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Abstract 

Factors associated with Head Start staff participation in a classroom-based professional development project to promote 

their use of evidence-based child learning opportunity practices and evidence-based responsive teaching procedures 

were examined in a study of 36 teachers and teacher assistants in 19 different classrooms. The factors constituting the 

focus of investigation included work climate, staff belief appraisals (career aspirations, personal motivation, 

Developmentally Appropriate Practices beliefs), staff receptiveness to the professional development training, staff 

judgments of the social validity of the practices constituting the focus of training, and staff background characteristics 

(age, education, years of experience). Results showed that Head Start staff members’ personal beliefs, receptiveness to 

the training, and their judgments of the social validity of the classroom practices constituting the focus of training were 

related to staff judgments of their participation in the training which in turn were related to their active engagement in 

learning to use the classroom practices. The implications of the findings for practice are described in terms of the need 

to use methods and procedures that actively engage staff in professional development opportunities.  

Keywords: professional development, work climate, belief appraisals, social validity, receptiveness to training 

1. Introduction 

A hallmark of high quality early childhood intervention programs is ongoing professional development (Neuman & 

Kamil, 2010; Snell, Forston, Stanton-Chapman, & Walker, 2012; Tout, Zaslow, & Berry, 2006). Both research and 

experience, however, indicate that early childhood professionals’ participation in training, including Head Start staff, 

more often than not is quite varied (e.g., Domitrovich, Gest, Sukhdeep, Jones, & DeRousie, 2009; Downer, 

Locasale-Crouch, Hamre, & Pianta, 2009; Ellis, 1998; Livneh & Livneh, 1999; Torquati, Raikes, & Huddleston-Casas, 

2007; Trivette & Raab, 2011). The purposes of the analyses described in this paper were to (a) identify factors 

associated with Head Start staff’s active participation in training to promote their adoption and use of two different 

types of evidence-based classroom practices and (b) determine which variables, if any, covaried with the predictors of 

active staff participation in and the perceived benefits of the training. The goal was to identify the nature of the 

relationships among a number of staff personal belief appraisals and training-related predictor measures and to identify 

the conditions under which staff participated in and benefited from the training afforded Head Start teachers and teacher 

assistants.  

The particular variables that were the focus of investigation are ones that have been found or implicated to be 

determinants of receptiveness to and participation in training or other professional development learning opportunities 

for improving early childhood professional knowledge and skills in using evidence-based or recommended classroom 

practices (Bozack, 2008; Downer et al., 2009; Ellis, 1998; Sugawara, Ruder, & Burt, 1998). Wagner and French (2010), 

for example, examined the relationships among early childhood teacher work climate, personal motivation, and 

participation in professional development, and found that the social ecology of preschool programs together with a 

personal sense of responsibility for professional growth were correlated with engagement in professional development 

activities. Similarly, Dunst, Watson, Roper, and Batman (2011) found that the social ecology of an early childhood 

intervention program was related to staff members’ judgments of their personal responsibility for seeking out and 

participating in professional development activities. Bozack (2008), in a review of factors associated with early 

childhood practitioners’ participation in professional development activities, concluded that there are many “reasons 
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why teachers vary in their responsiveness to professional development initiatives” (p. 28). 

1.1 Factors Associated with Participation in Professional Development 

Wagner and French’s (2010) model of factors influencing early childhood practitioners’ participation in professional 

development activities postulates the following three sets of variables as important determinants or covariates of teacher 

change: work environment, belief appraisals in terms of personal responsibility (motivation) for change, and teacher 

background characteristics. In addition to examining these factors, we also assessed Head Start staff receptiveness to 

training and their social validity judgments of the importance and acceptability (Foster & Mash, 1999) of the classroom 

practices constituting the focus of training. Receptiveness was examined because our research on classroom practices 

indicates that staff who are more responsive to on-site, classroom-based practices training are more likely to 

demonstrate more improvements in the use of the practices constituting the focus of that training (Dunst & Raab, 2010). 

Our research also has shown that the likelihood that practitioners “buy into” the use of new or innovative practices is 

dependent on their judgments of the benefits of the practices constituting the focus of intervention (e.g., Dunst, Pace, & 

Hamby, 2007; Trivette, Dunst, Hamby, & Pace, 2007). 

