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Globalization has created a more global unified agenda, standardized teaching and learning 
practices, and increasing competition (Sahlberg, 2004). Changes in education have led to a 
paradigm shift for traditional teacher roles, in general, and for continuing professional 
development (CPD), in particular. Rapid evolution of information and communications 
technology (ICT) has put pressure on teachers as technologies are increasingly used in the 
classroom (OECD, 2014). 

Apart from subject experts, teachers also need to be experts in learning (Schollaert, 2011). 
New roles and requirements emerged for teachers and they must be able to work in 
multicultural settings (CEC, 2007), facilitate collaborative arrangements and open projects 
(Niemi, 2012), and be reflective professionals (Paniagua & Sanchez-Marti, 2018). They 
must also be able to understand the education system needs and contribute to its 
development (Pantic & Wubbels, 2012). In this era of change, CPD may be the only way 
teachers can keep up with all the developments and requirements associated with the 
profession. 

CPD is lifelong learning for teachers and is a driving force that relates with adult learning 
principles, career opportunities, personal and professional fulfilment but relates also with 
high quality work and reflection upon own practices (CEC, 2007; Defise, 2013).  Studies by 
Hargreaves (1994), Marzano (2003), Yoon et al. (2007), Hattie (2009), Popova et al. (2018) 
confirm the impact of teachers on students learning but also the contribution of CPD in 
increasing student achievement. As countries are increasingly interested in international 
assessments as a tool to measure and improve the education standards (Singer et al., 2014). 
Finland, Singapore, and Shanghai, each high-performing participates in the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) have become models over the past decade for 
those who wanted to reform their education systems to achieve better results. Attempts to 
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SUMMARY
This policy brief is based on the findings of A Review of Advanced Teacher Professional 
Development Models in Public Schools - working paper. The aim was to identify some of the 
best Continuous Professional Development (CPD) models globally, explore their 
characteristics and detect those features that are likely to improve the quality of CPD 
elsewhere. The study found that effective CPD models present similarities but also differences 
they are influenced by the local culture, its philosophies, policies, and regulations. It also 
found that they have the potential to positively influence students’ achievement and a 
governments’ approach to CPD and teachers’ motivation plays an important role in reaching 
the goals.  
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simply borrow the policies and directly implement them in a different context have been 
unsuccessful as original models are deeply infused by the local culture and philosophies 
(Sahlberg, 2007; Cheng, 2014).  

International assessments offer clues about where to find highly motivated and trained 
teachers who are able to produce high achieving students (OECD, 2016 ;2014).  What is 
behind their performance and how are they developed professionally are questions of global 
interest. To reform its CPD system, Hong Kong revealed a possible successful approach: 
learn from the best and adapt to your own culture and needs (COTAP, 2015). 

To identify which countries have highly motivated and trained teachers, in this research, data 
from six established studies was triangulated:

An analysis of each study led to a short-list of ten countries ranked by the above-mentioned 
corresponding indicators. For example, the top ten countries with the highest result in 
Mathematics in TIMSS 2015 or top ten countries with the highest Teacher Status Index in 
2018 were selected. After this, all rankings were placed in a comparative table and the 
number of appearances of each of the cases (countries) based on frequency of appearance 
across the board was tabulated. The most frequently mentioned countries were introduced in 
a pool of potential “best places” to search for effective CPD models or practices promoted in 
public schools. From this pool of significant countries, it was the author’s choice to identify 
and present potent CPD practices from the following countries (in alphabetical order): 
Canada, China (Shanghai), Finland, Hong Kong, Japan, and Singapore. For the Arab States 
there are two representative countries (also in alphabetical order): Jordan, for its emerging 
reforms in the area of teacher policies and United Arab Emirates (UAE) for its latest 
achievements in PISA and high rates of participation in CPD and influence among the other 
Gulf Countries.
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STUDY
INSTITUTION
 (OR SIMILAR)

RANKING INDICATOR
TOP 10 COUNTRIES

PISA 2015
TALIS 2013
SABER (-2010PRESENT)
TIMSS 2015 
PIRLS
GLOBAL TEACHER STATUS 
(GTS) INDEX 2016 2018

STUDENTS’ ACHIEVEMENT 
TEACHERS’ PARTICIPATION IN CPD
ADVANCED/ESTABLISHED CPD POLICIES
STUDENTS’ ACHIEVEMENT
STUDENTS’ ACHIEVEMENT
GTS INDEX CORRELATED WITH 
PISA 2015

OECD
OECD
THE WORLD BANK
IEA
IEA

VARKEY FOUNDATION
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CPD is an important feature everywhere and reflects each education system’s particularities. 
To understand what works in professional development, studying the existing conditions 
and education environment is vital. Top scorer countries identified as “best places” to search 
for effective CPD were found to often present the following common characteristics (Table 
1):

Table 1. Top scorer countries common characteristics 
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Below is a brief presentation of the cases from the study. 

