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A B S T R A C T   

This study presents a review of research on teachers’ professional development (PD) as a policy 
instrument. The analysis and synthesis of 78 studies showed three main theoretical perspectives 
in previous research: theory on governance, accountability/professionalism, and organization/ 
leadership. The studies supported conclusions drawn in earlier reviews that PD has a greater 
effect on teachers’ learning when it includes a focus on administrators’ learning, is coherent with 
other policy measures, builds on information from practice, and handles accountability measures 
with caution. Findings beyond the scope of earlier reviews were that states have increased their 
PD efforts, even when PD is formally the responsibility of local actors, and that the increase has 
been achieved by state grants or by linking PD to standards and evaluations. Suggestions for 
future research include investigations into the consequences of state PD interventions in local 
contexts and into how PD can contribute to and build upon teacher professionalism.   

1. Introduction 

Several reasons exist for investigating teachers’ professional development (PD) as a policy instrument. One such reason is that 
actors such as a state, district, or school leadership initiate the main part of the formal PD in which teachers partake. This means that 
interventions initiated by research teams to clarify the characteristics of effective PD may be questioned in terms of their ecological 
validity. Even though research-initiated PD can produce theoretical insights of great importance for PD policy, the conclusions may be 
unrealistic in relation to the conditions faced by policymakers. For example, reviews of effective PD have pointed out that external 
expertise is a common feature of PD that increases student results (Cordingley et al., 2015; Timperley et al., 2007). Such expertise was 
characterized by a combination of “specialist content knowledge and in-depth knowledge of effective professional development 
processes, and evaluation and monitoring” (Cordingley et al., 2015, p. 6). Although such expertise may be available when research 
teams carry out PD, it would be hard to procure for the PD programs in which most teachers take part. 

Another reason for investigating teachers’ PD as a policy instrument is that the effects of PD depend on the structures within which 
it is conducted. Strongly formulated, “it may be that no school improvement intervention will produce sustainable gains in 
achievement unless the capability to produce a well-coordinated effort is present” (Robinson et al., 2017, p. 34). This condition is at 
least partly because qualitative change of teaching is difficult. In the words of Lindvall (2017), “even PD programs incorporating all 
[critical features of high-quality PD] have shown to have notorious difficulties in improving student achievement” (p. 83). On the other 
hand, when reform efforts do not recognize that change requires learning (and as a result omit to emphasize PD), they also fail to 
induce “deep or lasting change” (Jaquith, 2014, p. 92). Thus, PD and surrounding support structures are mutually dependent. For 
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example, one of the studies reviewed in this article (Shirrell et al., 2019) found that on-the-job interaction with peers predicted change 
in instructional practices, whereas participation in formal PD predicted changes in beliefs. The study also showed that these effects 
depended on the infrastructures of local school systems, such as the availability of math coaches. 

To date, plenty of reviews of effective PD have been published, most of them based on research-initiated interventions, but less is 
known about how the conclusions of such reviews resonate with existing PD systems. Typical features of educational governance 
structures may counteract well-functioning PD programs. Conversely, the theory of effective PD might be developed to better 
correspond to educational governance structures. 

The two points made above highlight the need for studies that investigate PD in settings similar to those most teachers experience 
and that emphasize the relations between PD and surrounding support systems. Despite these arguments, few studies have investigated 
teachers’ PD as a policy instrument. For example, in his review of PD as a policy pathway, Knapp (2003) states that research cannot 
determine the extent to which policy actors use different PD strategies or whether some strategies work better in certain settings than 
others. In another review of this topic, Fussangel et al. (2010) acknowledge a lack of research on PD systems at the school-system level 
that concerns, for example, states’ engagement, planning and interventions in the area. According to Müller et al. (2018), research is 
needed on the political and administrative governance of teachers’ PD and on the interplay between institutional conditions and PD 
processes. Similarly, Bosche (2018) states that the interplay between school reforms and teachers’ PD is under-researched and that 
governance research has not investigated the role that PD occupies as a measure for school governance. Kennedy (2014) calls for 
research that investigates relations between PD, policy, and professionalism in various contexts. 

The current review does not meet the calls described above. However, it compiles existing research on teachers’ PD as a policy 
instrument and thereby contributes to the research field in three ways: First, it maps and synthesizes the empirical focuses and 
theoretical approaches in existing research. Second, on this ground, it enables suggestions for theory development through comparison 
between conclusions drawn in earlier reviews and the reviewed studies’ approaches and results. Third, it provides grounds to reassess 
and specify the calls for research outlined above. 

The scope of this review is limited to studies on teachers’ PD as a policy instrument. This refers to how policy actors use PD for 
improving education and how PD functions as governance of teachers’ work. Thus, the review covers both the technologies that make 
policy “material and operational” (Lascoumes & Le Galès, 2007, p. 4) and the “work of governing” (Clarke, 2012) that takes place from 
initiation to enactment of PD. The focus of the review is thus formal PD. This is defined as teacher learning activities that are initiated 
by agents other than the teacher (Fraser et al., 2007), as opposed to informal PD activities such as spontaneous dialogue with col-
leagues and reading of professional literature. However, the reviewed studies also concern the relationship between formal and 
informal PD, as well as how PD policy affects informal PD. The focus on formal PD is motivated by the great emphasis policymakers 
internationally put on teachers’ PD (e.g., Combs & Silverman, 2016; Department for Education, 2016; OECD, 2012, 2018) and by the 
increasing participation, as reported by surveys such as TALIS (Kirsten, 2020) in formal PD among teachers. 