The professional development measures constituting the focus of investigation included number of attended training 

sessions, hours of staff participation in the training, staff engagement in the training, and staff judgments of their 

experiences with the evidence-based professional development practice used to provide the training (Dunst & Trivette, 

2009; Trivette, Raab, & Dunst, 2012b). The latter measure was of special interest because two or more staff could 

receive the same amount or dose of training but the benefits from their training-related experiences might be quite 

different (Neuman & Wright, 2010; Ramey et al., 2011). Bozack (2008), for example, found that elementary teachers’ 

beliefs about the importance of ongoing professional development were related to how often they sought out and met 

with mentors. Similarly, Bruder et al. (2013) found that early childhood practitioners’ beliefs about how well they were 

prepared to work with young children and their families were related to their use of recommended early childhood 

practices. The extent to which Head Start staff beliefs about training were related to active engagement in training was 

another focus of the analyses described in this paper. The findings were expected to shed light on the conditions under 

which staff were likely to be receptive to and actively engaged in the professional development training. 

1.2 Study Hypotheses 

Based on previous research, we hypothesized that staff judgments of their work climates would be related to their 

personal belief appraisals (career aspirations, personal motivation, beliefs about child learning); personal beliefs would 

be related to judgments of the value of the classroom practices constituting the focus of training; and their receptiveness 

to the training would be related to their participation in the training (Ellis, 1998; Sugawara et al., 1998; Wagner & 

French, 2010). We also hypothesized that positive judgments about the ways in which staff were involved in training 

would be related to staff active engagement in the training and use of the classroom practices constituting the focus of 

training. We expected, based on previous research, that staff with more years of formal education would report more 

positive benefits from the training (Domitrovich et al., 2009; Livneh & Livneh, 1999). The need for the types of 

analyses described in this paper is based on the fact that “early childhood teachers’ motivation for professional 

development remains virtually unexplored” (Wagner & French, 2010, p. 154).  

2. Method 

2.1 Participants 

The participants were 36 early childhood staff (19 teachers and 17 teacher assistants) in 19 classrooms in two Head 

Start preschool classroom programs in the southeastern United States. Table 1 shows the background characteristics of 

the staff. Most of the participants were African-American, 31 years of age or older, had associate’s or bachelor’s degrees, 

and had, on average, between 6 and 15 years of experience. One-third of the participants had Child Development 

Associate credentials, but only one teacher had a state teaching certification.   

The average number of children in each classroom was 19 (SD = 1, range = 17 to 20). The majority of classrooms 

included mixed age groups of 3- to 5-year-old children. Fourteen of the classrooms included 3 year olds; 17 classrooms 

included 4 year olds; and two classrooms included 5 year olds. The children’s ethnicities were African American (45%), 

Caucasian (26%), Latino or Hispanic (21%), Asian American (2%), or other or biracial (6%). All but three of the 

classrooms included children with special needs. Sixteen of the classrooms (84%) included one or more children for 

whom English was not their first language.  
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Table 1. Background Characteristics of the Study Participants 

Participant Characteristics  Number  Percent 

Ethnicity     

African American  26  72 

Caucasian  10  28 

Age (Years)     

23-30  6  17 

31-40  15  42 

41-50  6  17 

51-63  9  25 

Education     

High School  4  11 

Some College  11  31 

Associates Degree  15  42 

Bachelors Degree  6  17 

Experience (Years)     

1-5  8  22 

6-10  12  33 

11-15  6  17 

16-20  7  19 

21-25  3  8 

Child Development Associate     

Yes  13  36 

No  23  64 

State Teacher Certification     

Yes  1  3 

     No  35  97 

 

2.2 Procedure 

2.2.1 Classroom Practices 

The participants were taught to use evidence-based child learning opportunities (Dunst, Bruder, Trivette, Raab, & 

McLean, 2001; Dunst & Raab, 2012) and evidence-based naturalistic responsive teaching procedures (Dunst, Raab, & 

Trivette, 2011; Raab & Dunst, 2009) with the children in their classrooms. The evidence-based child learning 

opportunity practices were ones that actively involved children in a broad range of interest-based learning activities 

building on existing child strengths and promoting the development of new competencies. The teacher-instructional 

practices were ones that supported and encouraged child competence through responsiveness to the children’s existing 

or emerging capabilities. Table 2 includes examples of the two types of classroom practices. 

