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The professional development landscape for university teachers has Received 17 November 2023
shifted from focusing solely on self-development, to maximising Accepted 26 July 2024
engagement with activities that are developmental, on-going and sys- KEYWORDS

tematic. A systematised literature review reveals the composition,  yniversity teacher
design and purpose of professional development for teachers within development; professional
university settings is diverse. Drawing on literature from an international development; systematised
context, this review offers a broader perspective on what makes profes- review; engagement and
sional development effective, widening our understanding to include motivation; pedagogy
what teaching professionals themselves value and prioritise. Using 16

peer-reviewed articles between 2012 and 2022, the diversity of profes-

sional development is explored across 13 different international per-

spectives. The findings show that pedagogical collaboration, in the

form of peer review teaching and the development of communities, is

valued amongst university teachers due to their intimate dialogic nature.

Factors such as relevance, structure and voluntary participation were

themes discussed influencing the engagement and motivation for uni-

versity teachers to self-develop and attend professional development.

Finally, we acknowledge the variability between international universi-

ties, such as resources and cultural differences, and how this might

influence the perception of professional development amongst univer-

sity teachers.

1. Introduction

The professional development of teachers in university settings has been a topic of substantive
debate over the past decade. The concept has been variously described: both from the normative
stance of ‘staff development” or ‘in-service training’ that focuses solely on the enhancement of
knowledge (Saberi and Amiri 2016), and as a nebulous, indefinable notion that evolves with
individual teacher needs (Sancar et al. 2021). Some educational researchers have defined the
purpose of professional development as the promotion of teacher quality, through peer observation,
providing informative feedback, and self-guidance towards the mastery of new skills (Darling-
Hammond 2021, Plucker and Callahan 2021). Others have stressed the importance of personal
reflection on learning experiences, as well as collaborating with others to generate critical thinking
(Webster-Wright 2009, Svendsen 2016). In general, it can be conceived as a systematic, longer-term
process that guides teachers to fulfil their role holistically (Villegas-Reimers 2003, Pokhrel and
Behera 2016).
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Professional development is increasingly a feature of university institutions worldwide
(Suwaed and Rahouma 2015, Jadskeld et al. 2017, Phothongsunan 2018, Dilshad et al. 2019).
This review draws deliberately on international literature, which proffers a range of per-
spectives on the purpose, content and implementation of professional development. The
way in which professional development is conceptualised differs amongst educational
cultures across the world, driven by both national government standards and institutional
expectations. For example, the Department for Education (2016) in the UK suggests that
effective professional development develops theoretical, practical and pedagogical knowledge
that draws on evidence to support the robust delivery of teaching, whilst others claim that
professional development is under-prioritised (Alma Economics 2022) and unrelatable
to day-to-day practice (Svendsen and Marion 2014). In the United States of America
(USA), university teachers adhere to the National Board for Professional Teaching
Standards, underpinned by five core propositions including student-centred outcomes,
commitment to student learning, having a competent knowledge base, and being respon-
sible for managing, monitoring and reflecting upon learning environments. In contrast,
universities in Singapore adopt a self-management approach where innovation and entre-
preneurship are encouraged, resulting in motivated, dynamic teachers who are skilled
within leadership (Darling-Hammond 2021). There is considerable value, then, in reviewing
the international literature on professional development of university teachers.

To identify what makes university teachers’ professional development in university settings
effective, we must clarify how we interpret effectiveness. The normative view on professional
development dictates that it is effective when it promotes teaching quality and enhances student
outcomes, such as attainment, continuation, and progression. Although we acknowledge that
teaching quality can indeed be influenced by professional development, we concur with Broer
(2019) and Hattie (2001) that it is notoriously difficult to measure objectively and assign correlation
with outcomes in any meaningful way.

Another interpretation of professional development is teachers’ interrogation of, and innova-
tion in, their own practices of teaching and learning (Potter and Kustra 2011). The extensive
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) field has long grappled with identifying the link
between the act of scholarship (reflection on, and changing of, teaching and learning practices,
as defined by Fanghanel et al. 2016), and the effectiveness of this process. Fung (2016) asks how
we can know that this scholarship improves student outcomes rather than simply changing
practice and proposes a broader argument that ‘good education’, framed through the German
concept of Bildung, might be brought about through a more collective approach of strength-
based scholarship of teaching practices. We harness this broader perspective to frame the
effectiveness of professional development. Thus, the aim of this review was to investigate and
identify the factors that make professional teacher development effective within international
university settings.