In this review, the term policy refers to measures issued from hierarchical levels above teachers, and it includes documents, grants, 
programs, and evaluations as well as policy actors engaging in informal dialogue and observation. The definition does not indicate an 
assumption that policies will be enacted as intended, as schools and teachers may ignore, interpret, translate, and enact policies in 
different ways (e.g., Clarke, 2012; McLaughlin, 2006). Moreover, policy processes are often unpredictable, as policies may be 
rewritten, and policymakers may have goals other than those communicated publicly. Thus, the workings of policy need to be 
investigated empirically. In line with the definition of policy outlined above, the term policy actor refers to educational actors in 
hierarchical levels above teachers, from principals to national or international politicians. 

Several theoretical perspectives may be employed for investigating PD as a policy instrument. For example, a common denomi-
nation for U.S.-based studies in the field is policy implementation research (Jaquith, 2014). European or Australian researchers may 
prefer to describe their work as studies on governance or enactment (Bosche, 2018; Hardy, 2019; Watson & Michael, 2016). This 
article reviews studies of teachers’ PD as a policy instrument, with openness toward various terminologies and theoretical perspectives. 

This review is limited to studies published between 2000 and 2019. The exclusion of older publications is based on three argu-
ments. First, the research interest in this area has increased over time. In fact, about two-thirds of the analyzed studies in this review 
were published after 2010. Second, considerable changes in educational governance have taken place over the last few decades, which 
means that the function of PD as a policy instrument has most likely undergone significant changes. Thus, comparability with current 
PD systems decreases with age. Third, an extensive though not systematic review of research on PD as a policy instrument that was 
published before the year 2000 can be found in Knapp (2003). 

The present review uses a configurative approach (Gough et al., 2012), which means it aims to map concepts and results in earlier 
research systematically and on that basis identify the need for future studies and provide a foundation for synthesis in the form of 
theory development. It may also be described as a meta-narrative review (Greenhalgh et al., 2005) in that it seeks to compile and 
synthesize concepts and findings of the analyzed studies into a systematic map. Thus, the review compiles research on teachers’ PD as a 
policy instrument and synthesizes the studied empirical phenomena, theoretical approaches used, and results produced into a sum-
marizing framework. On this ground, the review discusses theoretical implications of findings across studies, as well as suggestions for 
further research. 

1.1. Earlier reviews 

Three earlier reviews of teachers’ PD as a policy instrument have been published (Fussangel et al., 2010; Jaquith, 2014; Knapp, 
2003). Summaries of these reviews’ focuses, results, and conclusions are presented below. 

Jaquith (2014) reviews the relation between PD policy and teachers’ practices. The review covers policy actors’ various ways of 
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affecting PD participation, quality, and direction, as well as different factors that influence the effects of such policies in practice. The 
review introduces the current research field and recent changes in policy environments by outlining several examples of studies and 
policy developments. However, the review is not intended to cover the research field systematically. In addition, it is limited to 
American policy implementation research. 

The review by Fussangel et al. (2010) describes the current state of PD as a policy instrument in German-speaking countries (e.g., 
legal regulation, PD providers, and how responsibility for PD is distributed among various policy actors). The description is, however, 
based on data obtained from policy actors rather than on research. In addition to the description, the review addresses research on the 
effects of PD on teachers’ knowledge and behavior and student results (i.e., research that does not specifically investigate PD as a policy 
instrument). 

The review by Knapp (2003) compiles theoretical and empirical work on PD and its role in reform strategies to build “a picture of 
the strategic use of professional development as a policy instrument or tool” (p. 110). The review is based on case studies of how 
American school districts and states use teachers’ PD as a part of reform strategies. The focus on school districts and states is motivated 
by the reality that those entities in the American educational system possess the most resources and authority with regard to teachers’ 
PD. Knapp (2003) does not claim to cover the research field that is summarized, since the focus is to achieve “conceptual saturation” (p. 
112) concerning the significance of policy actors’ use of PD strategies. 

Because the description of PD as a policy instrument in Fussangel et al. (2010) is based on data obtained from policy actors rather 
than on research, there is little to report on the research results presented in that review. The reviews by Knapp (2003) and Jaquith 
(2014) provide a number of largely overlapping conclusions regarding PD as a policy instrument. The main conclusions are sum-
marized below and will in Section 5.1 be used as hypotheses in a framework against which to evaluate the findings of the studies 
included in this review. 

Knapp (2003) suggests that (1) PD policy better supports teacher learning when it also supports administrators’ understanding of 
“learning, teaching and instructional improvement” (p. 147). Furthermore, Knapp indicates that (2) PD policy is more effective when 
different measures are used in combination and are coherently linked to other elements of policy. The findings reported in Jaquith’s 
review concur with these conclusions. In addition to Knapp’s conclusions, Jaquith (2014) highlights the role of teachers by suggesting 
that (3) policies are more effective when they build on information from practice, and when teachers are given responsibility for 
“monitoring the quality of teaching, learning, and professional development” (p. 99). The framework used in Section 5.1 supplements 
these three conclusions by one of the hypotheses posed by Sykes and Wilson (2016) in their “Logic Model for Instructional Policy” (p. 
857). This model largely overlaps with the conclusions of Knapp and Jaquith but additionally provides the following hypothesis in an 
area relevant for this review: (4) In order to achieve sustainable and thorough changes in practice, accountability for results must be 
balanced with sufficient support for capability building. 

To conclude, the earlier reviews on teachers’ PD as a policy instrument offer an overview of the field and a number of conclusions 
that may guide further research and practice. However, the picture the reviews provide is in many ways incomplete. None of the 
reviews are systematic in the sense that an explicit search strategy and approach for analyzing the reviewed studies was used. The 

Fig. 1. Literature search and screening for relevant texts.  
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scope of the reviews is also limited to certain aspects of or perspectives on PD as a policy instrument. Jaquith (2014) and Knapp (2003) 
focus on PD strategies in American states and school districts in their reviews of the significance of the use of PD as a policy instrument 
for teachers’ learning. Thus, their reviews do not cover research based in other countries and issues such as historical changes in the use 
of PD as a policy instrument, assumptions that underpin policy measures, or characteristics of policy processes. For Fussangel et al. 
(2010), the lack of research on PD as a policy instrument in German-speaking countries confined their review to policy documents. 
Lastly, the most extensive review (Knapp, 2003) covers somewhat dated research and thus may not be up to date with current PD 
practices. Thus, there are several reasons to supplement the three existing reviews. 