The child learning opportunity practices are based on research demonstrating the importance of (a) using children’s 

interests as the basis for identifying child learning activities, (b) providing children different kinds of interest-based 

learning activities, and (c) increasing the number of child learning opportunities within and across classroom activities 

(Dunst et al., 2001; Raab & Dunst, 2007). The responsive teaching instructional practices are based on research 

demonstrating the importance of (a) promoting child engagement in interest-based activities, (b) responding to and 

supporting child behavior in the activities, and (c) encouraging child behavior elaboration during interest-based learning 

(Raab & Dunst, 2009).  
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Table 2. Examples of the Training Content for the Two Types of Classroom Practices 

Training Content Areas Examples 

Child Learning Opportunities  

Identifying child interests Recognize that all children have personal interests 

 Observe a child to identify his or her interests 

Selecting and providing interest-based 

child learning activities 

Create interest-based learning activities 

Use activities that encourage broad-based child behavior 

expression 

Increasing interest-based child learning 

opportunities 

Create opportunities for a child to participate frequently in 

interest-based activities  

 Engage the child a wide variety of interest-based activities 

Teacher Instructional Practices  

Child engagement in interest-based 

activities 

Use a child’s interests to engage the child in interest-based 

learning activities 

 Follow a child’s lead 

Responsiveness to child behavior Respond promptly and positively to child engagement in 

activities 

 Match teacher responses to a child’s behavior 

Encourage child behavior elaboration Respond to a child with open-ended questions 

Encourage a child to produce or try new behavior 

 

2.2.2 Professional Development 

Staff were taught to use the classroom practices by the same coach in all of the Head Start classrooms using an 

evidence-based adult learning procedure called the Participatory Adult Learning Strategy (PALS; Dunst & Trivette, 

2009; Trivette, Raab, & Dunst, 2012a). The coach was scheduled to meet with each teacher and teacher assistant once a 

week for 4 months. On average, the coach spent 60 minutes with a teacher and teacher assistant during each on-site visit. 

The average number of sessions attended by each teacher and teacher assistant was 13.44 (SD = 2.22), and the average 

number of hours of training each staff received was 35.40 (SD = 7.04). In a large majority of coaching sessions (94%), 

the coach worked with both the teacher and teacher assistant at the same time where both participants were involved in 

the training in the same manner. 

PALS included methods for introducing and demonstrating the use of the targeted practices, Head Start staff application 

and evaluation of the use of the practices, coach-facilitated Head Start staff reflection on and self-assessment of their 

mastery of the practices, and coach-facilitated Head Start staff identification of and participation in additional learning 

opportunities to reinforce competence acquisition. Figure 1 shows the manner in which the training was conducted and 

the coach actively engaged the participants in learning to use the classroom practices. 

The coach first introduced a practice to the staff by both describing the key characteristics of a practice (e.g., identifying 

child interests) and providing examples of how the practice could be implemented (e.g., observational assessments). 

The coach used the children’s interactions with materials and peers in the classroom to illustrate the key characteristics 

of a practice (e.g., interest-based child engagement in play) and to describe the differences between practices that were 

consistent or inconsistent with a targeted practice (e.g., interest-based vs. non-interest-based child learning). The 

process of introducing a practice and illustrating or demonstrating the use of the practice was repeated for each of the 

targeted practices in subsequent training sessions. 
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Figure 1. Key components of the PALS professional development practice. 

 

Teacher and teacher assistant application of a practice involved both classroom staff use of a practice (e.g., 

responsiveness to child initiations) and coach-guided staff evaluation of the practice (e.g., child behavioral consequence 

of teacher responsiveness). The teachers and teacher assistants were engaged in multiple opportunities to use a practice 

(e.g., use of responsive teaching with three or four children) where observations of the use of the practice by the coach 

were the foundations for providing feedback, guidance, and coach-facilitated teacher evaluation of her use of the 

practice (e.g., having a teacher and assistant identify what did and did not work and why). 

Facilitating mastery (deep understanding) of a practice occurred by using performance standards to have the teachers 

and assistants reflect on their understanding and use of a practice and by joint discussions and identification of 

additional learning opportunities that would provide the staff new opportunities to improve their use of a practice. An 

important feature of the training was the use of performance checklists to engage the staff in self-assessment of their 

understanding and mastery (Dunst, Trivette, & Raab, 2014). There were two performance checklists, one for the child 

learning opportunities classroom practices, and one for teacher instructional practices. 