Canada is renowned for its diversity of recognized CPD activities. The models and practices 
are characterized by rigorous design in terms of quality content, learning design and 
implementation, support and sustainability (Campbell et al. 2017). Teachers are 
systemically encouraged and motivated to participate in CPD to keep up with changes in 
education and advance professionally. Typical CPD forms or programs include individual 
annual growth plans (Alberta), teacher learning and leadership programs (tllp-Ontario), and 
other additional qualifications.

Findings 

Canada

Moderate to high respect for the teaching profession
Modern curriculum, specific teacher policies and up-dated teacher standards
Thorough selection of candidates for the teaching profession
Solid initial teacher education that includes the study of curriculum, subject knowledge, 
pedagogy and practicum
Effective induction programs (formal or non-formal)
Teacher licensing systems/probation period;
Compulsory CPD – certain number of hours per year, longer and diverse programs in which 
teachers apply new concepts in their classroom, observe other colleagues, and receive 
feedback
Collaborative School-based professional development seen like an opportunity to improve 
teaching and learning through collective or individual research, mentoring and coaching, 
curriculum development and planning
Student achievement is measured through a combination of high-stake exams and formative 
assessments
High level of teachers’ autonomy in creating, selecting and using teaching and learning 
resources and choosing the most appropriate teaching strategies
Intensive use of technology both in teacher training and teaching
A specific culture oriented towards achievement through learning
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To implement “quality-oriented education” reforms, the Chinese government has invested 
many resources in teacher PD programs. In 2010, the Ministry of Education (MOE) 
launched the National Teacher Training Program (NTTP) and mandated that the training 
content should focus on ethics in teaching, subject-specific knowledge, and pedagogical 
practices in proportions of %40 ,%10, and %50, respectively (MOE, 2012 cited from Lu et 
al. 2017, p. 3). CPD requirement for teachers was raised to 360 hours of in-service training 
every five years and for the secondary school senior teachers raised to 540 hours every five 
years (Zhang, Ding & Xu, 2016). Representative CPD forms or programs in Shanghai 
include in-school practical workshops, end-of-semester work report, and action research. 

CPD in Finland represents an “add-on” over a solid foundation built by pre-service training. 
All teachers are obligated to participate in CPD training for up to five days a year.  CPD are 
is divided into the following categories in Finland: self-motivated cpd, employer-funded 
cpd (local municipality), state-funded cpd linked to education policy and priorities.  In 
Finland, despite  having no formal benefits such as salary increases or promotions tied to 
participation, the rate of enrollment in CPD activities is higher than the amount teachers are 
required (Eurydice, 2019). Representative CPD forms or programs in the country include 
local curriculum study and development, collaborative research, and postgraduate studies. 

China/Shanghai

Finland

Hong Kong was among the first in the region to reform its education system almost two 
decades ago (Cheng, 2014). In 2013, The Committee on Professional Development of 
Teachers and Principals (COTAP) was established and started intensive dialogue with 
stakeholders and sought to learn from external best practices from Shanghai, Australia, 
California, Finland, Ontario, Singapore, and the United Kingdom (COTAP, 2015). Their 
main achievement is the “T-excel@hk” portal which is a „”one stop information hub” for 
teachers. A domain on the portal (T-surf 7/24) is dedicated to CPD and as of 2019, was 
hosting239 courses/modules on more than 30 key learning areas (COTAP, 2019). Typical 
CPD forms or programs in Hong Kong include mentorship, collaborative lesson planning, 
teacher exchange programs. 

Japan has strong regulations pertaining to CPD. It targets teachers at all stages of their 
careers — beginning, middle, and veteran. For example, the 10th-year training requires 
midcareer teachers to spend an average of 28 days (11 days off-site and 17 days on-site) on 
professional development activities (MEXT, 2002 cited from Ahn et al., 2018). Teaching in 

Hong Kong

Japan
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Singapore

Jordan 

United Arab Emirates 

 Japan is seen as a collaborative profession. To foster this collective attitude, schools in 
Japan have shokuin shitsu, or a teachers’ room, where all teachers have assigned individual 
desks and meet together daily to prepare, complete work, and collaborate on practice, 
supervised by administrators (Ahn, 2014). Representative CPD forms or programs are 
lesson study, shokuin shitsu/ teachers’ room, and mentoring/coaching. 

