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Abstract

When it is an undeniable reality that learning is at the centre of teaching profession, we
assume that the continuing professional development would be a priority for all teachers. EFL
teachers like the teachers of other subjects update their skills and knowledge base in order to
keep abreast of the new developments and challenges in the field of English language
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teaching. The present study seeks to explore how EFL teachers in an English language
institute at a Saudi Arabian university perceive the effectiveness of Continuing Professional
Development in their context as well as the ways in which different modes of CPD can
promote and enhance the teachers' learning. This study was conducted at an English language
institute of a Saudi university. The study adopted a quantitative approach using online
questionnaire. The quantitative data was collected from 50 EFL teachers who were qualified
and experienced in the field of TESOL. The findings from the study showed that the teachers
viewed external CPD such as courses, seminars, workshops and conferences, and
self-directed endeavors like informal discussions, reading professional literature, and
self-reflection more beneficial to their development than the internal CPD like classroom
observations and other in-house training sessions. This paper concludes that the institution
should improve its internal professional development scheme by expanding the professional
development unit's role, enhancing the quality of its mentoring program, and establishing
communities of practice wherein teachers engage in highly professional practices.

Keywords: continuous professional development, EFL teachers, community of practice
1. Introduction

EFL teaching has undergone significant changes worldwide in order to meet the emerging
needs of EFL students in coping with their educational and social demands. Globally there
has been an increased emphasis on the development of EFL teachers to adapt their strategies
and beliefs to keep at par with the ever-changing nature of a dynamic classroom. Adey (2004,
p. 2) states that education system stagnates if it does not change, as pedagogical practices that
worked 20 years ago may not work today. Therefore, for effective language teaching and
learning, Continuing Professional Development (CPD) is a dynamic concept which outlines
that teachers must change their teaching-learning practices to introduce a widespread change
influencing learners' performance. CPD enables the EFL teachers to have different
perspectives and gain insight into understanding their own performances as well as the
positive and negative impact instructions might have on the students. Prosser and Trigwell
(1997, p. 142) have also highlighted that teachers who focus on students and students'
learning outcomes train the students in meaning and understanding, whereas teachers who
focus on themselves lead the students focus on reproduction. Thus, CPD offers teachers an
opportunity to reflect on their own practices and make their teaching student-centered to
achieve maximum learning outcomes.

Like anywhere else, the Gulf teachers, particularly EFL practitioners in Saudi context face
the challenge of shaping their teaching practices according to the international standards of
ELT. Currently more than a dozen universities in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia conduct
teacher training programs at different colleges; however, according to Khan (2011, p. 119)
the EFL teachers are disinterested in CPD programs in spite of the fact that institutions
allocate a lot of funds for research and development. Mainly, these professional development
activities are not considered effective due to their failure to provide context-specific training
and meet the EFL teachers’ professional development needs. Consequently, teachers lack
awareness to understand the challenges faced by EFL learners and thus, the institutions fail to
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meet the international standards. Although EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia are qualified and
experienced, Rahman and Al-haisoni (2013, p. 115) remark that having credentials or being
qualified is a requirement for a job not a guarantee for a good teacher, thus, teachers in the
Saudi context are often required to be cognizant of the cultural norms, students’ interests,
leadership practices and institutional policies which can be accounted as context-specific
phenomena and can only be achieved in CPD courses that is in line with local and regional
demands. As context-specific professional development activities are deemed vital to the
effectiveness of EFL teaching and learning, this study aims to explore the effectiveness of
CPD courses offered to EFL teachers in a Saudi university.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Continuing Professional Development in General

Globalization has its impact on educational organizations which aim to transform their
practices and ensure high quality instructions at all levels. This glimpse of these
transformational efforts can be seen in emphasis given to teacher training and professional
development courses around the world. Though the significance of teacher training cannot be
denied, literature indicates that "educational change depends on what teachers do and think-
it's as simple and as complex as that" (Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991, p. 117). Thus, training
courses should focus on how to change the teachers’ existing practices and develop
pedagogical skills to maximize their teaching outcomes.