2. Methodology

The conceptual framework of any systematised literature review contains epistemological assump-
tions about the generation and validity of knowledge. An interpretivist (Alhojailan 2012) and
configurative approach was adopted that acknowledged that the content sourced would be sub-
jective and contingent (Armstrong 2010, Newman and Gough 2020). The systematised review
shares a similar process with the standard systematic review, although it does not adhere to such
strict rules and is often conducted with one researcher (Grant and Booth 2009). It facilitates the
collation of knowledge, through which the identification of common findings can inform practice
and make recommendations for future international research (T{imkaya and Miller 2020, Brennan
et al. 2021, Louis 2022).
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Table 1. Selection criteria.

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Peer-reviewed articles of primary research between No studies prior to January 2012 will be included in the study.
January 2012 and 2022.
Published articles from UK and other countries to  No studies that do not link specifically with university teacher
provide international perspective. development. Those that link to Higher Education (HE) and Further
Education (FE) are not considered specific to the study due to the
possible contextual difference between the term’s “university”, “HE”
and “FE".
Not limited to specific type of study design — open No studies published in a different language to English.
to both qualitative and quantitative data.
Full text availability

2.1. Systematised review design and search process

A formal process was followed to source and appraise the literature available, and the search
strategy involved strict selection criteria. The key search term ‘university teacher development’
was requested in the title and abstract of the EBSCOhost academic database. Limiters were applied
(Table 1). This generated a return of 215 peer-review articles, of which 193 were not fit for purpose
for the review due to their topics outside of the research area and/or were a duplication. Relevancy
was determined by whether the data referred to university teachers in university settings to previous
ambiguity. As peer review articles represent a standard of scholarly publication, utilising research
that has been scrutinised provides validity to topic discussions. To prevent researcher bias, each title
and abstract of the remaining articles was read thoroughly to examine the purpose of each study in
accordance with inclusion and exclusion criteria. This resulted in the 16 journal articles highlighted
in Table 2, a notably small number that recognises the broader challenge of finding correlations that
are representative of an international sample.

2.2, Data analysis

Retained research articles were analysed using the six-phase thematic analysis model developed by
Braun et al. (2016). Although it is mainly utilised for analysing primary qualitative data, thematic
analysis allows for all types of data information to be brought together to be interpreted, cross-
referenced and themed (Alhojailan 2012, Braun et al. 2016). To make sense of the information, we
examined and compared data from the abstract, methodologies and discussion chapters of each
article. We conducted two rounds of coding to utilise and organise all data, encouraging the
researchers to be freshly engaged with the data (Devine 2021). Core information was noted in
a succinct structure to provide a rudimentary comparative analysis (Table 2) (Alhojailan 2012).
Being mindful of the need to mitigate the researcher bias that is possible in interpretative analysis,
a thematic map was developed through using a systematic coding process (Figure 1). Many codes
were identified through analysis, but only data that looked to address the subject of the research was
used in the final review (Braun et al. 2016).

3. Discussion

Through reviewing the literature from thirteen different countries, three core patterns were
identified that contribute to our understanding of the effectiveness of university teacher profes-
sional development. The core themes were; the range of pedagogical interventions that constitute
professional development activities, the ways in which teachers are motivated towards self-
development, and the formats of engagement through which professional development is delivered.
The broadness of the topic areas that are discussed demonstrate the range of variables that impact
both the perceived value and effectiveness of professional development on teaching practice.
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What makes professional teacher
development in universities effective?
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Figure 1. Thematic map.

3.1. Pedagogical interventions

Professional development comprises a range of learning opportunities and resources to improve
teaching quality, including academic degrees, conferences, workshops and supervision (Bernstein
2008, Wise 2014, de Lange and Wittek 2020). The selection of these pedagogical interventions is
influenced by academics’ own agendas, whose choice of career and educational trajectories depend
on their priorities (McGrath 2020). A range of interventions was encountered within this review,
but we focus here on those more collectivist approaches, notably peer-review and the collaborative
nature of learning through communities of practice.

