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This paper elaborates on the different concepts of professional learning and professional development in an effort to

illustrate their importance in the improvement of the teaching profession and attainment of teacher professionalism.

This study uses a narrative literature review approach on an array of available sources from available literature,

which comprises scholarly materials, published and peer-reviewed articles, books, and reports from education insti-

tutions. The study shows that remaining informed about the changes in the teaching profession is core in attaining

professionalism in teaching, proving the need for professional development programs to ensure the update of teach-

ers’ skills and knowledge. Furthermore, the study advocates for a clearer academic distinction between professional

learning and professional development, with professional learning facilitated by professional learning communities

and workplace learning programs. Lastly, we discuss elements of effective professional learning and development

and examine their importance.
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The Implications of Learning and Development for Teacher Professionalism
Technological  development and globalization have brought transformations and change in institutions and

have created a disruption in consumer choices, tastes, and preferences (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010).

As organizational and institutional changes occur, employees are also expected to demonstrate a similar dy-

namism, and this has created a dilemma within the teaching profession. The role of teachers is constantly

changing as they face groups of new students each year with different backgrounds and educational needs

(Hord, 2009) Also, teaching is a profession that is constantly evolving including changes in teaching frame-

works, curricula, and policies that teachers need to adopt and adapt to in the course of their teaching career.

Due to these changes and challenges, Labone and Long (2016) note that in the 21 st century, teachers are likely

to face more challenges than before as they handle teaching and learning on both the school and the system

level; hence, there is a need for more intensive and updated training within teacher training colleges.

However, several researchers (Webster-Wright, 2009; Stewart, 2014) have questioned the adequacy of the

pre-service training provided to teachers in anticipation of their future professional roles. The author argues

that the training may have prepared teachers for anticipated challenges, but this preparation is not sufficient

enough to address the current and potential challenges in the teaching profession. The need for ongoing

learning is  vital  because teaching challenges are dynamic and student demographics are always changing

alongside the ever-widening knowledge base. As such, if teachers are to work and adapt effectively,  they
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should also undertake continuous learning to increase their knowledge base, widen their understanding, and

refine their skills to meet the learning needs of their students (Darling-Hammond, Hyler & Gardner, 2017).

In an effort to bridge the gap between pre-service training and on-going professional requirements, educa-

tional institutions, the government, and non-governmental bodies have proposed opportunities through which

the teachers’ learning process can be embedded in their everyday practice. These opportunities are intro-

duced through programs, activities, and events whose objectives are to reach a high standard of teaching and

a high-quality teacher workforce. Collectively, these efforts are elements of professional learning and develop-

ment and this paper focuses on these main themes.

By examining the factors, features, and elements associated with effective teacher professional develop-

ment, this paper seeks to enhance understanding the concepts of professional learning and professional devel-

opment as forms of pre- and in-service development efforts by respective stakeholders.

Methodology
This paper used a narrative literature review approach to examine both theoretical and empirical studies con-

ducted using quantitative and qualitative design methodologies in the topics of professional  learning and

professional development. Narrative or traditional literature review is a comprehensive narrative synthesis of

previously published information (Green, Johnson & Adams, 2006. P.103) Narrative reviews use non-statistical

techniques which integrate, evaluate, and interpret findings of multiple qualitative studies, identify common

core elements and themes; may use findings from phenomenological, grounded theory, or ethnographic stud-

ies; and involves analyzing and synthesizing (Baker, 2016, p. 269) as key elements.

Although it should be noted that the absence of systematic selection criteria can result in methodological

shortcomings leading to a bias of the author's possible interpretations and conclusions (Pae, 2015). However,

using a narrative review, an author is free of choosing seminal works or any type of literature that may be ex -

cluded if a rigid systematic approach is used.

The narrative literature review approach follows four steps in which an author (a) critiques and summarizes

a body of literature, (b) draws conclusions about the topic, (c) identifies gaps or inconsistencies in a body of

knowledge, and finally leads the reader to (d) a sufficiently focused conclusion (Baker, 2016, p. 267) and possi -

bly further research.

The data and information used were acquired from the available literature, scholarly published and peer-re-

viewed articles, books, and reports from education institutions. The search for research materials was not lim -

ited by date to capture relevant, if not the recent content on professional learning and development. The re -

search scope was multicultural and varied across countries with the understanding that teaching is “inherently

cultural and varies across nations” (Kennedy, 2016, p. 4).

