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Global Perspectives on Teacher Professional Development:

Navigating the Pandemic
Abstract

Educational researchers, policymakers, and administrators agree
that providing in-service teachers with high-quality professional
development (PD) opportunities is essential to educational success. Despite
the substantial sums invested in teacher PD by countries and jurisdictions,
the COVID-19 pandemic has caused serious challenges to teacher learning
around the world. As conventional face-to-face initiatives became
impracticable (e.g., workshops, conferences, school-based PD) and the need
to prioritize pandemic-specific topics intensified (e.g., emergency remote
teaching), teacher PD was recast both formally (where and how teachers
engaged in PD) and substantively (what teachers sought to learn from PD).
Amidst the international upheavals caused by COVID-19, how have teacher
PD infrastructures (policies, practices, theories) responded? For this Special
Issue, we put this and other questions before a panel of PD scholars in six
contexts: United States, Scotland (United Kingdom), Uruguay, Australia,
United Arab Emirates, and Hong Kong (SAR China). In their respective
contributions, authors discuss issues such as the limitations of PD systems
based on compliance and external accountability mechanisms, the need to
center teacher motivation in existing PD frameworks, matters of access and
equity, the importance of developing technological infrastructures for online
and hybrid learning, problems of online safety and wellbeing, and more. The
Special Issue shows that the uncertainty of today’s times requires new,
global perspectives on PD design, implementation, evaluation, theory, and
scholarship. To nurture agentic, highly motivated, and effective teachers for
the pandemic era and beyond, countries and jurisdictions should think more
creatively about how to best support teacher learning.

Keywords: Teacher professional development, in-service teachers,

COVID-19, comparative education
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Introduction
Education is a dynamic field of practice, shaped by conditions in
politics, economics, culture, technology, and also global health, as we
witnessed starting in late 2019. The COVID-19 pandemic caused sweeping
and unprecedented disruptions to education systems around the world (llari
et al., 2021). At first, this meant providing instruction at mass scale via the
Internet.! Classroom teachers suddenly became distance educators,

leveraging technology with which many had little prior training or

Vol.(46), Special issue - February 2022

experience. Inequity was pervasive, with economically disadvantaged
students lacking the hardware and high-speed Internet connectivity to
reliably engage in remote learning; many students lost contact with
education institutions altogether (United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF],
2021). Once schools resumed in-person operation, teachers were leading
enforcers of distancing, sanitizing, masking, and other mitigation measures.
Meanwhile, as the virus spread uninhibited in most communities, teachers
worried of risks to their personal wellbeing and that of their partners,

children, and loved ones.?

Policymakers, researchers, and educators agree that high-quality
professional development (PD) is essential to teaching effectiveness
(Bautista & Ortega-Ruiz, 2015; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Popova et al.,
2021). Conferences, workshops, lesson study, coaching, peer observation,
professional learning communities, and other experiences comprise the
diverse PD landscape in which teachers worldwide routinely engage. In a
recent survey study conducted by the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) (2019), it was estimated that 94% of
teachers in OECD member states regularly participate in PD.

1 At their peak, school closures affected nearly three in four of the world’s primary and
secondary students (see
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse#tschoolclosures).
2 As of December 2021, COVID-19 is attributed to approximately 5.4 million deaths globally
(see https://covid19.who.int/).

(3)
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Well-designed PD should not only help teachers improve their
knowledge and skills, as extensively shown in the literature (Desimone,
2009; Garet et al., 2016; Hill et al., 2013; Penuel et al., 2007). It should also
provide support for teachers in response to changing or challenging
circumstances. Amidst the upheavals caused by COVID-19, how did teacher
PD infrastructures (policies, practices, theories) respond? We put this and
other questions before a panel of PD scholars for this Special Issue of the
International Journal for Research in Education (1JRE). While the authors took
varied approaches to tackle this question, collectively they supply a rich,
forward-thinking, and global account of teacher learning that can inform PD

research and practice now and well after the pandemic ends.

Teacher PD Research in Brief
PD Concepts and Practices

In the last 40 years, PD went from being regarded by scholars as
discrete programs undertaken for individual teacher growth to being viewed
as a multifarious process toward collective teacher and school improvement
(Opfer & Pedder, 2011). The programmatic orientation was evident in early
PD frameworks, as Guskey (1986) explained in his model of staff

development and teacher change:

Clearly, teachers are attracted to staff development programs
because they believe these activities can potentially expand
their knowledge and skills, contribute to their growth, and
enhance their effectiveness with students... What they hope to
gain through staff development programs are specific,
concrete, and practical ideas that directly relate to the day-to-

day operation of their classrooms. (p. 6).

