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Reader: Planning Effective CPD 
 

(capita selecta from Casier, H. and Changala, M, (2008) Strengthening the systems of continuing 

professional development (CPD) in primary colleges of education. Baseline report, Lusaka: VVOB and 

Ministry of Education) 

 

1. Basic principles 
The following principles are called basic because they should be considered in all CPD processes. 

At the centre of a school/college is the learner. So CPD should be focused on improving teaching and 

learning (as made clear in the definition and purpose of CPD). This should be based on the best 

available evidence about teaching and learning (National Staff Development Council, 2001; TDA, 

2007c). As a result CPD will be more effective as it is driven by a shared vision of the effective or 

improved practice being sought. 

It is generally recognised that it is important that there is as much ownership as possible to ensure 

commitment and enthusiasm from staff. Therefore educators should recognise CPD as a professional 

responsibility. Nobody can do their learning for them. In line with this constructivist view, educators 

(just like their students) must take ownership and control of their learning (bottom-up strategies). It 

is important to remember that people cannot be forced into more than superficial compliance with 

top down changes that they do not believe in. This does not mean that there is no place for top-down 

strategies. Top-down strategies are essential for policy implementation and it is better when both 

strategies intersect (Fullan, 2000).  

A final basic principle is to recognise that CPD is a right for all staff and that equality of access is 

promoted. Equality also implies that the CPD provision is differentiated recognising different learning 

styles, educators’ life stage and career aspirations. 

2. Process principles 
A systematic CPD cycle which comprises planning, implementing, monitoring and evaluating, was used 

to structure the findings as managing CPD in a systematic way is fundamental to effective practice. It 

is, therefore, important to look at each of these aspects in a little detail. 

2.1. Planning 

2.1.1. Identifying and prioritising needs 

A coherent system of identifying, analysing and prioritising needs should be established when 

developing a CPD programme in order to avoid overload and fragmentation.  

Identifying needs should be driven, fundamentally, by analysis of students’ performance (working 

backwards from the ultimate purpose of CPD) in order to define what educators need (Fullan, 2000; 

Hawley and Valli, 1999; National Staff Development Council, 2001; Schollaert and Leenheer, 2006). As 

such identified needs will be relevant to a particular context and linked to real problems that 

educators experience in practice.  
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In line with the purposes of CPD, it is recommended that the needs identification must balance system 

needs and individual needs with reference to the resources available in order to come up with a 

comprehensive CPD programme (Kelchtermans, 2004; TDA, 2007b). The TDA (2007a) recommended 

integrating performance management (individual needs), organisational self-evaluation (system 

needs), and CPD into a coherent cycle of planning. These processes should be aligned with the 

development/strategic plans as well. Other tools that can be of assistance in identifying needs are job 

descriptions outlining roles and responsibilities, relevant reports like inspection reports and 

competencies/standards frameworks for teacher educators and leadership (The Scottish Executive, 

2006; Koster and Dengerink, 2001). 

2.1.2. Planning to meet the needs 

Guskey (2000) recommends thinking big (having a comprehensive plan) but starting small 

(approaching change in a gradual, incremental manner) when it comes to planning. He advises not to 

take on too much at one time to protect teachers from unreasonable expectations and burnout. 

Teachers need time and opportunities to develop new practices. 

It is critical that the CPD activities meet the needs. Different strategies can be more appropriate for 

different needs. A whole array of differentiated learning opportunities (formal/informal, on-site/off-

site or individual/collaborative) must be considered when designing the CPD plan: participating and 

contributing to workshops/seminars/conferences (in-house/outdoors), short courses and award-

bearing programmes (distance, online, face-to-face), study tours, specialist expertise or consultancies, 

partnerships, networks, professional development meetings and professional development items in 

meetings, (informal) discussions with colleagues or students to reflect on practices, action research, 

action learning, case discussion, study groups, lesson study, reflective diaries, keeping professional 

portfolio’s, (research) projects, coaching, mentoring, critical friendships, team teaching, job 

shadowing, peer observation, developing and adapting new instructional/learning materials, rotating 

roles/jobs, structured feedback from students, sabbaticals, self study (Internet, books, journals, 

magazines, CD-ROMs, video’s, DVDs), appraisal and staff exchange.  

Change/learning is a process and it is important to understand that different strategies can be more 

appropriate for different phases in the change process. This was already recognised by Joyce and 

Shower’s (1980) training model (in Courtney, 2007; in Craft, 2000 ; in Guskey, 2000) that can be 

summarised as exploration of theory, demonstrations or modelling, simulated practice with feedback, 

coaching in the workplace. Each of these components impact on different levels: awareness, 

knowledge, skills and application. Similarly Loucks-Horsley et al (1998, p45) offered a model of five 

different purposes for strategies:  

� Strategies that focus on developing awareness 

� Strategies that focus on building knowledge and understanding 

� Strategies that help translate new knowledge into practice 

� Strategies that focus on practicing new knowledge 

� Strategies that provide opportunities to reflect 

Loucks-Horsley et al. also noted that individual strategies can serve more than one purpose. The main 

challenge is to find the optimal mix and to develop a coherent plan by assembling a combination of 

connected and ongoing strategies/activities (includes follow-up and support) that best meet the 

specific needs and context at a particular moment in time. 
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It was understandable that the traditional models of professional development (one-off workshops 

and courses) that focused mainly on the transmission of knowledge of an outside expert, and with 

little follow-up and support afterwards, were insufficient to result in real change in the classroom 

(Earley & Bubb, 2004). Just as many in the education community became convinced that students 

must be active constructers of knowledge, so was the learning in professional development of 

teachers being re-evaluated. Taking on board basic principles of socio-constructivist learning and 

factors specific to adult learning there seems to be some consensus (Craft, 2000; Day & Sachs, 2003; 

Earley & Bubb, 2004; Hawley and Valli, 199; Loucks-Horsley et al, 1998;) that effective professional 

development:  

� builds on previous knowledge and experiences; 

� involves educators in active, experiential learning (problem-centred approaches); 

� is relevant and context related (situated learning); 

� stimulates interaction and collaboration; 

� promotes ownership in learning; 

� promotes critical and systematic reflection. 