Literature Review
This section provides a more in-depth understanding of the concepts of professional development (PD) and

professional learning (PL) in the context of the teaching profession. This section provides a background review

on the utilization of PD and PL as strategies in maintaining a relevant teaching workforce, despite the changes

in the field. Also, this section explains the elements of teaching professionalism and the desired expectations

of professional teachers that PD and PL aim to foster.
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Teacher Professionalism

As educational institutions work towards the professional development of teachers, their goals and objectives

should be aligned and guided to the needs, standards, and requirements of teaching professionalism to create

best practices and assure high operational quality (Demirkasımoğlu, 2010). The definition of teacher profes-

sionalism ranges across contexts but it mostly encompasses aspects such as excellence in what the teachers

do, meeting the standards set by the concerned bodies, and producing the best student outcomes (Helterbran,

2008). For instance, Baggini (2005) reports that teacher professionalism is assessed based on the outcomes

and results as influenced by teachers’ skills and experiences and their application in handling job-embedded

difficulties. Tichenor and Tichenor (2005) define professionalism at a basic level such as a trained teacher who

teaches following the needs of seniors and at a higher level for those following the best standards. Phelps

(2006) concurs that teacher professionalism compliments and is aligned with best practices.

The concept of teacher professionalism has evolved and is a core principle of many professional develop-

ment programs. For instance, Hargreaves (2000) asserts that teacher professionalism has undergone four his-

torical phases including the pre-professional age where teachers simply followed directives, the age of auton-

omous professional where teachers made their own choices, the age of collegial profession that encouraged

collaboration, and the post-professional age where postmodern principles of professional learning and profes-

sionalization were applied (Whitty, 2000). Demirkasımoğlu (2010) reports that based on the literature one can

classify teacher professionalism as old and new, whereby the old definition encompasses features such as “ex-

clusive membership, conservative practices, self-interest, external regulation and reactive” while the new defi-

nition revolves around features such as “inclusive membership, public ethical code of practice, collaborative

and collegial, activist orientation, flexible and progressive, self-regulating, policy-active, inquiry-oriented, and

knowledge building” (p. 2049).

Due to these variations and definitions, teacher professionalism varies across countries and within educa-

tional districts, but the emphasis is made on the need for standardization of procedures and processes in the

course of teacher professional development (Birman, DeSimone, Porter & Garet, 2000). Frameworks of best

practices should be instituted as standards for the establishment and sustenance of teacher professionalism so

that the qualities of effective teachers such as knowledge-based practices, autonomy, and peer networking

become the new standard. Some studies have shown that students perform better when taught by a teacher

with a high degree of professionalism (Gustafsson, 2003; Rice, 2003). This paper aims to discuss some of the

best practices that foster teacher professionalism for professional development.

Professional Development

Besides the training offered to teachers in the course of their studies, professional development (PD) is the

next key step in the improvement and achievement of teacher professionalism. There are many definitions of

PD and they focus on the structured effort that results in changes to teacher knowledge and practices, and

improvements in student learning outcomes (Darling-Hammond, Hyler & Gardener, 2017). The Glossary of Ed-

ucational Reform refers to Professional Development as the wide variety of specialized training, formal educa-

tion, or advanced professional learning intended to help administrators, teachers, and other educators improve

their professional knowledge, competence, skill, and effectiveness (Glossary of Educational Reform, 2013).

Teachers' professional development is not mandatory in many countries but there exist certain skills and

knowledge that are considered fundamental for operational quality. The existence of compulsory PD programs

in an institution can be an indicator of a system with more managerial and supervisory involvement and there -
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fore  the  teachers  having  less  autonomy  in  their  choices.  However,  both  autonomy  and  compulsory

professional development prescriptions have their advantages (Peña-López, 2009). For PD to be effective, it

must be continuous and involve ideologies and activities that the teacher uses with their students (Hannay &

Ross, 2001).

Classification of Professional Development

There are several definitions and classifications of the concept of professional development and these defini-

tions are embedded within PD programs because they are the core elements that comprise professional devel-

opment. According to Eraut (2010), PD may be approached through formal vocational education (post-sec-

ondary or poly-technical training), pre-service, and in-service professional development programs. PD may

also be further classified into Initial Professional Development (IPD) and continuing professional development

(CPD). The former refers to PD aimed at developing and maintaining competence necessary for autonomous

operations expected of a professional, while the latter refers to PD aimed at maintaining knowledge and skills

through continuous education (Watty, 2014). While IPD ends with an acknowledgment of achieving appropri -

ate competences, this paper defines continuous professional development as the constant process that en-

sures that teachers’ capabilities, knowledge, skills, understanding, and competence are effective, relevant, and

up-to-date (Watty, 2014).