Continuing Professional Development, in a broader sense, refers to the professional
development of a person in his/her professional arena. More specifically, the in-service
professional development is the growth of a teacher as a result of acquiring invaluable
experience and evaluating his teaching systematically (Glatthorn, 1995). According to
Villegas-Reimers (2003) CPD has two major types: first, formal learning opportunities such
as, attending workshops, mentoring sessions and courses; second, informal experiential
learning which include reading books and research articles, interacting with colleagues and
informal group discussion in a community of practice. In addition to the above factors,
peer-observation, self-observation and self-reflection can inform one's teaching and students'
achievement. However, Richard (2005) observes that personal and individual reflection
cannot lead to subject matter knowledge and pedagogical expertise. Therefore, professional
development should not be limited to self-observation and mere reflection and should
encompass training sessions in order for the teachers to gain familiarization with new trends
in subject matter and critical examination of the classroom realities.

Although professional development can be fruitful irrespective of where and how it takes
place, sound planning and in-depth investigation of a teacher's professional and personal
needs are pre-requisites of any professional development endeavor. Fullan (2001) furthers the
discussions by suggesting that successful implementation of professional development
requires continuous encouragement and clarity of purpose and the implementation of newly
gained knowledge. This can be in the light of the teachers’ professional needs, considering
contextual factors that might need to be taken into account in order to ensure the suitability
and efficacy of such courses in a local context.
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2.2 EFL Continuous Professional Development

Like teachers of other disciplines, EFL teachers seek to quench their thirst for professional
growth by indulging in continuous professional development through formal and informal
experiences to meet the expectations of the organizations and learners in different social
contexts. Mcdonald (2010) believes that the phenomenal popularity of English language
around the world has given rise to many challenges in the field of EFL/ESL. Bearing in mind
the inevitable social, political and institutional barriers, Zuheer (2013) suggests that it is
imperative for ESL teachers to have the courage, abilities and skills of dealing with the
emerging issues in the field. Following this train of thoughts, Magno (2009:1) recommends
that EFL practitioners need to be effective in: knowing how language is acquired, embracing
strong beliefs about learning of EFL, and improving attitudes towards the learning-teaching
process. EFL teachers' focus should primarily be on: the mechanics of English language,
awareness of how to teach English, and students' effective learning. Therefore, Byram and
Phips (2005) assert that in academic and pedagogic dimensions, EFL teacher education
should offer teachers opportunities for both cognitive and experiential learning to foster
personal and professional development.

Undoubtedly, we exist in an era of great cultural diversity. This poses a challenge for EFL
teachers to adapt themselves to the culture of the learners and at the same time exploit the
EFL learners' culture for better learning. I believe that EFL practitioner should equip
themselves with the cultural background of the learners through continuous professional
development, as Bandura, Castro (2005) maintain that language teaching has a language side
and a culture side wherein EFL teachers face greatest pedagogical challenges of integrating
both to make a sense of interconnectedness.

2.3 EFL CPD in the Middle East

In the Middle East EFL CPD has gained tremendous momentum in the recent years. Both
institutional and external PD events have led to teachers' awareness in the realms of content
knowledge and pedagogical expertise. For instance, in the UAE, according to Raza (2010) the
institutional forms of CPD include communities of practices, workshops, online groups and
seminars. Whereas for the external CPD teachers participate and contribute in TESOL Arabia,
British Council programs, IATEFL and online discussion groups. Similarly, in Oman (Hayes,
2014) teachers of English are expected and encouraged to take part in self-directed CPD
activities to remain professionally sound and in-touch with their professional growth in their
entire career by taking part in professional courses such as British council's TKT. However,
there is not sufficient capacity to fully realize the needs and aspirations of the EFL teachers.
Moreover, in Yemen English teachers get pre-service and in-service training courses which
are conducted by local administration. According to Alsofi (2009) although teachers are
recruited by the Ministry of Education for different state-run schools and universities, the
teachers of English language are not adequately trained to teach communicative syllabi due to
limited exposure to PD avenues and as a result, therefore teaching next year is rarely different
than the last year.
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2.4 EFL CPD in Saudi Arabia

In Saudi Arabia English language enjoys a prominent position in all walks of life from
education to economy. The influx of foreign workers and exposure of Saudis to the Western
cultures especially to English speaking nations has resulted in a positively attitude towards
English language. Another somewhat recent drive on the part of the government to empower
Saudi youth for sustainable development and to synchronize them with the market needs and
competency has brought English language learning to the forefront among other required
skills. At universities, students take English courses as a compulsory subject.