Teacher education in Singapore is provided by a single institution, the National Institute of 
Education (NIE), an autonomous institute of the Nanyang Technological University, which 
works in partnership with the MOE and schools in order to prepareteachers (Lim, 2013 cited 
from Revai, 2018). Professional development is recognized as vital to maintaining an 
effective teaching workforce and on average, the government pays for 100 hours of 
professional development each year for every teacher (NCEE, 2019). The most well-known 
program is the Teacher Growth Model which  encourages teachers to pursue their own 
personal development through a self-developed balance of training, mentoring, 
research-based practice and networked, and experiential learning (MoE Singapore, 2012; 
SABER, 2015).

To realize its vision for education, Jordan implemented the Education Reform for the 
Knowledge Economy (ERfKE) project in two phases: ERfKE I in 2009–2003 and ERfKE 
II in 2015–2010 (MoE Jordan, 2018). In 2009, Queen Rania Teacher Academy (QRTA) was 
established in order to support the Ministry of Education in the Design and delivery of high 
quality CPD programs. In 2012, the Education Training Center and Supervision was 
established with the mandate of developing training policy, endorsing the annual training 
plan, specifying the teacher training period for novice teachers, endorsing the selection 
criteria of trainers and trainees, approving the training themes and programs to be carried 
out. Representative CPD forms or programs are: state-mandated compulsory courses, 
workshops, seminars and Queen Rania Teacher Academy  CPD opportunities- mostly 
workshops and conferences (QRF, 2015). Later in 2016, QRTA launched its Initial Teacher 
Education Professional Diploma targeting aspiring teacher. This was in response to the 
National Strategy for Human Resource Development launched in 2016.

One of the objectives of the UAE Vision 2021 is to ensure quality, efficiency, and good 
governance of educational and institutional performance, including the delivery of teaching 
(UAE, 2019). Another ambitious target is to score among the top 15 countries in TIMSS and 
among top 20 countries in PISA (MoE UAE, 2019). To achieve these goals, the government 
introduced professional standards for teachers that are used as a core part of the process of 
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What is offered and what works in CPD? 

 CPD and evaluation of teachers (MoE UAE, 2018a). In 2018, the government  launched a 
massive teacher training campaign (involving 1,583 trainers and 25,000 teachers) to 
develop teachers' competencies in all areas (MoE UAE, 2018b). Common forms of CPD 
and programs are state-mandated compulsory courses and workshops, lesson planning and 
observation, and school visits. 

Table 2 synthesizes the most common CPD activities mentioned in the literature and 
attended by public school teachers.  Two forms are common to all cases included in this 
study: regular compulsory (or recommended) courses and workshops that are based on 
teachers’ needs and reforms. These CPD activities are the most attended probably because 
they are typically compulsory and free of costs for teachers. However,  these types of CPD 
are often blamed in the literature for being outdated and over-theoretical (Popova et al., 
2018) and only half of them generally present the features of high-quality CPD 
(Barrera-Pedemonte, 2016). 
Most common recognized 
CPD activities Canada China Finland Hong Kong  Japan      Singapore     Jordan    United Arab

 Emirates 
Regular compulsory courses 
and workshops
Reform related free courses and 
workshops
Collaborative and individual 
research 
Networks of teachers
Individual Professional Growth 
Plan (accepting many forms of 
CPD opportunities)
Self-paid additional 
qualification programs
Self-learning 
Needs-based training programs 
designed and delivered at 
particular schools
Short-term courses with 
certification
Collective curriculum/lesson 
planning;
Classroom/lesson observation
End semester work-report
Local curriculum development
Mentoring/coaching
(other than induction)
School-visits
Teachers exchange programs
Post-graduate studies
Teachers’ room -collaboration 
on teaching practices
Conferences

Lesson study (method)

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X X X

X

X

X
X
X

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
X
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Recommendations 

CPD can be designed and delivered in a multitude of forms but most specialists agree with 
that a core efeatures of a high quality and effective professional development program are 
that  occurs over an extended period of time (Timperley, 2008; Kasempour, 2009; Lipowsky 
et al., 2011; Schollaert, 2011; Lowe & Appleton, 2014), involves active participation and 
collaboration (Kasempour, 2009; Schollaert, 2011, Barrera-Pedemonte, 2016; Campbell et 
al. 2017), models the pedagogy-theory, applications are developed and delivered together 
(Timperley, 2008; Kasempour, 2009), offers opportunities for continuous reflection on 
beliefs and practices (Timperley, 2008; Kasempour, 2009; Defise 2013; Paniagua & 
Sanchez-Marti, 2018) and it, ensures enough resources and incentives (Guskey, 2002; 
Paniagua & Sanchez-Marti, 2018; Popova et al., 2018). 

Building a solid CPD model to meet the educational needs of education systems and 
teachers is challenging as it must take into account a wide range of variables, pre-conditions 
and limitations that are unique in each setting. However, there are a set of recommendations 
general which may make existing systems more offered below. 