Strategies that facilitate this kind of CPD are the use of study/work groups, lesson study, coaching and 

mentoring (through activities like classroom observation, team teaching and planning lessons 

together) and action research (Earley & Bubb, 2004; Loucks-Horsley et al., 1998). The reader will notice 

that the above strategies of professional development are mainly on-site (embedded in daily practice) 

and collaborative. However, this does not mean that off-site learning and/or individual learning should 

be denied; on the contrary! 

Grundy and Robinson (2004) noted that on-site CPD in Australia had not really lived up to expectations 

and that there is strong swing back to programme delivery. Day and Leitch (2007) further reported: 

“School-based and school-focused CPD have gained in popularity … 

Yet they have found, ultimately, to be limited in their impact … and 

successful schools are now recognised as being learning communities 

in which principals/headteachers “delegate”, “distribute” or 

“disperse” their leadership functions, promote “collaborative” 

cultures and ensure a range of differentiated learning opportunities 

in and out of school which enable staff to benefit according to need.” 

(p708) 

It is, therefore, clear that school-based CPD must be enriched with new ideas and knowledge gained 

from sources beyond the school. In view of this, the establishment of partnerships (to access and gain 

support from outside expertise), networking of learning communities and award-bearing courses 

needs to be actively promoted.  

While building learning communities for educators to collaborate is seen to be critical for effective 

professional development, a lot of learning takes place outside the sessions. Learning cultures require 

balancing collegial, collaborative work on the one hand with individual, autonomous work on the other 

(Day and Leitch, 2007; Kelchtermans, 2004). 

So it is clear that “specific forms of CPD are less important than the learning processes in which 

teachers are asked to engage” (Day and Leitch, 2007, p723). Guskey (2000) noted that there is nothing 
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magic about people collaborating; it is more about how they are collaborating. Likewise Penuel et al 

(2007) noted that a workshop can be designed using reform-oriented principles and a coaching 

relationship can be traditional. So they preferred to focus on ‘proximity to practice’ (relevant, 

practical, and applicable). 

Not only are strategies important, but also the content areas of CPD for effectiveness. A factor (in 

support of CPD that is relevant, practical and applicable) to bear in mind when planning CPD is to focus 

on enhancement of educators’ content knowledge, how students learn that content (pedagogical 

content knowledge) and the use of various types of assessments (National Staff Development Council, 

2001). Garet et al (2001) believe that CPD focusing on general pedagogy is less effective. Other areas 

supported for CPD are theoretical understanding (teacher thinking and behaviour are influenced by 

their knowledge and beliefs) and continuous improvement in functional and process skills (E.g. 

learning-, collaboration-, enquiry- and ICT skills). 

2.2. Implementing, monitoring & evaluating 

It is important that procedures are in place to ensure that CPD provision is effective. CPD needs to be 

facilitated by people with the necessary experience, expertise and skills (from inside and outside the 

school) (TDA, 2007c). It is also critical to pay attention to sufficient communication and dissemination. 

Staff development monitoring and evaluation serves two broad purposes (Guskey, 2000): 

1) to better understand staff development so that it can be strengthened (double loop learning) 

2) to determine what effects staff development has in terms of its intended outcomes in order to 

find out if adjustments need to be made.  

Furthermore, educators want to know if staff development is making their work more effective and 

efficient. A positive evaluation contributes to the incentives for further learning. 

It is critical to identify the way in which the intended change will be assessed at organisational, 

individual and student levels. Guskey (2000) suggested the following five levels of evaluation: 

1) Participants’ reactions 

2) Participants’ learning from CPD 

3) Organisational support and change 

4) Participants’ use of new knowledge and skills 

5) Students outcomes 

The TDA (2007b, 2007c) recommended evaluating the cost-effectiveness of the CPD programme as 

well.  

It is acknowledged that demonstrating the impact of changes on student performance is not easy as 

the connection between CPD and student learning outcomes is complex and mediated by many other 

variables: particularly the school environment and home factors which also exert powerful pressure 

on student achievement (Fullan and Mascall, 2000; Guskey, 2000). 

Finally, it is good to recognize that effective evaluation (TDA, 2007c): 

• is planned from the outset; 
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• should be integrated and not an add-on; much can be incorporated into performance 

management procedures and the organisation’s self-evaluation; 

• guides subsequent professional development efforts. 

 

3. Contextual factors (a supportive environment for CPD) 
The above principles and characteristics of effective CPD provide some guidance to strengthening CPD 

systems. However, many organisational factors (such as leadership, organisational culture, resources, 

reward system and policies) can enhance or limit the effectiveness of CPD. The reader is referred to 

further literature for more details as it is beyond the scope of this paper to elaborate on each of these 

factors. 
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