There are many approaches to professional development and associated programs and reviews are always

trying to sort them depending on various criteria such as similarities and differences. For example, Kennedy

(2016), notes that some authors have compared PD programs based on differences such as pedagogy (Sher &

O’Reilly, 2009) while others classify them according to the program design features such as “active learning

methods, collective participation, and substantive attention” (Kennedy, 2016, p. 2.). The opportunism for PD

varies depending on the system requirements and resources available but the most common approaches in-

clude case studies, consultation, communities of practice, mentoring, reflective supervision, and technical as-

sistance (Sher & O’Reilly, 2009).

Although teacher professional development is widespread, it has also received criticism regarding its ade-

quacy and methodology (Stewart, 2014). Most of the programs involve teachers in learning activities that are

similar to those they will use with their students; however, due to the rapid changes in education and the need

to update skills make setting sufficient time aside for PD programs a challenge. Due to this concern, the paper

explores professional learning as a dimension of professional development and as a key component of teacher

professionalism (Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace & Thomas, 2006).

Professional Learning

Professional learning (PL) is centered on the concept that teachers learn as they teach to keep up to date with

ongoing school and system requirements. The “Every Student Succeeds Act” (ESSA) defines PL as “activities

that are sustained, intensive, job-embedded, data-driven, and classroom-focused.” (Act, 2015 p. 295). ESSA

comprises activities that allow the stimulation of teacher’s thinking and professional knowledge and to ensure

that their practice is critically informed and up to date (Hagreaves, 2000). PL includes several constituents in-

cluding teachers, staff, and administration and ensures that after pre-service training, teachers acquire, en-

hance,  and  refine  their  knowledge  and  skills  to  facilitate  teacher  professionalism.  In  this  definition  of

professional learning, the central focus is on the teacher as a learner and the impact of the relationship be-
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tween the various stakeholders to produce the best outcomes for students, however it doesn’t give enough

importance to informal learning.

There are several models on the concept of professional learning and the accompanying processes. For in-

stance, Watson and Fox (2015) assert that PL should be challenge-oriented so that it can stimulate thinking

and increase understanding. Their assertions are echoed by Easton (2008) who says that professional learning

should include opportunities for acquiring and developing inquiry skills, critical thinking, collaborative learning

through interactions and reflection, and should be within the framework of professional standards and poli-

cies. Also, Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, and Fung (2008) propose that PL should entail three processes. First,

professional learning should consider teachers’ prior knowledge and experience through retrieval and consoli-

dation.  Second,  it  should  involve developing  awareness  of new information through  training so  that  the

teacher can acquire new skills and knowledge. The third process is known as creating dissonance when the

current practices and teachings are in conflict with the teachers’ experience and orientations resulting in

philosophical tension (Smagorinsky, Cook, Moore, Jackson & Fry, 2008).

Communities, Workplace, and Continuity affecting Professional Learning

The following section discusses the role of learning communities (PLCs), Workplace Learning, and Continuous

Professional Learning (CPL) in the development of teacher professionalism.

PLCs

Professional Learning Communities are collaborative learning platforms that foster the attainment of profes-

sionalism through learning when a group of educators meet regularly to share expertise and work collabora -

tively to improve teaching skills and students’ academic performance (Glossary of Education Reform, 2014).

The term was popularized by Shirley Hord who defines PLC as extending classroom practice into the commu -

nity, bringing community personnel into the school to enhance the curriculum and learning tasks for students,

and engaging students, teachers, and administrators simultaneously in learning (Hord, 2009). PLC has also

been described as professional learning groups, communities of practice, and collaborative learning communi-

ties while in places such as Japan, it is referred to as learning study or lesson research (Stoll et al., 2006).