2.2 Predictor Measures 

The variables constituting the focus of investigation included Head Start staff background characteristics (age, years of 

formal education, years of early childhood experience, staff position), Head Start program work climate, participant 

personal belief appraisals (career aspirations, personal motivation, DAP beliefs), and two training-related measures 

(receptiveness to the PALS training, and staff judgments of the social validity of the evidence-based classroom 

practices). Table 3 lists the study measures and the means, standard deviations, and range of scores on each of the 

predictors. The background, work climate, and personal belief measures were all obtained prior to the initiation of the 

training. The staff receptiveness and social validity measures were obtained throughout the course of the training. 

 

Table 3. Means, Standard Deviations and Range of Scores for the Predictor Variables and Dependent Measures 

Study Measures   Mean  Standard Deviation  Range 

Background Characteristics        

Age (Years)   41.61  10.73  23-63 

Education   5.53  1.13  3-7 

Years of Experience   11.32  6.29  1-22 

Staff Position
a 

  0.53  0.51  0-1 

Head Start Program        

Work Climate   51.25  9.90  29-66 

Personal Beliefs        

Coach Introduction and 

Demonstration of a Practice 

Head Start Staff Use and 

Evaluation of a Practice 

Repeated Staff 

Learning 

Opportunities 

Coach-Facilitated Staff 

Reflection and 

Self-Assessment of Mastery  

of a Practice 

Identifying Next 

Steps in Learning 

to Use Practice 
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Career Aspirations   29.75  3.55  22-35 

Personal Motivation   27.14  2.79  18-30 

DAP Beliefs   61.22  5.40  48-65 

Training-Related Variables        

Receptiveness to Training   7.43  1.61  2.8-10 

Social Validity Judgments   52.22  8.14  26-60 

Outcome Measures        

Number of Sessions   13.44  2.25  9-18 

Total Training Time (hours)   35.37  7.05  24-50 

Staff Engagement   38.56  10.67  20-62 

PALS Ratings   92.58  10.14  59-100 
a
 Teacher = 1, Teacher Assistant = 0. 

 

2.2.1 Background Variables  

Head Start staff age and years of early childhood experience were coded in years as continuous variables. Formal 

education was coded as an ordinal variable: Less than high school, high school (including a General Education 

Diploma), some college, associate’s degree (including a vocational/technical diploma), bachelor’s degree, or master’s 

degree. Staff position was coded as teacher (1) or teacher assistant (0). 

2.2.2 Work Climate  

Teachers and teacher assistants completed a 14-item rating scale adapted from the Home Visitor Interview (Partners for 

a Healthy Baby, 2006), measuring their judgments of their workplace climate. The items assessed administrative 

leadership in the Head Start program (e.g., The program director communicates a clear vision of what the program 

should accomplish), administrative support for the staff (e.g., The program director recognizes when I do a good job), 

teacher participation in program-related decision-making (e.g., Program staff have the opportunity to influence 

decisions about their work), and the work atmosphere of the program (e.g., The Head Start program is a pleasant place 

to work). The items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The internal 

reliability of the scale was determined using Carmines’ theta, a special case of Cronbach’s alpha (Carmines & Zeller, 

1979). Theta for the 14 items was .88. A summated score of the ratings on the 14 items was used as the work climate 

measure.  

2.2.3 Career Aspirations 

Teachers and teacher assistants completed a 7-item scale adapted from the Home Visitor Interview (Partners for a 

Healthy Baby, 2006), measuring their career orientations. The items asked teachers to indicate how they viewed their 

positions in the Head Start programs (e.g., I see my current position as work I feel committed to; I see my current 

position as a personal calling). The items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all the way I feel) to 5 

(exactly the way I feel). Theta for the seven items was .75. The sum of the ratings was used as the measure of career 

aspirations. 

2.2.4 Personal Motivation 

Teachers’ and teacher assistants’ motivation for pursuing training and learning opportunities was assessed using an 

investigator-developed scale that included six items assessing personal motivation for learning (e.g., I pursue training 

opportunities because I want to improve my skills as a teacher; I pursue training opportunities because it is beneficial 

to learn more about early education). Teachers rated the items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 5 

(very true). Theta for the six items was .76. Ratings on these six items were summed to provide a measure of teachers’ 

personal motivation for training.  