3.1.1. Peer review teaching

The design of peer review teaching has evolved over time, with the impact on teaching practice
being a key indicator of effectiveness (Richard et al. 2019). Peer reviews are also known as portfolios
(Bernstein 2008), formative and summative evaluations (Centra 1993) and peer observations (Engin
2016). Wennerberg and McGrath (2022) recognise the challenge of the ambiguous interpretation of
‘peer-review teaching’. This includes the traditional understanding of peer observation as a top-
down model of annual teacher evaluation and raises the question of their existence within university
structures (University and College Union n.d.).

The scope for utilising peer-review teaching as a pedagogical intervention differs between
institutions. Peer review faces challenges that relate to what teaching quality looks like (Esterhazy
et al. 2021) and staff reluctance due to anxiety driven by the power-dynamic of the feedback process.
McMahon et al. (2007) argue this is influenced by the interpreted purpose of professional devel-
opment, context of roles, and the ethos that institutions have.

The concept of a collective, developmental approach to peer review that prompts reflective
conversations, rather than a graded system, has evolved more recently as a mode of professional
development (O’Leary and Price 2016, Wennerberg and McGrath 2022). O’Leary and Savage (2020)
discovered ‘partnership observation’ and emphasise that variations in trust, understanding of
individual needs and commitment to the process can reduce the effectiveness of peer review. The
formality of the observation is also criticised, whereby high levels of formality can be perceived as
related to performance management agendas, therefore adding little value to the purpose of
professional development. In contrast, informality can invite accusations of lack of criticality and
rigour (Thomson et al. 2015).
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Wennerberg and McGrath’s (2022) study in Sweden provides a rich exploration of the nature
and efficacy of peer review teaching as a mode of professional development. They encouraged
participants to take part in peer review teaching, which provided an opportunity for collaboration
that enabled teachers to feel more confident with their own teaching pedagogy and their role within
the workplace (Bell and Cooper 2013). They found that relationships were strengthened with
colleagues that were not considered friends, suggesting less collaboration with those they perceive
closest to them, and supporting de Lange and Wittek’s (2020) claim that trust is integral to collegial
development.

Similarly, Shousha (2015) explored the impact of introducing peer review teaching within
a Saudi Arabian university but, in contrast to Wennerberg and McGrath (2022), their study
involved teachers developing their own peer review exercise with other teachers, rather than
being provided with resources to follow. This included agreeing an observation protocol and an
instrument of evaluation to be used as a guide during the observation. The purpose was to help
teachers develop themselves professionally and support other colleagues with their teaching prac-
tice. Of the six different ways that university teachers accessed professional development (reading
books and journals, attending and presenting workshops, peer observation, taking qualifications,
watching YouTube videos and sharing experiences through online communities of practice),
sharing experiences was mentioned least frequently and undertaking academic qualifications was
found to be the most popular means of accessing and evidencing professional development. All
teachers stated that peer observation was important, mentioning that it was an opportunity to
interact, collaborate and learn from other colleagues. The collaborative approach to professional
development was the least mentioned, suggesting teachers do not collaborate without a structured
development programme in place. However, as a result of the study’s intervention, over three
quarters of participants felt more motivated and willing to collaborate with others.

The concept of a “critical friend’ was highlighted by Wennerberg and McGrath (2022) within the
dialogue process of their proposed collegial approach to peer review. The concept focuses on the
relationship, generating mutual trust, friendship and appropriate challenge within a one-to-one
interaction as a form of feedback (Baskerville and Goldblatt 2009). It acknowledges the idea of
teacher isolation, recognising that teaching can occur in an unsociable landscape. It proposes the
connection with other colleagues, encouraging psychological and social benefits alongside sharing
reflective practice. The study suggested benefits for the wider landscape of university teachers, as
more experienced colleagues were reminded of the value of reflecting on their teaching practice.
McGrath’s previous research (McGrath 2020) found that the more experienced a teacher was, the
less they reflected on their current practice. Within the study, friction was noted during feedback
dialogues when academics were either not interested or did not agree with the peer reviewer’s
perspective. Interestingly, participants were able to choose who they wanted to undertake profes-
sional development with but had to follow specific structures of the developmental activities.