2. Method 

The review was conducted in three steps: literature search, screening, and analysis. The first two steps are illustrated in Fig. 1. 

2.1. Literature search 

Four databases were used in the literature search: Scopus, ERIC, Web of Science, and PsycInfo. The search queries targeted studies 
published between 1 January 2000 and 31 December 2019 in which the title, abstract, or keywords contained terms related to (1) 
teachers and (2) professional development and (3) in which the text contained terms concerning PD as a policy instrument. The search 
queries were intended to capture studies of teachers’ PD as a policy instrument regardless of which concepts they used to denote the 
topic, while simultaneously excluding studies that were not relevant (see Appendix A for terms used). The literature search resulted in 
1061 potentially relevant texts after duplicates were deleted. 

2.2. Screening for relevant texts 

The screening for relevant texts used five inclusion criteria: (a) the study concerns teachers in primary or secondary school; (b) PD is 
investigated explicitly, rather than merely mentioned; (c) PD is investigated as a policy instrument; (d) the text presents an empirical 
study; and (e) a full text is available (which excludes conference abstracts and other types of summaries). 

Some of these criteria may require further explication. Studies of teachers’ PD as a policy instrument referred to studies that 
investigated interventions with elements of formal character (i.e., teacher learning activities initiated by agents other than the teacher 
(Fraser et al., 2007)). This did not, however, exclude studies that explored informal PD in addition to formal PD. 

Investigations of PD interventions could focus on policy documents or acts by policymakers or on structures, content, processes, or actions 
during PD enactment as aspects of governance. For example, studies of policy documents or acts by policy actors compared PD policy over 
time (e.g., Cohen-Vogel, 2005; Huang, 2016) or between countries (Hardy et al., 2010) or districts (e.g., Desimone et al., 2002; Dutro et al., 
2002). Studies that investigated the enactment of PD have analyzed teacher leaders’ work as a part of governance systems (e.g., Mangin & 
Dunsmore, 2015; Willis et al., 2019) and how processes and artifacts in PD activities contributed to the governance of teachers’ work (e.g., 
Hardy, 2018; Langelotz, 2013). However, studies of PD interventions were excluded if their focus was limited to issues such as effectiveness, 
learning, or teachers’ perceptions without explicitly analyzing governance structures or the enactment and/or effects of policy actions (e.g., 
Annetta & Matus, 2004; Jacob & Lefgren, 2004; Lustick & Sykes, 2006). Furthermore, studies of interventions initiated by researchers rather 
than policy actors were excluded (e.g., Grossman et al., 2000; Mebane & Galassi, 2003). 

In addition to studies presented in peer-reviewed journals (which made up about 80 percent of the included studies), studies 
published in other formats (theses, book chapters, books, and reports) were also included (see Table 1) as long as they met the inclusion 
criteria. This allowance was motivated by the review’s emphasis on compiling and mapping theoretical perspectives, empirical focuses 
and results in earlier research rather than on evaluating the quality of research. 

Table 1 also presents the regions in which the studies were conducted and the types of empirical material that studies were based 
on. 

Based on the inclusion criteria, 999 studies were excluded, which means 62 studies remained for analysis. Subsequently, the reference 
lists of the 62 studies were searched for relevant studies, which resulted in the identification of eight additional texts. Search queries were 
also conducted for relevant studies published in German, Swedish, Norwegian, or Danish in databases covering studies in those languages.1 

This resulted in the identification of eight additional relevant studies.2 The final selection comprised 78 studies (see appendix B). 

1 The Fachinformationssystem Bildung, Diva, Libris, Norart, Idunn, and BibliotekDK databases were used for studies in German, Swedish, Nor-
wegian, and Danish. The same terms as those for studies in English were applied in the search queries, although they were translated to the cor-
responding concepts in each language (see Appendix A for the search terms used in these languages).  

2 In Fig. 1, the hits of the search queries in German and the Scandinavian languages are reported separately from the hits of the English-language 
search queries. The reason for this is that the German and Scandinavian databases could not handle complex search queries, which meant that 
several searches needed to be made in each of those databases to capture all search terms. This resulted in less-specific search queries and therefore a 
larger proportion of irrelevant hits. Therefore, the numbers of hits of the search queries in German and Scandinavian databases are not directly 
comparable to the hit lists in the English databases. This is evident in that the search queries in German and the Scandinavian languages resulted in 
2147 hits, although only eight were relevant for this review. 
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2.3. Analysis 

The studies in the final selection were analyzed in relation to their empirical focuses and theoretical perspectives. The classification 
of studies into different empirical focuses and theoretical perspectives forms a basis and structure for the presentation of results in 
Section 4. 

2.4. Empirical focuses 

Empirical focus denoted the phenomena of interest for a study, such as shift of a country’s PD policy or how teacher teams deal with 
a PD intervention. The focuses were sorted into three broad categories:  

• Studies of policy systems investigate properties and tendencies regarding centrally initiated governance of teachers’ PD, such as 
policy documents (laws, standards, guidelines, and commission reports), grants, and systems for certification and evaluation of PD.  