2.2.5 Developmentally Appropriate Practices (DAP) Beliefs 

Teachers’ and teacher assistants’ beliefs about Developmentally Appropriate Practices (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) 

were assessed using a subset of items from the beliefs section of the Teacher Beliefs and Practices Survey (Burts, 

Buchanan, Charlesworth, & Jambunathan, 2000). This survey, developed especially for preschool teachers, is an 

adaptation of the Teacher Questionnaire (Charlesworth, Hart, Burts, & Hernandez, 1991) that has been used to assess 

the early childhood beliefs of teachers of children kindergarten age and older (e.g., Vartuli, 1999). In a study of the 
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psychometric properties of the Burts et al. (2000) scale, Kim (2005) identified a developmentally appropriate practice 

subscale which was the source of the 13 items used in the present study to measure DAP beliefs (e.g., How important is 

it for teachers to provide activities that are responsive to individual children’s interests; How important is it for teachers 

to provide opportunities for children to select many of their own activities; How important is it for teachers to allocate 

extended periods of time for children to engage with play and projects). Teachers rated the 13 items on a 5-point scale 

ranging from 1 (not at all important) to 5 (extremely important). Theta for the 13 items was .96. A total scale score was 

used as the measure of teacher beliefs about developmentally appropriate practices.  

2.2.6 Receptiveness to PALS Training 

Two items were used to assess teachers’ and teacher assistants’ receptiveness to the PALS training. After each on-site 

training visit, the PALS coach rated the extent to which each staff was receptive to both the training process (How 

receptive was the teacher to participating in the training opportunities you provided?) and the training content (How 

receptive was the teacher to the practices that were the focus of the training?). The items were rated on a 5-point scale 

ranging from 1 (highly resistant) to 5 (highly receptive). A summated score averaged across the four months of training 

was used as the measure of receptiveness to the PALS training.  

2.2.7 Social Validity 

Teachers’ and teacher assistants’ judgments of the social validity (Foster & Mash, 1999) of the early childhood 

classroom practices constituting the focus of training were assessed using a 12-item scale used in previous studies 

where variations in social validity ratings were correlated with variations in the use of practices constituting the focus of 

investigation (e.g., Dunst et al., 2007; Trivette, Dunst, Masiello, Gorman, & Hamby, 2009). Six items measured teachers’ 

views of the social importance of the practices (e.g., These practices accomplished what I expected; These practices 

likely will improve important aspects of my work with children), and six items measured the acceptability of the 

practices (The practices were easy to incorporate into my daily schedule; The practices made sense and were logical to 

me). The items were rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very much true). Theta for the 12 

items was .97. The sum of ratings on the 12 items was used as the measure of social validity of the classroom practices.  

2.3 Outcome Measures 

The outcome measures of staff participation in the professional development project included the number of training 

sessions attended by the staff, hours of training that the staff received, Head Start staff active engagement in the training 

and the use of the classroom practices during training, and Head Start staff judgments of the values and benefits of 

PALS. 

2.3.1 Number of Training Sessions  

The total number of training sessions attended by each teacher and teacher assistant was the dependent measure for 

number of training sessions. The number of sessions per classroom attended by staff ranged between 9 and 18. 

2.3.2 Hours of Training 

The coach recorded for each training session the amount of time each teacher and teacher assistant received training. 

The dependent variable was the total amount of training time per participant in hours. The hours of training received by 

staff ranged between 24 and 50. 

2.3.3 Staff Engagement 

The coach recorded for each training session and for each participant whether or not each teacher and teacher assistant 

engaged in (1) collaborative goal planning for the training, (2) used the targeted classroom practices during a training 

session, (3) made evaluative statements about the outcomes or benefits of the use of the practices, and (4) reflected on 

the use and their understanding of the practices. The number of the four staff engagement practices summed across all 

training sessions was the dependent measure. 

2.3.4 Head Start Staff Judgments of PALS 

Teachers and teacher assistants completed an investigator-developed scale assessing the extent to which staff 

participated in and experienced the different elements of PALS training and benefited from the training. The scale 

included 20 items, each rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all used) to 5 (very much used) that indicated 

how much the coach engaged the participants in the PALS practices (e.g., I was provided information about the 

important features of the practice [Introduction]; I examined my practices with my coach to determine how my practices 

were working [Application]; Using a performance checklist helped me see the important characteristics of the practices 

[Reflection]; I was able to identify the next steps in the learning process with guidance from my coach [Mastery]. A total 

scale score was used as the measure of staff participation in the training PALS (Theta = .97). 
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2.4 Methods of Analysis 

The relationships among the measures were first examined by correlation analyses. The focus of analysis was the nature 

of relationships among measures and the extent to which the patterns of covariation among the variables were consistent 

with the study hypotheses.  