Focus on pre-service training. The most common entry to teaching profession is from 
university, specifically education colleges. Attempts to raise the quality of the teaching 
workforce should start there with admission exams, aptitude tests, updated curriculum, 
courses that to align with national policies, relevant assessments, pedagogy, and practicums 
in representative schools (Darling-Hammond & Rothman, 2011). All candidate teachers, in 
order to be employed, should graduate the pre-service training module with a nationally 
agreed minimum mark. The higher the bar, the better the chances to accept well prepared 
and motived teachers into the education system. Induction programs, as literature suggests, 
must be compulsory for at least one year, followed by in-school mentoring or coaching. 
Licensing systems and probation periods help candidates to prove that they are determined 
to embrace teaching as full professionals. Raising the quality of pre-service training give 
chances to CPD later on to concentrate on novelty rather than on fundamentals of education.  

Connect the policies for a coherent CPD design.  CPD is a sub-component of teacher 
policies which establishes the character of CPD (the who, how, when, what)  if it 
compulsory or not, the number of days or hours in a certain interval, the link between the 
teaching career and promotions, and other incentives (The World Bank, 2013).  CPD also 
reflects teaching standards, national curriculum instructions, assessment policy. The 
planners should take into account all existing policies in order to design coherent CPD 
models or programs. Connections must be made between the objectives of the CPD, teacher 
standards, curriculum and incentives.   

A Review of Advanced Teacher Professional Development
Models in Public Schools:  
What can we Learn from Top Performing Countries?
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Tailor CPD models to meet the needs of the local context. Instead of copying foreign 
models, educational planners should define the purpose of their CPD according to the 
education system’s context, learn what works in countries with similar cultures, and develop 
their own. For example, models based on lesson study or action research are implemented 
in numerous countries, but they have been adapted to local conditions taken into account the 
CPD objectives, system regulations, teaching and working time, and other duties teachers 
have.   

Ensure adequate funding and support to the national authority for CPD. For a 
coherent implementation of CPD policy, education ministries should ensure there is 
adequate funding and support to the department or agency acting as the national authority 
for CPD. The main activities of this department, such as the developing and implementing 
CPD policies, setting CPD delivery standards, teacher training programs development and 
accreditation, accreditation of training providers, certification of trainers and trainees, 
teacher PD tracking data base, teacher’s need assessment, help desk and information hub for 
CPD need to backed by the MOE and correlated with other departments’ efforts. 

Encourage participation and reward performance. Many specialists (Guskey, 2002, 
Popova et al. 2018, The World Bank Group, 2018) have found that CPD combined with 
incentives can contribute to the success of the programs and bring a boost in students’ 
learning. As already noted in the beginning of this paper, participation in CPD does not 
guarantee a change in prac tices. If a government’s intention is to facilitate the adoption of 
a new tool/pedagogy or curriculum, then support and access to high quality CPD should be 
granted to all teachers with incentives provided only to those demonstrating the adoption of 
new approaches. As part of the equal access policies, the government may support travel 
and subsidize costs during PD activities and reimburse the acquisition of learning materials, 
costs related to participation in conferences, study trips, etc. 

Promote worldwide best practices in CPD design.  According to research, longer, 
collaborative CPD programs are more effective than one-off workshops on various topics 
(Desimone, 2009; Lipowski et al., 2011; Schollaert, 2011; Lowe & Appleton, 2014).  At the 
same time, it has been found that teachers learn better from peers because outside experts 
are not present in the school on a continuing basis and they are not aware of the real 
problems and situations the teachers encounter (Timperley, 2008; Schollaert, 2011). The 
most effective CPD activities mentioned in the present paper are those where teachers are 
not simple spectators but entail a high degree of personal engagement: customized 
workshops with modeling pedagogy, individual or collaborative research, collective 
curriculum or lesson planning, lesson study, presenting activity reports etc. A modern CPD 
program should incorporate these forms. To reduce costs, the government may consider 
blended learning as a viable solution. 
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Ensure support and follow-up until new practices are adopted in classrooms. 
According to Earl, Watson, and Katz (2003), sustaining reform efforts requires mechanisms 
for ongoing professional development for teachers and administrators as they become more 
deeply engaged in innovation. Sharing the same ideas, Timperley (2008) believes that 
expectations for change can touch nerves if teachers take them as reflections on their 
competence or challenges to their professional identity. Emphasizing the importance of 
learning community, Defise (2013) states that teachers need further support, as many issues 
arise for them outside their classes. Considering these points of view, besides providing 
teachers with the best learning opportunities and support, officials need to allow adequate 
time before measuring results. 
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