The study found, however, that those who did not believe in the structure of the dialogic
activities experienced tension, discomfort and nervousness. Institutional culture may also affect
a participant’s view on adopting the model (de Lange and Wittek 2020). Furthermore, Shousha
(2015) acknowledged that training must be provided to become a ‘critical friend’ or to occupy
a position of feedback ‘power’. The need for training on observational skills and giving
constructive feedback was a recommendation for future investigation, chiming with the findings
of other external studies such as Bozak et al. (2011) who discuss the need for educators to be
trained in communication in order to undertake peer review teaching. Although these conclu-
sions from both Wennerberg and McGrath (2022) and Shousha’s (2015) studies provide
opportunity for institutions to reflect upon for future professional development delivery, there
is a lack of informative direction or definition on what ‘good training’, or ‘competency’ might
look like for those undertaking feedback roles within this format. This raises the spectre of
institutional consensus of what ‘good teaching’ is, due to its ever-evolving nature, with reviewed
research and situational enhancements being relied upon the most to inform future professional
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development. As such, it remains unclear as to how peer review teaching can best be imple-
mented within university settings.

A broader link to creating social connections and exploring pedagogical interventions is the
widely researched topic area of academic identity (e.g. Hockings et al. 2009, Kreber 2010, Skelton
2012, Nevgi and Lofstrom 2014). Nevgi and Lofstrom (2015) considered academic identity and
found that not every academic within a university setting has the desire to be identified as
a ‘teacher’. Academics acquire a range of roles and dimensions within their position, with some
primarily based within research performance, output and competence. In contrast, others may have
teaching-based contracts with direct responsibility for degree programmes. This contrast in con-
tractual experiences may distinguish the type of environment the institution creates (McMahon
et al. 2007). Research driven environments may leave teacher identities underdeveloped and
academics left to figure out what ‘good’ teaching looks like. Likewise, if an institution is driven
by teaching and learning excellence, pedagogical knowledge may be developed more than those
research skills required by those who identify as researchers. Skelton (2012) argues that academics
can find themselves with multiple identities as a result, often contradicting each other. One of the
ways in which academics negotiate their multiple academic identities is through learning
collaboratively.

3.1.2. Collaborative learning

Collaboration allows teachers to play an active part in their learning process, which in turn has been
shown to have impact on teaching practice and to enhance engagement (Qureshi et al. 2021). The
studies from Wennerberg and McGrath (2022) and Shousha (2015) suggest there is collaborative
benefit through developing relationships within smaller conversational formats, such as one-to-one
or one-to-two participants. It also acknowledges that a level of consideration is needed for other
types of professional development such as workshops that may have larger audiences, posing
questions as to whether there is a participant limit on collaborative learning, and how effective it
may be to utilise as a form of professional development if smaller formats do have extensive
benefits.

The review yielded evidence that structured professional development activities afford space
and opportunity to dialogue and collaborate with colleagues, but that finding the right balance
of structure and agency makes the difference to how effective the development is for the
participants. Glaés-Coutts (2020) Swedish study over a four-year period found that professional
development happens effectively within a community of practice. The researcher developed an
informal approach to professional development, underpinned by principles of democracy,
equality and equity, and informed by current research within education. Communities of
learning evolved, where the group themselves negotiated the purpose and format of the
group. Participating in a community network group is a format of learning (Lave and
Wenger 1991), and Glaés-Coutts (2020) found that mutual engagement and shared knowledge
provided strength behind the concept. Sessional questionnaires were gathered from 150 parti-
cipants over the study period: participants acknowledged the value of exchanging ideas, learning
about colleagues’ problems and strengths of practice and concentrating on specific needs for
teachers with the same audience of learners.

We concluded from the studies in this part of the review that where teachers participated in
a collaborative space, they predominantly found it a supportive network that strengthened their
ability to teach. Structure can therefore be considered a fundamental component of the design of
effective professional development.

3.2. Motivation toward self-development and developing teacher self-efficacy

Professional development is not only concerned with the acquisition of knowledge, but with the
development of experience, skills and personal attributes needed to fulfil academic duties (Bertani
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and Tafel 1992). Diaz-Maggioli (2004) suggests that the traditional perspective of professional
development was of frequent coffee breaks and formal outfits. They argue that university teachers
were ‘forced’” into professional development that was heavily theoretical and unrelatable to the
classroom environment, resulting in a lack of motivation.

Motivation has been consistently identified as a key factor that influences training outcomes. It is
considered that just 10% of learning from a professional development workshop transfers back into
the workplace environment (Fitzpatrick 2001, Kupritz 2002) and investigating what optimally
motivates participants is crucial to understanding what constitutes effective professional develop-
ment. Applied to university teachers, if limited transferable learning into their practice can be
identified, their motivation to engage with professional development is likely to be diminished.