• Studies of PD enactment investigate the realization of particular PD initiatives.  
• Studies of structural conditions for teachers’ PD compare aspects of PD between school districts, states and/or PD initiatives. Thus, 

the focus of these studies is not on decisions on or implementation of specific measures, but on general circumstances or strategies. 

The first and second of these categories correspond to what Bowe et al. (1992) term the “context of policy text production” and 
“context of practice,” respectively (p. 20). By investigating these contexts, studies may add to the understanding of whether and why 
policy actors prefer certain PD strategies, as well as the understanding of how particular PD strategies are enacted and why enactments 
end up some ways rather than others. In addition to these two categories, a third was created for studies that investigate the interaction 
between the two contexts by analyzing correlations between factors at the policy level as well as PD practices or student outcomes on 
an aggregated level rather than in relation to a certain PD intervention. For example, studies in the third category compare the 
covariance between accountability policies and teachers’ PD participation, or the interplay between formal and informal PD in 
different school districts. 

2.5. Theoretical perspectives 

In the analysis of theoretical perspectives, theory was defined as “a set of concepts and the postulated relationships among these” 
(Maxwell & Mittapalli, 2008, p. 878). However, this broad definition was narrowed to theory established in research (i.e., concepts and 
relationships that are based on previous research), which was used for explaining or understanding empirical material. Thus, the 
identified theories may be described as middle-range theories, which “operate in a limited domain” and “represent attempts to un-
derstand and explain a limited aspect of social life” (Bryman, 2016, p. 19). This may be exemplified by the theory of distributed 
leadership and theories of professions. 

The theoretical perspectives of reviewed studies were classified into the following broader categories:  

• Studies of governance investigate PD as state/societal governance, in terms such as government-governance, policy instruments and 
policy tools.  

• Studies of accountability/professionalism analyze PD in relation to a tension between external control of teachers’ work and 
accountability towards higher hierarchical levels and structures that give teachers autonomy and/or potential to construct a 
professional knowledge base.  

• Studies of organization/leadership emphasize structures for governance and coordination on the school or school district level. Such 
structures are analyzed through concepts such as instructional leadership, distributed leadership, communities of practice, and profes-
sional learning communities. 

Table 1 
Analyzed studies.  

Geographic region North America: 36 studies 
Europe: 31 studies 
Oceania: 5 studies 
Asia: 2 studies 
South America: 2 studies 
Comparison between countries: 2 studies 

Main empirical material Interviews and/or observations: 41 studies 
Policy documents: 23 studies 
Questionnaires: 14 studies 

Type of publication Journal article: 63 studies 
Thesis: 6 studies 
Book chapter: 4 studies 
Book: 1 study 
Report: 4 studies  
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2.5.1. Categorization of reviewed studies 
The categories for classifying studies into empirical focuses and theoretical perspectives presented above were developed during 

the analytical work. Although preliminary categories existed at the beginning of the analytical work, these were refined or merged 
during the analytical process to better capture similarities and differences between the approaches taken in different studies. It would 
have been possible to divide the studies into more precise categories by developing subcategories, and creating separate categories for 
the studies classified as other in Section 5. However, the aim was to determine a small set of categories so as to emphasize corre-
spondence between studies and simplify reading. 

In cases where studies included elements from more than one category, the classification was based on a study’s emphasis. In that 
sense, the categories are simplifications of reality. However, this simplification is one of the points of categorization, as it facilitates 
comparison and analysis of similarities and differences between studies. 

To ensure rigor in the analysis, each study was checked against the categorization criteria at least three times during the analytic 
process. In addition, the review along with its classification of studies was presented to researchers uninvolved in it at three times 
during the research process. 

3. Results 

This section summarizes and compares the reviewed studies within each category of empirical focus and theoretical perspective, 
including the results generated by the studies in each category.3 Table 2 cross-tabulates the number of studies that were classified into 
each category. 

3.1. Studies of governance 

As can be seen in Table 2, a governance perspective was predominately used in studies of policy systems and structural conditions 
for teachers’ PD. 

Many of the studies of policy systems using this theoretical approach investigated tendencies and features of state governance of 
PD. This was mostly done by analyzing policy documents, such as green papers, standards for teaching, or school acts. Some studies 
complemented this with statistics (e.g., regarding government spending). One example of the studies of policy systems is Huang’s 
(2016) investigation of PD policy in Taiwan. Based on an analysis of policy texts, reports, laws, and research papers, the study finds that 
the responsibility for teachers’ PD has been decentralized, but also that the devolution of responsibility was linked to the initiation of a 
teacher evaluation system and a teacher career ladder. This development of the PD system is interpreted as a shift from government to 
governance. Furlong’s (2005) study set in England builds on similar empirical material in its investigation of the development of policy 
regarding teacher education and professional development. The study interprets changes in the governance of teachers’ PD as an 
expression of ideas of “modernisation” (p. 120). According to these ideas, school systems become more effective by the introduction of 
market mechanisms, managerialism and support for collaborative networks. This includes an emphasis on state standards for teachers’ 
PD, school based PD and state interventions in the details of how schools are run. Cohen-Vogel (2005) describes similar tendencies in 
the United States in a study of federal use of policy instruments. Based on an analysis of legislation, policy documents, and appro-
priations bills, the study finds that general financial support has been replaced by interventions directed toward schools and school 
districts that focus on teacher quality and include accountability measures. In contrast to these studies, an overview of teachers’ PD in 
Austria based on policy documents and statistics regarding PD participation (Müller et al., 2018) shows that this area is mainly shaped 
by individual teachers’ interests in relation to the PD supply at universities of education. Governance of PD is weak both at state and 
school levels, even though regulation of the area has been intensified over time. The tendencies to link PD to standards, evaluation and 
collective (rather than individual) needs that can be seen in the other studies do not seem to characterize Austria yet. 