Regardless of the colossal importance of English language in Saudi Arabia, as maintained by
Al-Seghayer (2014), Saudi EFL teachers are not competent enough to train their students
properly. He (ibid) further says that the proficiency level of the majority of EFL teachers in
Saudi Arabia is not up-to the mark to an extent that they are able to grasp the classroom
realities. Therefore, various institutions are conscious of the debilitating conditions of EFL
teachers and are serious in providing them with professional development opportunities
across the kingdom. It is due to this raised consciousness some institutions have made the
acquisition of teaching certification imperative for EFL teachers causing a domino effect of
the introduction of CELTA course by the British Council in some major cities here in the
Kingdom. Moreover, KSAALT (The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia Association of Language
Teachers) provides English language teachers with opportunities in promoting and supporting
language instructions and teaching methodologies. KSAALT also hosts different workshops
and seminars and publish research journal to fulfill the emerging needs of the EFL/ESL
teachers from different institutions in the Kingdom.

Khan (2011) holds the view that there are three categories of English teachers in Saudi
Arabia: Native speakers, bilinguals (Arabs) and teachers from Pakistan and India. Most of
these teachers face problems in teaching English in the Kingdom. For instance, the native
speakers have done only short courses like CELTA but have no post-graduate level
qualifications in teaching. Although the bilingual Arabs and Pakistani and Indians are
qualified, they also fail to grasp the classroom realities.

In the same way, Al-Harbi (2006) noted that Saudi EFL teachers in Al-Qasim province are
deemed incompetent for imparting English language knowledge. Likewise, AlShaifan (2009)
investigated the professional development of EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia and arrived at the
conclusion that EFL teacher preparation programs lack content knowledge such as linguistics
and pedagogical knowledge like course designing and cultural sensitivity. Along the same
line, Zohairy (2012) explored the current trends in continuous professional development of
EFL teachers in seven government universities and four private universities. He concluded
that only two universities conduct EFL teacher training programs; however, the teachers
showed discontent of these programs. The call for improvement of EFL teacher preparation
programs was also echoed by several other researchers (Zafer, 2002; AlHazmi, 2003;
Al-Seghayer, 2005).

In Saudi EFL context, Shah, Hussain and Nasseef (2013) explored the challenges of EFL
teachers that could potentially impact their classroom practices. They concluded that EFL
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teaching was influenced by three major factors: a) Social, cultural, and religious sensitivities;
b) Lack of learners’ motivation; and c) Unfavorable institutional policies and procedures.
However, the EFL teachers were able to offset those challenges with their ‘keen awareness of
Saudi culture, thorough understanding of the learners’ needs, and professional competence,
the unfavorable effects of these factors might be neutralized or minimized” (Shah et al., 2013:
104). As the literature review highlights the significance of CPD in various contexts around
the world, it can be equally considered important in the Saudi EFL context. Thus, the
research aims to answer the following research question:

Research Question: How do EFL teachers perceive the effectiveness of Continuous
Professional Development (CPD) programs in the Saudi EFL context?

3. Method of Data Collection

This study adopts a quantitative methodology to collect data as Liebscher (1998) argues that
quantitative method can be easily validated. Additionally, as this study focuses on teachers'
behavior, attitudes and performance in the domain of CPD, quantitative methodology yields
better and more accurate results in similar scenarios.

For data collection, a closed-ended survey questionnaire comprising 30 statements was used.
The questionnaire was sent out to the EFL teachers across the institution. For the questions,
choices comparable to the Likert-scale were employed (Trochim, 2006) which ranged from
Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree and Strongly Disagree. The reason behind
choosing a questionnaire was to reach out to most of the selected teachers in a limited period
of time. Also, information obtained through a survey questionnaire, according to Open
University Team (2001), represents a large group and is more reliable. Moreover, to make the
questionnaire easily understandable and respondent-friendly, a pilot questionnaire was
administered to make sure the appropriateness of the data collection, as Cohen, Manion &
Morrison (2007) believe unsophistication and flexibility of a questionnaire guarantee more
and true responses. Finally, a variety of choices were presented in the questionnaire in order
to encourage the respondents to do this work by involving their desire for self-expression,
interpersonal response, intellectual challenge, self-understanding, altruism, or emotional
catharsis (Wawrick & Lininger (1975:185). To this end, all aspects and motives of
continuous professional development were reviewed and teachers were encouraged to indulge
in soul-searching experience of their professional odyssey.