Teachers attended lectures, in-service workshops, conferences, and
other programs provided by their schools and districts as means to hone

their practice. In many instances, these activities were time-limited and

[+
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failed to include ongoing support for implementation in teachers’ actual
classroom environments (Lieberman & Miller, 2014; Wong & Bautista,
2018). Teachers were seldom consulted in PD design or execution. Little
(1993) critiqued this approach, describing it as a top-down “training model”
of PD (p. 133) that was unlikely to induce systemic change.

Contemporary frameworks diverge considerably from these early
works. Scholars now emphasize indeterminacy, complexity, situatedness,
and collaboration in teacher PD (e.g., Borko, 2004; Clarke & Hollingsworth,
2002; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). Dagen and Bean (2014) described PD as

“experiences that take place within a collaborative culture of shared

Vol.(46), Special issue - February 2022

leadership, that increase educators’ knowledge about content and pedagogy
and enable them to use that knowledge to improve classroom and school
practices that improve student learning” (p. 44). Teachers themselves are
often positioned as constructors rather than passive recipients of PD
(Bautista et al., 2021). Moreover, scholars have all but retired terms such as
staff development that evince a program orientation (e.g., Guskey, 1986;
Showers et al., 1987) in favor of those like teacher learning (e.g., Opfer &
Pedder, 2011), professional learning (e.g., Boylan et al., 2018), and growth
in practice (e.g., Lieberman & Miller, 2014; West et al., 2021), all of which
contemplate change as an iterative, contextualized process with teachers

and students at its center.!

Tenets of PD Effectiveness

As the field has matured, and especially since the year 2000, a sturdy
consensus emerged among international scholars on the tenets of effective
PD. Frameworks are numerous in the literature (e.g., Bautista et al., 2017;
Borko, 2004; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Desimone, 2009; Opfer &

1 We retain the umbrella term professional development in the Special Issue title, as it
captures the gamut of theoretical perspectives and is still widely used in extant research,
but authors were free to employ in their specific contribution whichever term(s) they

considered apt.
(s )
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Pedder, 2011; West, 2021), but they all tend to define effective PD along at
least five dimensions: (a) content specificity, (b) relevance, (c) teacher
agency, (d) social interaction, and (e) sustained duration. Studies have
shown that PD with all or most of these elements is associated with better
outcomes for teachers and their students (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017;
Garet et al., 2016; Penuel et al., 2007).

(a) Content-specific PD centers the knowledge and skills of teachers’ main
disciplines. To the extent possible, general theory and pedagogy are
embedded within substantive content areas (Kennedy, 2016;
Merriman, 2014).

(b) Relevant PD is germane to teachers’ everyday practice, which includes
the subjects they teach but extends to other contexts such as the
socioeconomic status of their students and the priorities and needs of
their schools and wider communities (Desimone, 2009; Opfer &
Pedder, 2011).

(c) Agentic PD makes teachers the architects and custodians of their
growth and recognizes the experiences and preferences they bring to
learning endeavors (Boylan et al., 2018; Youngs & Lane, 2014).

(d) Socially interactive PD places teachers within communities of practice
where they exchange with similarly situated colleagues on matters of
instruction (Dagen & Bean, 2014; Gray et al., 2016; Lieberman & Miller,
2014).

(e) PD with sustained duration gives teachers time to apprehend,
implement, and then evaluate new content and practices (Martin et
al., 2017).

These principles provide a unified framework for leaders and
policymakers who oversee PD infrastructures, teachers who seek out and

participate in PD, and for researchers who study PD.

[s)
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Context, Purpose, and Structure of the Special Issue

COVID-19 recast teacher PD both formally (where and how teachers
engaged in PD) and substantively (what teachers sought to learn from PD).
As in-person gatherings became unwise or unworkable, conferences,
professional learning communities, and other congregate PD programs were
diverted online. Many teachers sought counsel and connection via social
media, videoconferencing, or other Internet forums. In some respects, to
“virtualize” PD was to make it more accessible: teachers were no longer
constrained by the relevance or cost of the PD available in their home
jurisdictions. On the other hand, videoconferencing is hardly a perfect
replacement for in-person and school-based dialogue, support, and
observation. Moreover, the need to prioritize topics with pandemic
resonance (e.g., emergency remote teaching) may have crowded out other
important issues that seemed less immediately relevant (e.g., teacher
content knowledge). The exigency and singularity of the pandemic
compelled teachers around the world and the PD systems that support them
to react quickly and without well-tested frameworks in which to base their
work. Now, more than two years on, PD scholars, practitioners, and
policymakers have an opportunity to evaluate what happened, reflect about

it, and consider changes and innovative teacher PD strategies for the future.