The primary analyses were supplemented by exploratory structural equation modeling (SEM; Kline, 2005) to discern 

which particular patterns of relationships among measures were consistent with the study hypotheses. We used the root 

mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the comparative fit index (CFI), and incremental fit index (IFI) to test 

the fit of different models to the data to identify the best fitting model (Joreskog & Sorborn, 2001). The closer RMSEA 

is to zero, and the closer CFI and IFI are to one, the better the fit of the model to the data. The standardized structural 

coefficients were used as the sizes of effects for the relationships among variables in the SEMs. Effect sizes with 

p-values equal to or less than 0.10 were used for substantive interpretation because of the exploratory nature of the 

analyses (Hoyle, 1995). 

3. Results 

3.1 Correlation Findings 

The results are shown in Table 4. Staff judgments of the value and benefits of PALS were related to how much time 

staff participated in the training. Staff who attended more training sessions, as would be expected, received more hours 

of training. Staff who received more hours of training were more likely to be actively engaged in the training to promote 

the use of the classroom practices constituting the focus of training. The pattern of findings indicate that staff beliefs 

about the value and benefits of the training contributed to or influenced their “buy in” and participation in the training 

which in turn was related to their active engagement in learning to use the practices constituting the focus of training. 

Table 4. Correlations Among the Predictor Variables and Head Start Staff Participation in the Professional Development 

Project 

 

*p < .05.  **p <.01. ***p <.001.   

 

None of the background variables except staff age were related to the four training outcome measures. In contrast, four 

of the other predictor variables were related to the staffs’ judgments of the value and benefits of the training. The results 

showed that older staff with more professional career aspirations who were more receptive to the classroom-based 

training and who judged the classroom practices constituting the focus of the training as socially valid, were more likely 

to indicate that they participated in and benefited from the training. The fact that teacher age was the only background 

variable related to all four outcome measures deserves comment in light of the fact that teacher age was also related to 



Journal of Education and Training Studies                                                          Vol. 2, No. 4; 2014 

40 

 

years of experience and career aspirations. Staff with more years of experience were more likely to have 

professionally-oriented career aspirations which in turn were related to their judgments of the PALS training. 

Examination of the relationships among the background variables shows that teachers compared to teacher assistants 

were, not unexpectedly, more likely to have more years of both formal education and experience. Teachers compared to 

teacher assistants were also more likely to have more professionally-oriented career aspirations. Whether or not staff 

were teachers or teacher assistants, however, did not matter in terms of the relationships with any of the other predictor 

variables or any of the four outcome measures. 

Work climate proved to be the best predictor of staff belief appraisals and their judgments of the social validity of the 

classroom practices constituting the focus of training. Staff appraisals of the social validity of the classroom practices in 

turn were related to staff receptiveness to the training. The pattern of results suggest that a positive work environment 

contributed to positive personal belief appraisals, and staff with more positive personal belief appraisals were more 

likely to see the value and benefits of the training and the classroom practices constituting the focus of training. Staff 

social validity judgments in turn were related to staff receptiveness to the training. 

3.2 Structural Equation Model Findings 

The hypothesized relationships described earlier in the paper and the patterns of results displayed in Table 4 were used 

to build and test a number of structural equation models to evaluate the fit of the different models to the data. The “best 

fitting” model is shown in Figure 2. RMSEA was 0.00, CFI was 0.99, and IFI was 0.99, indicating an excellent fit of the 

model to the data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Exploratory structural equation modeling results for the relationships (standardized structural coefficients) 

between the predictor and outcome variables in the SEM. *p < .08 **p < .02 ***p < .01 ****p < .0001 

 

Results showed that the more staff believed in the importance of developmentally appropriate practices, the more 

socially valid they judged the classroom practices that were the focus of training. The more socially valid they judged 

the classroom practices, the more receptive were the staff to the training they were afforded. The more receptive the 

staff were to the training, the more they indicated they participated in and benefited from the PALS training. In addition 

to these direct effects, DAP beliefs were indirectly related to staff receptiveness to the training mediated by social 

validity judgments (B = .19, p = .0296), and social validity judgments were indirectly related to PALS training mediated 

by staff receptiveness to the training (B = .12, p = .1000). 