Besides the appropriateness and suitability of the questions, the respondents were not coerced
into completing the questionnaire, rather were given the freedom to withdraw from the survey
whenever they wanted, as the participants "are subjects not objects of research" (Cohen et al.,
2007:318).

The participants were from the English Language Institute of Saudi university who were well
aware of the purpose of the questionnaire and were formally informed that their answers
would be dealt with anonymously. All of them were male due to the fact that in KSA gender
segregation is practiced in all walks of life including educational institutions. They were all
experienced and qualified teachers in EFL/ESL. The participants had a minimum five years
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of teaching experience in the Saudi EFL context. They were native English speakers,
bilingual Arabic speakers and Pakistanis and Indians. A random sampling strategy was
adopted to choose informants from the aforementioned communal groups for the current
project in order for the project's results to represent the views of all three major groups. As
Lodico, Spaulding & Voegtle (2010) maintain that random selection ensures equal
representation of all members of a large group; in this study all members from all different
ethnic or linguistic communities were given a chance to share their views on CPD in the same
institute. Out of 250 plus teachers only 50 teachers took part in the project survey which was
sent out to them electronically.

4. Results

This section presents the findings of a small-scale empirical study. The survey questionnaire
was consisted of thirty statements which were summarized and categorized in the following
eight broader categories.

Which of the following does contribute the most to your continuous
professional development?
Class

Mentoring Obeservations
10% 5%

Courses and

Reading books workshops

and articles 40%
13%
Educational Informal
conferences and discussions to
seminars improve teaching
15% 17%

Figure 1. Factors contributing to the professional development of EFL teachers

Figure 1 illustrates that 40% of the respondents considered these courses and workshops as
main sources of their continuous professional development. Informal discussions in
academic setting were regarded by 17% of the teachers as means of professional growth. Of
all the respondents 15% perceive educational conference and seminar to be helpful in
enhancing classroom pedagogy. Similarly, 13% teachers considered reading books and
articles as professional development tools. However, very few teachers chose mentoring
(10%) and classroom observation (5%) as agents of their professional growth.
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The Professional Development Unit (PDU) of our institute helps in
enhancing teachers' efficacy and improving classroom management
skills

80% -

60% -

40% -

20% -

O% T T T T T
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
Agree Disagree

Figure 2. The role of Professional Development Unit

Figure 2 shows that the majority of the respondents disagreed/strongly disagreed with the
notion that the Professional Development Unit of the ELI helped the teachers in fulfilling
their professional needs. Only 20% of the respondents put their faith in the endeavors of the
PDU.

The external professional development (PD) courses | attend fulfill my
professional needs in classroom pedagogy.
80% -
60% -
40% -
20% A
A V- 4
0% T T T T 1
Strongly Agree Neutral disagree Strongly
Agree disagree

Figure 3. External professional development activities

On the contrary, Figure 3 clearly indicates that almost all instructors (90%) valued the
external professional development courses as these courses fulfill the teachers' needs in
classroom pedagogy. Only 10% of the respondents maintained a neutral position on this
point.
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| widen the scope of my teaching practices through self professional
development- self-observation and reading professional literature
80%
60%
40% A
20% -
A A A
0% T T T T 1
Strongly Agreed Neutral Disagree Strongly
Agreed Disagree

Figure 4. Personal efforts towards professional development

In Figure 4 all teachers had consensus on the usefulness and validity of self-observation and
reading professional literature about EFL classroom practices.