A number of studies have also investigated structural conditions for PD from a governance perspective, using various comparisons 
of the use and significance of policy instruments regarding PD. For example, Jaquith et al. (2010) show, based on case studies in four 
states that demonstrated increasing student results, that the states used PD standards, quality control of PD, supported teacher 
collaboration, and cooperated with professional organizations. St. John et al. (2005) show, in a study of state reform strategies 
regarding teachers’ PD, that collaborative work and comprehensive reform were positively correlated with student outcomes, as 
measured by a reading test. Song’s (2008) investigation of the interplay between PD policy in states, school districts and schools shows 
that a higher level of principal participation in PD was positively correlated with teacher participation in PD. Collective teacher au-
tonomy was also correlated with teacher participation in PD, but individual teacher autonomy was negatively correlated with PD 
participation. The results are interpreted such that PD for principals enhances pedagogical leadership and thereby principals’ 
engagement in teachers’ PD, and that collective teacher autonomy may emphasize the development of teaching, whereas individual 
autonomy may lead teachers to rely on routine ways of teaching. The results in the summarized studies of structural conditions of PD 
are similar in that they indicate comprehensive governance of teachers’ PD is positively correlated with student outcomes and 
teachers’ PD participation. Other studies of structural conditions to some extent question or add nuances to these conclusions. Penuel 
et al. (2009) show that teachers’ perceptions of the coherence between PD and state policies was low within a PD initiative, although 
measures had been taken to achieve such coherence. The interpretation is that teachers’ perceptions of both PD and state policies 

3 The classification of all included studies to empirical focuses and theoretical perspectives can be found in Appendix B. 
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largely depend on teachers’ and schools’ particular needs. Seezink and Poell (2011) show, in their study of schools that use various 
human resource policies, that teachers participated in similar PD activities, even though the schools’ policies emphasized teachers as 
either individuals or a collective to different degrees. 

To summarize, the studies of structural conditions from a governance perspective indicate that comprehensive governance of 
teachers’ PD is positively related with student outcomes, as well as with teachers’ levels of participation in PD. However, some studies 
indicate that such outcomes vary depending on teachers’ and schools’ preconditions. 

3.2. Studies of accountability/professionalism 

As shown in Table 2, studies from an accountability/professionalism perspective mainly investigate the enactment of PD. Several 
such studies (e.g., Hardy, 2018, 2019) investigate teachers’ approaches to PD initiatives with accountability elements, such as teacher 
meetings that focus on the results of standardized tests. The results of these studies are similar in that teachers were somewhat 
ambivalent to accountability measures, as they reacted with support, criticism, and compliance. Thus, the teachers at least partly 
accepted the focus of the PD measures. Even when teachers criticized the quantitative measures, the focus of their joint work remained 
on those measures. Another study of PD within the context of high-stakes accountability (Bradford, 2009) showed that such policies 
decreased teachers’ job motivation, level of PD participation, and aroused concern for lost teacher autonomy. 

A number of studies investigate PD initiatives that sought to emphasize teacher autonomy and professional judgments, but were 
enacted within a context with accountability elements. Lambirth et al. (2019) studied an action research program based in England. 
The program aimed to give teachers opportunities to investigate practical problems and develop teachers’ understanding of their local 
contexts. However, the schools’ management teams, and the regional organization that supported the program financially, had a more 
narrow focus on the improvement of students learning outcomes. According to the study, this context favored a technical approach to 
action research among participating teachers, in which schools’ needs (rather than curiosity about pedagogical issues, specific 
classroom contexts, and students’ interests) were prioritized. 

In summary, the studies from an accountability/professionalism perspective described above express that accountability elements 
within PD initiatives, and in the surrounding policy context, limit the focus of PD to technical aspects of teachers’ work, and emphasize 
quantitative measures of learning outcomes. However, Melville and Hardy (2020) indicate that the level of trust toward teachers’ 
professional judgments within a Canadian PD setting influenced the degree to which teachers took an instrumental approach to the PD 
content. 

Studies from an accountability/professionalism perspective have also investigated policy systems. For example, Torrance and 
Forde (2017) investigate standards for teachers’ work and PD in Scotland. The study shows that the analyzed standards emphasize 
professionalism in the form of “leadership and professional enquiry” (p. 121), rather than taking more bureaucratic approaches to 
teachers’ work. However, the study also argues that the standards limit “professional enquiry” to local development and application of 
expertise rather than expect teachers to contribute to general knowledge development. In a study of English PD policy, McMahon 
(2009) finds that teachers in earlier policy were seen as professionals and had responsibility for their PD, whereas policy that is more 
contemporary gives school managers the responsibility for PD and requests they provide PD based on national standards and 
schools’needs. Hardy et al.’s (2010) comparative study of PD policy in Sweden, Norway, Finland, and Australia shows differences and 
similarities between the countries. They provide examples of policies that emphasize learning outcomes in terms of standardized tests, 
as well as policies with greater openness toward different ways of conceptualizing students’ learning. However, the authors see a 
general tendency towards PD that emphasizes quantitatively measured student outcomes. 

Two studies compared the significance of structural conditions regarding accountability/professionalism. The first study (Smith & 
Rowley, 2005) show, based on a national survey in the United States, that schools characterized by a “commitment strategy” (teacher 
cooperation and participation in school decisions) had a lower degree of teacher turnover and a higher level of PD participation than 

Table 2 
Empirical focus and theoretical perspectives in the analyzed studies. 
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schools which were characterized by accountability strategies. The other study (Herren, 2016) investigates, based on surveys, 
teachers’ motivation to work for their schools’ best interests depending on whether the school district implemented merit pay policies 
or supported the development of professional learning communities. The results show a positive correlation between an emphasis on 
professional learning communities and the motivation to work for a school’s best interest. 