PLCs have been discussed extensively in the literature in terms of their elements and features that contrib-

ute to teacher professionalism. Hord outlines the need for shared leadership and vision as well as shared prac -

tices that foster collective learning and application of the content (Hord, 2009). The Ontario Ministry of Edu -

cation outlines the desired characteristics of PLCs as those that have shared vision and values, encourage con-

tinuous  improvements  based  on  outcomes,  active  rather  than  reactive,  and  searching  for  solutions  and

questioning of the status quo (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2018). Additionally, ESSA also specifies four components to

ensure alignment of PLC with the professional development of teachers, for instance, PLCs should be class-

room and student-focused,  be  conducted for a  sustained duration for effectiveness,  be  aligned with  the

teacher’s career, and be data-driven with a focus on outcomes rather than routine practices (Act, 2015).

Workplace Learning

Workplace Learning refers to the acquisition of knowledge or skills by formal or informal means that occurs in

the workplace (Cacciattolo, 2015). This form of learning is not limited to the school work setting but embraces

other collaborative environments such as when primary and secondary schools cooperate with universities

and colleges of higher education to create  a  platform for learning while  working or conducting research
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(Geldens & Popeijus, 2014). Besides being a platform for collegial or collaborative learning, workplace learning

also acts as a “two-way representation” in which the teachers and their respective employers can mutually ad-

dress professional development guided by the forces of social discourse (Cacciattolo, 2015, p. 244).

Continuous Professional Learning

Continuous professional learning is defined as “the systematic and intentional maintenance, enhancement and

expansion of the knowledge,  skills  and ethical  values and behaviors necessary to ensure  ongoing quality

professional practice throughout a member’s career” (College of Early Childhood Educators, 2017, p. 6.). CPL is

necessary  for  teachers,  especially  for  early  childhood  educators,  to  increase  their  knowledge  and  skills

throughout their career lifecycle. Continuous professional learning emphasizes self-reflection through prac-

tices and experiences, self-directed learning where teachers identify, plan and engage in learning activities

while monitoring their professional growth and progress, and enhancing teachers’ understanding of the code

of ethics and standards of practice (Lessing & De Witt, 2007).

Effective Professional Development and Professional Learning

A review of the literature reveals that there are various factors, concepts, and elements associated with effec-

tive professional development and professional learning systems that facilitate the improvement of teacher

professionalism. First, the concept of leadership has been established as critical for the success of PL and PD

programs with theorists asserting that effective leaders establish a thriving culture of PLCs (Zwozdiak-Myers,

2018). According to Jones, Stall & Yarbrough (2013), effective leaders prioritize the curriculum, mobilize re-

sources to meet the goals of PD, create an environment that fosters unity and respect for all the key players,

and continuously monitor student progress. Also, effective leaders infuse teachers with confidence and in-

crease teachers’ autonomy (Harris, 2003).

The second crucial element is a collaboration among teachers. Wagner and Phillips (2003) assert that col-

laboration is necessary as it brings about collegiality and efficacy. Efficacy produces satisfactory work and im-

proves student outcomes. For efficacy to happen, participants must experience ownership of their work envi-

ronment and have to be given opportunities to participate in decision-making within the school (Jones, Stall &

Yarbrough, 2013). Studies have shown that collaboration through participation makes teachers work harder

and take responsibility for the processes as well as to increase accountability. The collaborative approach also

provides a broader base into learning by inquiry and reflection and allows teachers to take risks, make choices,

and solve problems (Darling-Hammond, Hyler & Gardner, 2017).

Research has shown that the process of learning used in the PD and PL programs is vital for the success of

these initiatives. Timperley et al. (2008) assert that it is important to follow the procedural process that ac-

knowledges the three steps of teacher learning: cueing prior knowledge, integrating new knowledge, and cre-

ating dissonance. The first process plays a critical role in informing teachers on how students learn, the best

methods, and the desired outcomes, as well as the appropriate tacit and routine approaches to problems. The

second process results in substantive development and change in teachers by equipping them with new skills

and information (Timperley et al., 2008). Lastly, creating dissonance challenges teachers’ existing beliefs and

this process is one of the most advocated tools for gaining tacit knowledge in the teaching profession. 

Also, PD and PL should comprise active learning initiatives using interactive strategies and activities where

the teacher designs and tries strategies as they teach the students (College of Early Childhood Educators,

2017). PD and PL should use content-focused curricula for specific disciplines to address the diverse needs of
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the students and use models of effective practice such as lesson and unit plans to anchor practices (Darling-

Hammond, Hyler & Gardner, 2017). Moreover, PD and PL programs should have coaching and expert support

to address teachers’ needs in the course of the continuous development learning programs, while giving them

constructive and supportive feedback. Finally, the programs should be of sustained duration rather than the

one-off solutions to facilitate cumulative learning that include several opportunities for teachers to learn (Dar-

ling-Hammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson & Orphanos, 2009).