Fig 5: The informal dialogues, discussion groups and communities of practice should
be conducive to a friendly atmosphere wherein teachers could benefit from their
shared knowledge.
80% -
60% -
40% -
20% | -
A V- 4
O% I 1 1 T 1
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
Agree Disagree

Figure 5. Informal professional development activities

Most of the respondents in Figure 5 (80%) confirmed the cardinal importance of their shared
knowledge and expertise via informal dialogues, discussion groups and communities of
practices. The informal discussions usually happened at workplaces in educational setting.
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The mentorship programs of the PDU and classroom observations
significantly help the teachers who seek guidance

80% -

60% -

40%

20% -

Ny 4-. . _d _d
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
Agree Disagree

Figure 6. The role of mentorship and classroom observations

Figure 6, interestingly 60% of the instructors denied the claim that the mentorship program
of the PDU and classroom observations significantly enhanced teachers' classroom
performance. Whereas only 20% of the teachers testified the positive role of the above
mentioned PD practices.

The training programs promote the cultural sensitivity of the Saudi
students
70% -
60% -
50% -
40% A
30% -
| - >
0% T T T T T
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
Agree disagree

Figure 7. The nature of training workshops

Figure 7 displays 75% respondents disagreed/strongly disagreed with the statement that the
training programs in place could make the teachers aware of the Saudi students' cultural
sensitivity. On the other hand, 20% of the teachers were of the opinion that the PD sessions
did inculcate the cultural sensitivity of their students.
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The Traing Programs also promote the cultural sensitivity of the
Saudi students

80%

60% -

40% -

20% -
i A -

0% T T T T 1
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
Agree Disagree

Figure 8. The impact of training workshops

Finally, the respondents (80%) showed great disappointment with the lack of cultural
awareness factor for teachers in the training programs. Only a meager number of teachers
(10%) believed that the training programs promoted cultural sensitivity of their students.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study illustrates how the EFL teachers at the ELI perceive CPD, what
forms of CPD in their teaching context contributed to their professional learning and what
factors hindered or helped with their efforts to develop themselves professionally. The
following section renders a detail analysis of the teachers' perceptions guided by their years
of experience about the existing CPD programs and their expectations from a vibrant and
viable CPD program at the ELI.

5.1 CPD in the Eyes of the EFL Teachers

For the EFL practitioners in the context of the current research, professional development is
life and blood in their bid to shape their beliefs about their teaching abilities. The EFL
instructors seem to be aware of the fact that their efficacy is indeed malleable and likely to
change but the change should be through engaging and meaningful development
opportunities. Overbaugh and Lu (2008) argue that teachers' efficacy is a desire to implement
the changes they believe are efficacious and appropriate. Thus, changes that are introduced
by the management without considering teachers’ voice may bear no fruit and teachers may
not over their weaknesses. Consequently, the teaching and learning outcomes may be
affected.

5.2 The Classroom Observation and Mentoring Program of the PDU

Classroom observations are integral part of any institution's PD plan for its teachers and
meant to improve teachers’ practices and students' outcomes embedded within overarching
framework of understanding how learning and teaching take place. However, when
conducted in a non-systematic way, the classroom observation may backfire and leads to the
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disillusionment of teachers, as Harthi and Shah (2014) observe that instructors perceive the
process of observation as perennial pressure owing to their lack of autonomy, observers'
subjective approach, observers' lack of training and the overriding element of threat and
insecurity. Similarly, in this study respondents showed their lack of satisfaction over the
mentoring program in place which does not aid them to improve their performances in
classroom, specifically in observed lessons. A mentor can be informed by possessing some
overview of what the teaching/learning process is and through such an understanding he can
give a powerful insight into the classroom realities which can allow the teachers to put up a
good show in an observed lesson and gain confidence as a teacher. According to Goodwyn
(1997) it is important for a good mentor to have counseling skills that can help a teacher
understand and internalize new emerging classroom practices. So, in the context of this
research, teachers show lack of trust both in the mentoring program and classroom
observation and they demand that both can be complementary in an ideal setting as mentors
can help EFL teachers develop top-notch teaching practices and contribute to their classroom
observation.