In summary, the studies of teachers’ PD from an accountability/professionalism perspective indicate that accountability elements 
within PD, and in the surrounding context, may direct teachers towards policy compliance and quantitative measures. According to 
some studies, accountability elements can lead to decreased motivation, lower PD participation and higher teacher turnover. The 
balance between accountability and professionalism elements in PD policy seems to vary both within and between countries. However, 
some studies see a tendency towards an increased focus on accountability elements. 

3.3. Studies of organization/leadership 

As shown in Table 2, most studies from an organization/leadership perspective investigated PD enactment. These studies inves-
tigated the interplay between different aspects of schools’ or school districts’ organization based on interviews or observations at single 
schools or a small number of schools. Some studies in this category investigated teachers in leadership positions within PD programs. 
These studies show that teachers in such roles can support change processes, if they work strategically, are given opportunities to 
develop their understanding of the PD content, and share a clear vision with school and district leaders (Cooper et al., 2016; Gallucci 
et al., 2010). The studies also show that unclear role expectations limit the work that teachers in leader roles can carry out (Mangin & 
Dunsmore, 2015). A number of studies also investigated the cooperation within teacher teams. Scribner et al. (2007) explored how 
teacher teams contribute to distributed leadership within a school. The study indicated that teacher teams intended to identify and 
handle problems on their own need sufficient autonomy to carry out this task. The study also indicated that the social structure and 
dynamics of teacher teams must be attended to recurrently to maintain the quality of cooperation. Huggins (2011) investigates the 
initiation of professional learning communities in two schools. The results emphasize that the potential of such communities to 
contribute to school development largely depends on the support, structures, and pressure school leadership provides. Lastly, Robinson 
et al. (2017) compared the coordination and coherence of the development work carried out in five schools in relation to student 
outcomes. The study demonstrates that schools showing improved student results were characterized by a coherent focus on student 
outcomes, support for professional learning communities, and leadership persistently emphasizing the improvement effort. 

Studies from an organization/leadership perspective also investigated structural conditions for PD. Supovitz (2002) used surveys 
and student test results to analyze effects of efforts to build teacher teams within a school district. The results indicate that such in-
terventions alone might not suffice to change approaches to teaching. One proposed reason is that for changes to happen the work in 
teacher teams must be clearly directed to joint development of teaching. The results also indicate that students whose teacher teams 
cooperated tightly regarding teaching or by co-teaching performed better in terms of test results. Shirrell et al. (2019) investigate the 
significance of formal and informal PD for changing teachers’ practices and beliefs, respectively. The study shows, based on survey 
responses from teachers in two school districts, that informal PD was more important for changed practices, but that formal PD to a 
larger extent affected beliefs. The study also indicates that infrastructure that supports interaction between teachers could increase the 
effects of both informal and formal PD. Finally, Stein and Coburn (2008) investigate the significance of support structures within 
school districts for the development of communities of practice and opportunities for teacher learning. The study shows that school 
districts in which the relationship between teacher teams and principals was characterized by bidirectional communication offered 
teacher teams more meaningful opportunities to focus on students’ learning. 

To summarize, the studies from an organization/leadership perspective express relatively similar results, in that leadership and 
teacher teams can support school development and improve student learning outcomes if the right preconditions are present. The 
studies indicate that factors that may support such outcomes are coherent strategies, clear roles and responsibilities, a focus on 
teaching, and bidirectional communication between teachers and principals. Another factor that may contribute to this outcome is that 
both formal and informal exchanges between teachers are supported. 

3.4. Other 

As shown in Table 2, a number of studies used none of the three theoretical perspectives described above and were therefore 
classified into the “other” category. Two of these studies used institutional theory. Diehl (2019) analyzes teachers’ negotiation between 
various institutional logics during a PD initiative with an emphasis on professional learning communities. The study found that the 
introduction of professional learning communities highlighted institutional logics that destabilized routine practice by focusing on 
personal relations and innovations. Over time, though, these institutional logics were replaced or limited by an institutional logic 
emphasizing formal professional norms and routines. Ballangrud (2012) investigates governance systems within PD interventions. The 
study found that decentralization of the responsibility for PD to municipalities resulted in a new professional model for teachers, in 
which teachers were expected to be co-creators of change processes. Simultaneously, the new model made teachers more dependent 
upon the municipality and school leadership, since decentralization emphasized that municipalities and principals should lead school 
development. 

Studies also investigated how local, regional, and national policy actors interpreted and enacted policy messages from higher 
hierarchical levels. Erixon and Wahlström (2016) compared, in terms of re-contextualization, messages expressed by international 
policy actors (OECD and the European Union) with Swedish policy on mathematics teachers’ PD. The Swedish and international policy 
converged in that teachers were positioned as indispensable for increasing student learning outcomes and that PD, consequently, 
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should increase teachers’ ability to meet students’ varying needs in relation to the learning objectives in mathematics. Watson and 
Michael (2016) investigate a linguistic shift from professional development to professional learning in Scottish policy and how this shift 
was enacted by local administrators. The changed terminology was intended to emphasize teachers’ active participation in their PD, as 
opposed to an understanding of PD as external interventions in which teachers partake passively. The local administrators’ enactment 
of this shift was, however, linguistic rather than material because they organized the same routine activities, albeit under a different 
name. 

In summary, the studies using institutional theory, and those focusing on interpretation of policy messages from higher hierarchical 
levels, indicate that the investigated policy interventions clearly affect lower hierarchical levels. However, the messages are rein-
terpreted and adjusted to pre-existing local practices. Moreover, the studies show that policy messages emphasized teachers’ 
importance in change processes as well as for students’ learning. However, the emphasis on teachers’ participation in school devel-
opment also made teachers more dependent on external governance. 