In January 2021, the IJRE extended us an invitation to edit the
present Special Issue, titled “Global Perspectives on Teacher Professional
Development: Navigating the Pandemic.” The purpose was to bring together
a series of articles featuring contemporary approaches to teacher PD around
the world, with emphasis on the strategies adopted to tackle the challenges
of the COVID-19 pandemic. As mentioned, the Special Issue endorses a
systemic, ecological, and socially situated understanding of teacher PD
(Opfer & Peder, 2011; West & Bautista, 2021). Rather than focusing on the
effects of isolated PD activities or initiatives, we were interested in holistic

descriptions of PD systems within specific countries and jurisdictions around

(7))
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the globe, accounting for the multiple factors that mediate the impact of
teacher PD (e.g., cultural, societal, political, economic). In our invitation
letter to the selected contributors, we explained that our focus was
conceptual papers (i.e., not empirical) outlining the PD trends currently in
place in the author’s context. We suggested some potential topics that could

be addressed, namely:

e Description of the teacher PD system in your country/jurisdiction
(e.g., analysis of policy frameworks regulating PD, main providers of
PD).

e Examples of effective/successful teacher PD practices in recent years.
What might teacher PD practitioners and researchers in other parts
of the world learn from what is happening in your
country/jurisdiction?

e Most important challenges for teacher PD in your context today.

e Ways in which teacher PD policy, infrastructure, theory, and/or
practice has changed as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Strategies that have been implemented thus far.

e Pandemic-related changes to teacher PD that you think will remain.

Changes you believe should remain.

We specified that covering all these topics was not required. Authors
were given freedom to elaborate on these themes or any others they
deemed relevant or significant. The Special Issue comprises articles from six
different regions around the world: the United States of America, Scotland
(United Kingdom), Uruguay, Australia, United Arab Emirates, and Hong Kong
(SAR, China). In the following, we provide a brief outline of each of the

contributions.

United States of America
The first article is titled “Exogenous Shocks and Teachers’ Motivation

to Learn: Pandemic and Professional Development in the United States” (pp.

(e
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261 - 308) It is authored by Justin J. West (The University of Texas at Austin),
Ann Marie Stanley (Louisiana State University), and Aina K. Appova (The
Ohio State University). The authors describe the demotivational effects of
COVID-19 on teachers’ motivation to engage in PD, specifically within the
context of the United States. Drawing on economics and sociology, they
characterize the pandemic as an exogenous shock that has shaped teachers’
readiness and willingness to further their learning. The authors argue that
this exogenous shock has also revealed the limitations of existing
frameworks to explain the effectiveness of PD, as teacher motivation plays
a marginal role in prior frameworks. Based on Appova and Arbaugh (2018),
the authors offer suggestions and recommendations for PD researchers to
center motivation in future theoretical and empirical studies. More
specifically, they justify the importance of (a) investigating the links between
teacher motivation and PD effectiveness, (b) generating and implementing
innovative models and measures of teachers’ motivation to learn, and (c)
using PD as a booster of teacher motivation, efficacy, and resilience, which
the authors characterized as key constructs and outcomes of PD. West et al.
(2022) conclude that the true linchpin of teacher learning within PD settings
may be teacher motivation, rather than merely the structural or content

features of PD initiatives.

Scotland (United Kingdom)

The second contribution, authored by Aileen Kennedy (University of
Strathclyde), is titled “Teacher Professional Learning in Scotland During (and
after) the COVID-19 Pandemic: A Story of Hope and Humanity?”. The author
describes how COVID-19 has changed the personal and professional lives of
Scottish teachers and analyzes the worrisome issues of PD access and equity
that have arisen in Scotland because of the pandemic. She explains how
recent events have either advantaged or disadvantaged teachers in
particular school settings and reflects on how policymakers and school

administrators have either maintained or disrupted certain pre-pandemic

(o)
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PD discourses. Kennedy (2022) articulates several lessons that have been
learned as a result of COVID-19, focusing specifically on the importance of
(a) communicating with young people and their families, (b) reconsidering
what constitutes pedagogical spaces, and (c) understanding professional
standards as the spine of professional learning policies. The author
concludes her article by identifying “things to be kept, nurtured and
developed; things to be avoided or to be wary of; and excitingly, things that
might be possible in the future.” (pp. 84 - 125).

Uruguay

The third article of the Special Issue is titled “Re-considering Teacher
Professional Development in the Pandemic Era: The Uruguayan Case.” The
authors are Denise Vaillant, Mariela Questa Torterolo, and Maria Azpiroz
(Universidad ORT Uruguay, pp. 167-201). They examine the standards for
teacher PD in Uruguay, with a focus on the technological infrastructure
provided by the Ceibal Plan (Basic Computer Science Educational
Connectivity Plan for Online Learning). Uruguay has heavily invested in
digital technologies for primary and secondary education in the past decade,
which has allowed teachers to adapt to the challenges of COVID-19 relatively
quickly. Teachers and students across all education levels adopted online
instruction in virtual environments, building upon the digital teaching and
learning skills previously acquired. However, this abrupt change presented
significant challenges which led to a fundamental redesign of teacher PD and
institutional support. The article elaborates on several examples of Ceibal
initiatives that have been offered to facilitate teachers’ pedagogical use of
technologies. Vaillant et al. (2022) conclude that digital technologies should
not be seen merely as devices to deliver academic content, but rather as
tools with the capacity to transform teacher-student interactions and foster
meaningful learning in students. Moreover, the authors conclude that
providing teachers with PD in digital technologies is vital to prepare them for

scenarios of even greater uncertainty.