5.3 Self-Directed Professional Development Plan

Most of the respondents in this study prefer self-directed development to institution-based
development activities. For teachers self-directed professional development means
developing themselves by setting targets to achieve through self-directed learning programs
based on their strengths and interests. Self-development for an EFL teacher, according to
Richards (2005) is documenting different teaching practices, gauging beliefs and principles,
and collaborating with peers on classroom projects. As this study reveals the inadequate
number of such programs which forces teachers to rely on the courses offered by the institute,
therefore professional development is not up to mark. This also reflects their lack of
autonomy and absence of their voice in the institutional policies as pointed by Shah and
Al-harthi (2014) which directly impact their classroom performances.

5.4 External PD Activities

Although, internal PD programs are deemed ineffective to a great extent, other means could
help the teachers to develop their teaching skills. As Richards (2005) mentions critical
reflection and self-observation helpful tools in PD of teachers since many things such as
mastery of subject matter and pedagogical expertise demand teachers to go beyond personal
and individual reflections. Therefore, EFL teachers get involved in external professional
development activities such as taking part in conferences and seminars, reading relevant
literature, and attending online courses. This reflects the intrinsic motivation of teachers who
go beyond the available opportunities and try to explore new areas for their learning.

5.5 Informal Discussions and Communities of Practice

Although there is no formal community of practice in this context, the current study
highlighted the pressing need for informal discussions and community of practice in
educational setting wherein teachers could utilize each other's shared knowledge and beliefs.
There is always an urge among teachers for collaborative efforts and self-directed learning.
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Collaborative learning gives rise to collegiality that encourages greater interaction among
teachers through forming a community for informal discussions and sharing experiences.
According to Richards (2007), in learning communities teachers are provided with
opportunities to learn and work together through group-oriented activities.

5.6 Students' Cultural Sensitivity and CPD

Knowing target culture knowledge is essential for EFL instructors, especially when the
learners have a different cultural background than the instructors. When native English
teachers take up teaching EFL in Saudi Arabia, they find it very difficult to cope with cultural
differences because they are not sufficiently trained for these. Therefore, in the current study,
teachers stressed the importance of cultural knowledge about the EFL learners as the lack of
might lead to cultural shock or embarrassment for the teachers. According to Joncour (2013)
to properly address the Saudi learners' needs, the EFL instructors and the materials to be
accommodating to the Saudi cultural norms and values. Thus, the CPD material should
address this phenomenon in the Saudi EFL context as most of the EFL teachers hail from
non-Arab countries and often lack cultural awareness of this context.

6. Conclusion

Continuing professional development (CPD) is a multi-faceted and continuous experience,
which takes place both inside and outside the classroom settings. The present study has
attempted to investigate the EFL teachers' perceptions and beliefs about the CPD in their
teaching context. EFL teachers in Saudi Arabia are engaged in professional development
programs which have measurable impacts on their classroom performances as well as their
learners' achievement. This investigation brought forth the fact that teachers see greater
development opportunities in external programs such as courses, seminars, workshops and
conferences, and self-directed endeavors like informal discussions, reading professional
literature, and self-reflection. However, teachers are disappointed with the institution-based
professional programs which have little impact on their teaching. The classroom observations
conducted by the PDU are questioned due to the lack of reliability, objectivity, validity and
consequences hereafter. Additionally, the mentoring system in place is not consistent with the
diverse challenges faced by instructors and consequently teachers rarely approach mentors
for guidance. Thus the institution's role in the continuous professional development of the
teachers is limited to few stereotypical activities which are not conducive to dynamic growth
of teachers in the professional arena. Therefore, it is recommended that the institution allows
the PDU to adopt promising approaches for evaluating the staff. In addition, based on the
findings of the study, it is recommended that the institution should revamp its internal
professional development scheme and expand the PDU role beyond teacher performance
appraisal. Well-intentioned observers should be available to filter out their bias against a
specific methodology or personality while observing a classroom. Furthermore, qualified
mentors should be inducted who know the challenges faced by the teachers and are
well-qualified in the subject. In addition to the overhauling of the PDU, learning communities
should be set up where teachers have the chance to engage in professional dialogue and
collaborative inquiries that encourage continuous growth and development. In addition,
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faculty, especially the newly arrived teachers should be offered opportunities to develop
some understanding of the Saudi culture and customs, as awareness of the learners' culture
immensely impacts students' learning outcomes.
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