3 lessons)

• Conversational style interviews at 6 
months and 12 months - transcribed



Collection tools

Personal Meaning
Making Map
(PMMM)
- Single words
- Then expanded
- Then in shift in

language



Emergent data

• Analysis of transcriptions

• Videos to observe evidence of strategies

• Collaborative Interactive Discussions 
(CIDs)



Emergent data

Collaborative 

Interactive

Discussion

(CID)



Positioning Theory

Positioning Theory is the lens utilised to analyse
conversations to better understand the factors that
might underpin any shifts in teacher practice

When people interactively engage in deliberate
authentic dialogues they do so from a position
(Davies and Harré, 1990; Harré and van
Langenhove, 1991)



Positioning Theory

Speech 
Acts

Rights and 
Duties

Storyline



Positioning Theory

How does  
language 

indicate shift?

How are rights and 
duties  

expressed?

How have the 
storylines 
changed?



Inspiration paper

Redman, C. (2013). Agentive Roles, Rights, and 
Duties in a Technological Era. 

The Psychology of Friendship and Enmity: Relationships in Love, Work, 
Politics, and War [2 Volumes]: Relationships in Love, Work, Politics, and 
War, 8.

Provided an approach that enabled the data to be analysed to support
an understanding of the values and beliefs that might underpin the
actions of the teachers.



Angela

Looking specifically at:
• Pronoun use
• Para-verbals
• Qualifying words
• You know



Angela

• Head of subject in the state of Victoria
• Over 20 years teaching experience
• Held in high regard 
• Outstanding Year 12 results
• High stakes

• How does her language shift?
• What might this indicate?



Baseline data

… through dialogue yep um… relationships also 
allow.. um  teachers to engage students more and 
extend them so  ahhh if a teacher has a  aaa safe 
relationship with a student and feels that um 
there’s encouragement and support the student 
will more likely be more open and more receptive 
to what the teacher has and probably more willing 
to take on new challenges as opposed to the 
student doesn't feel safe with the teacher they are 
probably going to be a little bit shut down and 
disengaged



Baseline data

through dialogue yep um… relationships also
allow.. um teachers to engage students more
and extend them so ahhh if a teacher has a
aaa safe relationship with a student and feels
that um there’s encouragement and support the
student will more likely be more open and more
receptive to what the teacher has and probably
more willing to take on new challenges as
opposed to the student doesn't feel safe with
the teacher they are probably going to be a
little bit shut down and disengaged



Conversation  2

yeah and I also think that it helps them master
what they’re learning cos if you can do it that’s
one thing but if you can actually teach it to
someone it actually demonstrates a mastery of
the student of the information I do actually talk to
the students a little bit about that and say look if
you know something you know something like
your design elements and principles how well do
you know them do you know them well enough to
teach someone else in the class and if you don't
know it that well then you actually haven’t
mastered it



At 6 months

um, yeah … I’ve been doing a lot more one on
one with the year 10s than I have in the past, I’ve
been doing really small demonstrations instead
of whole class demonstrations they have all been
working at their own paces and they have had a
quite a broad range of where they are at so I’ll say
right who is at this point? Put your pencils down
and come over here and I’ll give you a
demonstration for the next point I’ll be giving 5 or
6 a demonstrations sometimes it will be one on
one sometimes it might be as many as 5 in one



At 12 months

um …I think it involves I think it
increases motivation .. I think if a kid
feels that they might be called on they
might be more attentive and for me I see
that the flow on effect is that they are
more motivated yep ..um… things like
individual and small group tutorials I’ve
stuck with because I feel that the kids
have ..um grasped the material



What might the data indicate about 
Angela’s;

• Rights and duties?
• Storyline?



Storyline

• Dialogue was used to obtain feedback 
from the students 

• There was change in student 
engagement levels

• There were improved learning 
outcomes

• Over time she made a shift in practice
• The shift was sustained 



Rights and Duties

• Overarching duty to the learning needs 
of her students

• Duty to the school
• Duty to the subject area
• Claiming very few rights



• The relationship of the teacher to 
‘change’

• Teacher agency when the 
opportunity to modify their practice 
arises

• The importance of relationships in 
learning 

• Research as an ‘insider’

Insights 