[ 20
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Australia

Damian Maher (University of Technology Sydney) is the author of the
fourth article, titled “In-service Teacher Professional Learning in Australia:
Lessons Learnt from COVID-19, (pp. 84-125)". This article examines teacher
professional learning in Australia, drawing on literature developed by the
Australian Government and other governing bodies, and describes ways in
which PD is legislated and undertaken in different jurisdictions around the
country. Subsequently, the article analyzes some of the changes brought
about by COVID-19 and the ways in which the pandemic impacted the roles
of teachers and the learning opportunities provided to them. The role that
social media played in supporting teacher informal learning during the
pandemic is examined in detail. One significant change was the increased
use of technology to support student learning. The challenges and successes
in this area are investigated. The final section of the article looks towards
the future, examining potential long lasting changes to teaching practice and
to teacher professional learning in Australia due to COVID-19. More
specifically, Maher (2022) focuses on online safety (including cyberbullying),
student wellbeing (including suicide), and hybrid learning.

United Arab Emirates

The fifth contribution is titled “Mapping the Evolving Teacher
Professional Development Landscape in the United Arab Emirates, pp. 28 -
83)”. The authors are Rhoda Myra Garces-Bacsal, Najwa Alhosani, Hala
Elhoweris, Rachel Alison Takriti, Lindsay Schofield, Georgios Stylianides,
Mohamed Alhosani, Ahmed Hemdan, and Osha Almuhairy (United Arab
Emirates University). This article provides a detailed description of the
teacher PD system in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), which is nowadays
regarded as the Middle East’s center of excellence in education and
educational research. Ambitious national reforms have been introduced in
recent decades, with strong emphasis on ensuring and maximizing the PD of

teachers in government and private schools. The authors describe best
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practices and challenges in four specific areas (early childhood, special
education, educational leadership, health and physical education), which
have been affected by stringent quality assurance and accreditation
mechanisms. The authors also analyze recent shifts in teacher PD practices
in the UAE in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Garces-Bacsal et al.
(2022) conclude that there is a need for a more cohesive and centralized
framework to structure the implementation of PD, ensuring that learning
initiatives are responsive to the needs of the various stakeholders. Their
vision is for teachers to outline their own individual roadmaps, with the final

aim to collectively redefine the evolving educational landscape in the UAE.

Hong Kong (SAR, China)

The article that closes the Special Issue is titled “Teacher Professional
Development in Hong Kong: Describing the Current Infrastructure” (pp. 202-
260) authored by Alfredo Bautista, Yan-Lam Ho, Thomas Fan, Jerry Yeung,
and Darren A. Bryant (The Education University of Hong Kong), this paper
describes the current PD infrastructure for Hong Kong primary and
secondary school teachers, based on policy frameworks, institutional
websites, and research literature. The authors introduce the structure of
Hong Kong education system, provide a brief overview of preservice teacher
education, review the in-service teacher PD system, and describe the types
of initiatives offered by the five leading PD providers (i.e., the Education
Bureau, local universities, schools, teacher unions, and private
organizations). The various strategies recently adopted by these five
providers in response to the COVID-19 pandemic are analyzed in detail.
Bautista et al. (2022) conclude that “Hong Kong has made great efforts to
design a high-quality PD infrastructure within a hierarchical educational
system, in which quantity of provision and content coverage have been
prioritized over teacher agency and autonomy”. Moreover, the authors
argue that more research is needed to investigate the actual impact of PD

on both teachers and students.
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Final Remarks
Jointly, the six articles in the Special Issue show that the uncertainty
of today’s times require new, global perspectives on PD design,
implementation, evaluation, theory, and scholarship. Authors discuss issues
such as the limitations of PD systems based on compliance and external
accountability mechanisms, the need to center teacher motivation in
existing PD frameworks, matters of access and equity, the importance of

developing technological infrastructures for online and hybrid learning, as

Vol.(46), Special issue - February 2022

well as problems of online safety and wellbeing. To nurture agentic, highly
motivated, and effective teachers for the pandemic era and beyond,
countries and jurisdictions should think more creatively about how to best
support teacher learning. We invite the readers of the IJRE to reflect on how
the perspectives presented in this Special Issue could be used to enhance
teacher PD theories, policies, and/or practices in their own countries or

jurisdictions, helping them to navigate these challenging pandemic times.
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