4. Conclusions and discussion 

The concluding section of this review consists of three parts. First, the reviewed studies are evaluated against the framework 
described in Section 2 that is based on conclusions drawn in earlier reviews. Second, conclusions concerning historical tendencies in 
the use of PD as a policy instrument in the reviewed studies are synthesized. Third, remaining knowledge gaps and venues for further 
research are suggested. 

4.1. Conditions for achieving change in teaching 

Section 2 presented a framework of hypotheses regarding PD policy, which were based on conclusions presented in reviews by 
Knapp (2003) and Jaquith (2014) and supplemented by a hypothesis presented in Sykes and Wilson’s (2016) logic model of 
instructional policy. The following paragraphs evaluate the studies included in this review against this framework. 

Hypothesis 1. PD policy should target both teachers and administrators, since teachers’ learning partly relies on administrators’ under-
standing of teaching and learning. The latter actors are also important in that they may translate and adapt policies in ways that are more or less 
appropriate for local contexts. 

Some of the reviewed studies address this hypothesis, at least if Knapp’s term “administrators” is interpreted to include middle 
leaders such as literacy coaches, in addition to principals and state or district leaders and coordinators. Song’s (2008) study provides 
support for the hypothesis at an aggregated level by showing that a higher level of principal participation in PD was positively 
correlated with teacher participation in PD. Using a case study approach, Willis et al. (2019) showed that government-funded mentor 
training strengthened appointed mentors’ ability to influence how policies were enacted locally. However, the reach and quality of the 
mentors’ influence depended on the fact that they were awarded sufficient formal authority. This finding is at least partly mirrored in 
Mangin and Dunsmore’s (2015) study, which showed that the training literacy coaches received limited the coaches’ ability to in-
fluence groups of teachers or lead development work, since their role was framed as supporting individual teachers who sought their 
advice. One interpretation of the conclusions presented by these studies is that administrators’ learning is of consequence for teachers’ 
learning, but that it does not suffice for enabling them to develop and monitor teaching in school. For that result to happen, formal 
authority is also needed. 

Hypothesis 2. Different measures should be used in combination with one another and be coherently linked to other elements of policy or 
reform. 

The studies concerning this hypothesis present results in agreement with it, although policy ambitions to reach coherence are not 
always met in practice, and the meaning of coherence may be ambiguous. For example, a study by Robinson et al. (2017) provides 
support for the hypothesis by showing that schools demonstrating increasing student results during an improvement effort were 
characterized by coherence and persistence in their focus. In addition, Firestone et al.’s (2005) study on school districts’ use of pro-
fessional development indicates that a coherent focus on developing the knowledge on specific subject areas supported changed 
teaching practices. Furthermore, a number of studies that did not directly investigate coherence still provided evidence for the hy-
pothesis by showing that the outcomes of establishing literacy coaches, professional learning communities, and formal PD partici-
pation depended on their coherence with other elements of support structures. For example, a study of instructional coaching by 
Gallucci et al. (2010) stresses the importance of teachers in leader roles and school and district leaders sharing visions. Huggins’ (2011) 
study of professional learning communities shows that their contribution to school development depends on school leadership 
providing pressure and support structures. A study on the interaction between formal and informal PD and educational infrastructure 
(such as math coaches) by Shirrell et al. (2019) shows that infrastructure can enhance the effects of informal and formal PD. 

Hypothesis 3. Policies should build on information from practice and invite teachers to participate in the monitoring of the quality of 
teaching, learning and professional development. 

This hypothesis has received support in the included studies. For example, Stein and Coburn’s (2008) study shows that bidirectional 
communication between teacher teams and principals leads to more meaningful learning opportunities for teachers. In addition, a 
study of characteristics of the PD policies in states demonstrating improved student results by Jaquith et al. (2010) shows that 
cooperation with professional organizations to support PD in specific subject areas and to coordinate efforts between actors on 
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different levels were features the states had in common. However, studies also show that policy actors’ ambitions to emphasize teacher 
participation in development efforts are sometimes undermined by other policy measures. For example, Sandholtz and Scribner (2006) 
show that administrators intended to adhere to a PD model emphasizing teacher involvement, but that this intention was undermined 
by administrators’ desire for control. 

Hypothesis 4. Local actors should only be accountable for results to the extent that sufficient support for capability building is provided. 

It may be compelling to emphasize student learning outcomes in PD interventions – learning outcomes are important for students 
and other actors, and PD is often motivated by its ability to improve learning outcomes. However, in line with the fourth hypothesis, 
the reviewed studies demonstrate the downsides of a strong focus on quantitative outcomes. Studies included in this review (Hardy, 
2018, 2019; Lambirth et al., 2019) show that PD programs emphasizing accountability for student outcomes (for example, by 
designating teacher meetings for discussion of standardized tests) do focus teachers’ attention on quantitative measures, but that these 
only describe the quality of teaching and guide development work to a limited degree. In addition, studies indicate that high-stakes 
accountability within PD correlates with decreased job motivation and levels of PD participation (Bradford, 2009). Conversely, a 
focus on teacher cooperation and participation in school decisions correlates with less teacher turnover and a higher level of PD 
participation (Smith & Rowley, 2005). 

4.2. Historical tendencies in the use of PD as a policy instrument 

A large portion of the studies included in this review fall outside of the scope of the hypotheses discussed in part 5.1, as they concern 
historical tendencies in the use of PD as a policy instrument. These studies mainly describe two interrelated issues: the balance between 
state and local responsibility for teachers’PD, and the roles assigned to teachers and other actors in PD interventions. These issues also 
relate to differing views concerning teacher professionalism and development work. 