Discussion
Professional development and professional learning are both important in improving teaching as a profession

and to allow teachers to attain high standards of professionalism. Both play a critical role in the attainment of

teacher  professionalism and  improving  the  teaching  profession.  First,  research  findings  have  shown that

professional development enables teachers to be better in terms of skills such as record keeping, technical

skills, analytical skills, and quantitative skills, which can be used to analyze student performance data for ap-

propriate amendments. Moreover, teachers can gain specialized skills to handle students requiring special at-

tention, which makes the school more accommodating to the community needs (Rice, 2003). Second, teachers

learn through PD programs about new teaching strategies and presentation styles that match students’ learn -

ing styles.  Postholm (2012) asserts that acquiring metacognitive strategies “means that teachers can plan,

lead, regulate and control their learning” and it is essential for determining which strategies to use under dif -

ferent circumstances (p. 408).

Third, teachers have an opportunity to learn new skills within their subject domains and areas of interest to

help them increase their knowledge and make their teaching easier and more effective. PD has played a crucial

role in ensuring that teachers,  administrators,  and education systems can apply changes effectively (Peña-

López, 2009). Fourth, PD has been shown to increase the confidence and credibility of teachers. Kennedy

(2016) asserts that professional development gives teachers the confidence to facilitate the enactment of new

ideas as they undergo their teaching practices through three ways: prescription, strategies, and insight. Fifth,

teachers can add additional certifications in their portfolios after completion of their PD programs and events.

Some can acquire advanced certifications when they partner with advanced institutions of learning, such as

university research centers.

Professional  learning  provides  multiple  benefits  for  development  through  learning  teams,  professional

learning communities, workplace learning, and continuous professional learning (Webster-Wright, 2009). In

particular, PLCs play a key role in the questioning, evaluating refining, and improving a school’s system through

discussion of teachers’ work, student work, and student data. PLCs use action research models to determine

effective practices, to engage educators at all levels in collective, consistent, and context-specific learning, and

to address inequalities in teaching and learning (Jones, Stall & Yarbrough, 2013). Hord asserts that PLC is a

powerful staff-development approach that reduces social isolation for teachers, leads to better informed and

committed teachers, and demonstrates academic gains for students (Hord, 2009).

Professional learning offer merits such as ample time for extended opportunities and demonstrates the

alignment of school goals with standards of professional learning (Labone & Long, 2016). When PL is standard-

based,  its  effectiveness in changing and improving the teachers’  knowledge and skills  is  high resulting in

greater student success. Similarly, incorporating the workplace into models of PL boosts professionalism be-

cause the educators learn through experience-based learning (Cacciattolo, 2015). Finally, professional learning

is intertwined with informal or unconscious learning as educators learn as they teach through tacit and implicit
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social  processes,  a  method that has been credited with improving work-related competencies  (Rowold &

Kauffeld, 2009).

Conclusion
Changes in the teaching profession and teachers’ roles require teachers to meet high standards of profession-

alism in the 21st century. The altering student demographics, technological development, and the complexity

of the future work environments have changed the school context rapidly requiring the need for professisonal

development and learning. The paper has indicated that professional development and learning are keys to

achieving teacher professionalism. Through the formal education initiatives, pre-service and in-service train-

ing, professional development produces positive results in informing teachers of recent changes and ensuring

their knowledge and skills are up to date.

Moreover, the paper discussed the advantages of professional learning due to its focus on the teacher as a

learner without disrupting the usual classroom activities and duties of the teachers. Through the various mod-

els of PLCs, learning teams, workplace learning, and continuous life learning, professional learning is effective

in evaluating,  refining,  and impacting improvements in school  administration, teachers,  and students’ out-

comes. As a job-embedded practice, professional learning relies on learning communities and benefits from

the valuable informal and experience-based learning model. Lastly, engagement in professional development

and professional learning provides benefits due to its effective components such as shared leadership, vision

and goals, collaboration, active learning, coaching, and expert support, learning standards and processes, and

classroom management techniques.  All  these experiences result  in  a  widened knowledge-base,  enhanced

skills, and increase the competencies of teachers and educators.
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