The relationships between the three training measures were also as expected. The more staff reported active 

participation in and benefits from the PALS training, the more time (hours of training) they participated in the 

classroom-based training. The more hours of training staff received, the more they were actively engaged in the training 

to promote the use of the classroom practices constituting the focus of training. In addition, PALS training was 

indirectly related to active staff engagement in the use of the classroom practices mediated by hours of training (B = .19, 

p = .0337). 

4. Discussion 

The nature of the relationships among the four outcome measures help elucidate the manner in which “buy in” to 

training is related to engagement in training. Staff judgments of the perceived value and benefits of PALS were related 

to how much time staff participated in the training, where time involved in training in turn was associated with active 

staff engagement in using the classroom practices constituting the focus of training. This was confirmed by the SEM 

where the relationship between PALS training and active use of the classroom training was mediated by the quantity of 

DAP Beliefs 
Social Validity 

Ratings 

.40*** .19 

-.11 

.47*** 

.25* 
-.11 

.34** 

.58**** 

PALS Ratings Hours of Training 

Responsiveness 

to Training 

Staff Engagement 
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training. 

4.1 Patterns of Results 

Findings showed several noteworthy patterns of results for the relationships between the predictor and outcome 

measures. First, both training-related measures (receptiveness, social validity) and one personal belief measure (career 

aspirations) were significantly related to staff judgments of the value and benefits of the PALS training. This suggests 

that a number of positive practitioner belief appraisals contribute to or influence Head Start staff judgments of the 

training they were provided. Second, work climate was significantly related to all three belief measures as well as to 

staff members’ judgments of the social validity of the practices constituting the focus of training. This indicates that a 

positive social ecology of the staff members’ work environment contributed to their personal belief appraisals as well as 

to their beliefs about the importance and acceptability of the classroom practices. Third, staff belief appraisals (career 

aspirations, DAP beliefs) were related to their judgment of the social validity of the classroom practices, indicating that 

more positive personal belief appraisals contributed to or influenced their beliefs about the importance and acceptability 

of the classroom practices. Fourth, and with only a few exceptions, the staff background measures did not prove to be 

particularly important covariates of any of the other predictor variables. Taken together, the results suggest that there are 

rather complex relationships among the measures constituting the focus of analyses in our study, as has been found in 

other investigators (Bozack, 2008; Downer et al., 2009; Sugawara et al., 1998), but that particular personal belief 

appraisals stand out as the more important predictors of participation in and the perceived benefits of professional 

development (e.g., Livneh & Livneh, 1999; Wagner & French, 2010) as was found in the SEM. 

The results in terms of the importance of personal beliefs as a predictor of staff participation in professional 

development are very much like those reported by others (e.g., Livneh & Livneh, 1999; Wagner & French, 2010). 

However, we did not find, as Livneh and Livneh (1999) did, that the level of staff education was a predictor of their 

participation in professional development. Rather, older staff with more years of experience were more likely to be 

involved in the classroom-based training. 

Staff receptiveness to the PALS training was related to participants’ judgments of the value and benefits of the training, 

where participants’ judgments of the PALS training in turn were indirectly related to active engagement in learning to 

use the classroom practices mediated by hours of training deserves special comment by the fact that the patterns of 

relationships are much the same as found in other professional development studies (e.g., Foster, Oh, Azano, & 

Callahan, 2012; Locasale-Crouch et al., 2012). 

The fact that staff receptiveness to the training covaried with teachers’ judgments of PALS was not unexpected. As part 

of classroom-based training we have conducted (Trivette et al., 2012a), as well as training on other kinds of early 

childhood practices (Dunst, Trivette, & Deal, 2011; Swanson, Roper, Raab, & Dunst, 2006), we have consistently found 

that participants differ in their receptiveness and responsiveness to training opportunities. This is consistent with 

Bozack’s (2008) conclusion that early childhood practitioners’ responsiveness to professional development 

opportunities is often quite varied. Variations in responsiveness, however, are not limited to training opportunities. 

Trivette and Raab (2011) for example, found that variations in staffs’ receptiveness to the classroom practices 

constituting the focus of training described in this paper was the best predictor of adoption and use of the practices. The 

findings, taken together, suggest that variations in readiness to change may be a factor contributing to variations in 

receptiveness to training (Choi & Ruona, 2013; Peterson, 2012; Peterson & Baker, 2011). 