The studies concerning shifts between a central and local responsibility for PD are set in the U.S. (Cohen-Vogel, 2005; Long, 2014), 
U.K. (Bolam, 2000; Frankham & Hiett, 2011; Furlong, 2005; McMahon, 2009; Watson & Michael, 2016), Taiwan (Huang, 2016), 
Sweden (Kirsten & Wermke, 2017), and Norway (Ballangrud, 2012). They document that even when local actors formally bear the 
responsibility for PD, states have increased their interventions in the area. For example, policymakers have attempted to align policies 
and link PD to standards and evaluations to achieve a greater influence on practice (Huang, 2016; McMahon, 2009; Menter et al., 
2004). In addition, state grants for PD have intensified their requirements for recipient schools to adhere to (Kirsten & Wermke, 2017; 
Cohen-Vogel, 2005; Furlong, 2005; Long, 2014). 

These policy measures may be said to build on a logic that mistrusts the local ability to autonomously decide how schools and 
teaching should be developed. However, the means to steer local PD is more often a framework for local actors’ work rather than more 
direct state involvement, such as centrally developed PD programs. 

The changed responsibility distribution between state and local actors regarding PD is coupled with changed conceptions of teacher 
professionalism and leadership. Generally, the new ideas of professionalism and leadership that guide PD policies emphasize teachers’ 
active engagement and co-construction of PD enactment. One example of this is the linguistic shift from professional development to 
professional learning in Scottish policy, which was intended to emphasize teachers as active participants rather than passive recipients 
of PD (Watson & Michael, 2016). However, even though many studies document tendencies to highlight teachers as active change 
agents, they also describe teachers’ roles as circumscribed. For example, Ballangrud (2012) showed that even though teachers were 
positioned as co-creators of change processes, the new PD policies simultaneously made teachers more dependent upon higher hi-
erarchical levels, as the policies emphasized that PD should be led by municipalities and principals. In line with this, studies have 
documented that school leadership’s responsibility and engagement in teachers’ PD have been enforced (Frankham & Hiett, 2011; 
McMahon, 2009). 

4.3. Final remarks and remaining research gaps 

Based on 78 studies, this review has described three main theoretical perspectives in previous research on teachers’ professional 
development as a policy instrument: theory on governance, accountability/professionalism, and organization/leadership. Although 
still based on case studies in particular settings, an evaluation of the studies against conclusions presented in earlier reviews provided 
additional evidence for the following traits: PD has a greater effect on teachers’ learning when it (a) includes a focus on administrators’ 
learning, (b) is coherent with other policy measures, (c) builds on information from practice, and (d) handles accountability measures 
with caution. The review also found areas of research that were not covered in earlier reviews, particularly historical tendencies in the 
use of teachers’ professional development as a policy instrument. 

The introduction of this review summarized several scholars’ assertions about research gaps concerning PD as a policy instrument. 
In particular, the scholars highlighted the need for studies that investigate how PD strategies work in different settings (Bosche, 2018; 
Knapp, 2003; Müller et al., 2018). They also emphasized the need for studies on PD systems on a national level (Fussangel et al., 2010) 
and concerning the intersection between PD, policy, and professionalism (Kennedy, 2014). Based on the results (Sections 4.1-4.4) and 
conclusions (Sections 5.1-5.2) of this research review, the assertions about research gaps can be somewhat nuanced. 

First, studies have investigated states’ use of policy instruments regarding teachers’ PD from a governance perspective. Such studies 
have explored tendencies in a number of countries, mostly without simultaneously investigating the consequences for schools, 
teachers, or students. The few studies with such a combined focus provide an evidence base against which to evaluate hypotheses 
concerning how PD functions as a policy instrument (as described in Section 5.1) even though much remains to be investigated in this 
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area. Studies are especially scarce in countries other than the U.S. and regarding the relation between national frameworks and local 
enactment. Studies should also investigate how the forms of “effective PD” recommended in research and policy papers are recon-
textualized in different settings and in what ways that effectiveness is context-dependent. 

Second, many studies have investigated the balance between accountability and professionalism in PD policies and interventions, 
including the significance of this balance for teachers’ approaches to PD. This research highlights the risk that accountability elements 
direct teachers toward an instrumental approach, characterized by compliance with PD messages and a narrowed scope for teachers’ 
professional judgment. The analytical approach used in the studies on this topic tends to treat the relation between accountability and 
professionalism as dichotomous; however, this relation may come in many configurations. For example, accountability may be 
directed toward internal professional standards (rather than toward managers or state regulations). Such internal accountability is, in 
fact, an expression of professionalism (Mausethagen, 2013). Even though tensions between accountability and professionalism exist, 
the phenomena are often interlaced in practice in the form of organizational routines (Svensson, 2008). Thus, research on teachers’ PD 
from an accountability/professionalism perspective can be developed by investigating the consequences that different configurations 
of accountability systems provide for professionalism, as well as how PD can contribute to and build upon professionalism. Conse-
quently, important areas remain to be investigated in relation to Kennedy’s (2014) call for research at the intersection between PD, 
policy, and professionalism. 

Third, scholars have investigated the interplay among organizational elements within schools and school districts in terms of 
leadership and professional learning communities. To some extent, this research complements the research from an accountability/ 
professionalism perspective by focusing on the quality of interactions within teacher teams and between teachers and school lead-
ership. Thereby, such relations are understood as interplay rather than as opposing poles. However, the majority of the studies focusing 
on organizational elements investigate conditions within one or a few schools rather than the interaction between such conditions and 
surrounding governance systems. By incorporating the latter, the studies from an organizational perspective could build upon and 
extend the insights provided by studies from a governance or accountability/perspective. 

The above research recommendations highlight the need for attending to the PD work done by both policy actors and teachers. 
Thereby, studies may offer guidance for PD based on realistic assumptions about the conditions faced in states and districts as well as in 
classrooms. 
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