The importance of social validity judgments as correlates of participation in the professional development afforded the 

staff deserves comment because it is often not acknowledged that beliefs about the value and usefulness of a practice 

influence the likelihood that staff will demonstrate commitment to training opportunities to promote use of a new or 

innovative practice. Both research and experience indicates that staff who see the value and importance of an 

intervention practice are more likely to seek out and participate in training to learn to use the practice, where the fidelity 

of the training received is likely to influence the fidelity of staff use of the intervention practice (Dunst, 2012; Dunst, 

Trivette, & Raab, 2013). 

4.2 Implications for Practice  

Findings from the study have a number of implications for practice, and especially with regard to the conditions that are 

likely to contribute to early childhood practitioners’ meaningful participation in professional development opportunities. 

First, professional development specialists should recognize and take into consideration the fact that a host of different 

practitioner beliefs are likely to influence “buy in” to training and staff willingness to participate in training afforded 

them. It would therefore seem worth the time and effort to informally query participants to determine the reasons they 

are attending a training and what they hope to learn from participation in the training to ascertain their motivation to 

benefit from the professional development opportunity (see e.g., Schieb & Karabenick, 2011). 
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Second, an important finding from this study, as well as other studies we have conducted (e.g., Dunst et al., 2007; 

Trivette et al., 2007), is that practitioners’ social validity appraisals of the practices constituting the focus of training 

influence the likelihood that they see the value of the practices. It would therefore seem indicated as part of any training 

activities that professional development specialists take the time to fully describe, illustrate, and demonstrate both the 

key characteristics of a practice and the benefits of using the practice to heighten practitioners’ beliefs about the 

importance and value of a practice. 

Third, the training afforded practitioners to promote their use of intervention practices, to the maximum extent possible, 

should actively involve the practitioners in all phases of the training. This is a major feature of PALS (see especially 

Dunst & Raab, 2010; Dunst, Trivette et al., 2011; Trivette et al., 2012a, 2012b), and is one reason this approach to 

professional development has proven highly effective (see also National Center on Child Care Professional 

Development Systems and Workforce Initiatives, 2013; Neuman & Kamil, 2010). 

4.3 Research Needs and Challenges 

The complex relationships found in this study indicated that staff with more positive belief appraisals are more willing 

to fully participate in professional development opportunities to promote their use of evidence-based classroom 

practices. Disentangling the relationships among career aspirations, personal motivation, DAP beliefs, and beliefs about 

the social validity of the practices constituting the focus of the training will require additional research to understand 

which of these factors have the strongest influence on the outcomes of professional development training. Models and 

frameworks formulated by Sheridan et al. (2009) and Weiss et al. (2013) should prove useful for conceptualizing and 

conducting this type of research. 

Including multiple measures of teachers’ personal belief appraisals (as well as other constructs) as part of professional 

development research also would permit researchers to address questions of What works and for whom? (Welch-Ross, 

Wolf, Moorhouse, & Rathgeb, 2006) where the results can be used to identify the most important characteristics of 

recommend evidence-based professional development practices that can facilitate early childhood practitioners pursuing 

training and professional development. The findings described in this paper indicate a need for additional empirical 

studies conducted with larger and more diverse samples of Head Start staff to be able to examine both the main, 

interactional, and mediational effects of the personal beliefs and social validity appraisals on active staff receptiveness 

and participation in training. As noted by Sheridan et al. (2009), it is still the case that there is a critical need to identify 

the processes and interactions of personal, contextual, and systemic variables that impact the adoption and use of 

evidence-based early childhood classroom practices. However, the challenge of this type of research is that it must be 

on a larger scale and be ecologically valid in order to yield results that inform practice at a variety of programmatic 

levels (e.g., Welch-Ross et al., 2006).  

5. Conclusion 

Findings described in this paper indicate a need to consider a range of variables that contribute to Head Start staff 

participation in professional development activities to promote the adoption and use of evidence-based classroom 

practice. Explicit recognition and consideration of professional development as an implementation practice, classroom 

practice as an intervention practice (Dunst, 2012; Dunst et al., 2014) and the factors that influence beliefs and behaviors 

related to both types of practices, should lead to a better understanding of the relationship between beliefs, participation 

in training, and use of evidence-based classroom practices (Sheridan et al., 2009; Trivette & Raab, 2011). 
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