Several studies were found that addressed motivation within professional development of
university teachers. In Georgia, USA, Doghonadze (2016) discussed intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion. They found that 114 university lecturers were intrinsically motivated to engage in self-
development in a variety of ways, such as seeking new experiences within their institutions along-
side teaching and reading relevant topics. Extrinsic motivation came in the guise of a contractual
requirement every four to six years to engage with training initiatives outside of their role alongside
undertaking research. Motivation was higher when university teachers found professional devel-
opment to be challenging, flexible, relevant and applicable to their teaching, alongside enhancing
their self-esteem. The format of the self-development varied, with a blend of individual and peer-
based tasks. The data revealed that a high percentage of university teachers preferred to learn on
their own, with one mentioning ‘when flying alone, you have more chance to fly higher’
(Doghonadze 2016, p. 109). Although the voluntary participants were part of a larger sample,
Doghonadze’s work supports Wennerberg and McGrath’s (2022) extrapolation from their small
qualitative study that the current academic profession is generally isolated and unsupportive of
collaborative forms of professional development. This negative slant contradicts previous conclu-
sions of the value of collaborative learning (Shousha 2015, Qureshi et al. 2021, Wennerberg and
McGrath 2022). There is clearly scope for a professional development syllabus created by teachers,
rather than for teachers, which might combat the balance of participation and perceived value and
incorporate both independent and collaborative activities.

In Libya, Suwaed and Rahouma (2015) found that although the unstable nature of the country
highlighted cultural challenges, their model-based approach to professional development com-
batted low motivation. With this, academics were disappointed with the limited opportunities
offered to them, with most identifying workshops and courses as most valuable. This differs from
Doghonadze’s (2016) approach of understanding what teachers valued and what ‘worked’ for them.
In terms of self-development, Opfer et al. (2011) believe participants are more likely to seek self-
development the more unsatisfied they are, which contradicts views of professionals struggling to
engage in their own practice. This shows a potential difference in international and cultural
attitudes and suggests that the more limited resources are, the more academics are likely to look
elsewhere to fulfil their role requirements from a developmental viewpoint.

3.2.1. Self-determination theory

Understanding the underpinning purpose of any professional development is important in tea-
chers’ motivations towards self-development. In a public university in Thailand, Phothongsunan
(2018) found the underlying motive was career enhancement that resulted in financial gain. Gender
bias played a role in this conclusion, with 75% of the sample being female. Nevertheless, it presents
a perspective that motivation is influenced by tangible incentives. Thai professional development
develops opportunities for both tangible (degrees) and non-tangible (ideas) outcomes, demonstrat-
ing the usefulness of its inclusion to this review. Dilshad et al. (2019) also supported this in his study
highlighting a link with self-efficacy. He noted reading books enhances subject knowledge, and
producing research papers improves reputation and credibility. This study builds on the idea that
professional development must be relatable and applicable to generate engagement and motivation.
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It also highlights scope to investigate Thai learning structure and the design of professional
development to evaluate its effectiveness further. They look to upgrade their educators’ expertise
to maintain reputation but equally have issues surrounding excessive teacher workload and
institutionalised politics that can prevent educational growth (Phothongsunan 2018).

In their work on self-determination theory (SDT), Ryan and Deci (2017) argue that the
environment is the source of sustained, engaged and motivated learning. The theory affords the
view that there will be a higher chance of teachers engaging with professional development if their
basic psychological needs are met through feeling free to think independently, feeling competent in
their job role and feeling connected to those around them and to the topic area. It is thought that
such supportive environments can be fostered, although it means that a consistent collaborative
approach is required to meet the demands of the ever-changing staff body that the university sector
experiences (Lord 2022). There is substantial research on how an optimal learning environment is
created for students (Reeve 2016), but limited evidence on how to create a supportive environment
for teachers in the context of professional development (Glackin 2018).

In a study from Ecuador, Jaramillo-Baquerizo et al. (2021) framed motivation from
a psychological needs-based perspective, concluding that the design of professional development
is fundamental to its perceived value from academics. Doyle et al. (2018) suggests it should be
learner-centred, where strength and development areas are discovered. Yet, De Rijdt et al. (2014)
proposes a management-based model where senior academics in the institutions lead on delivery,
which could be problematic based on meeting psychological needs. Jaramillo-Baquerizo et al.
(2021) highlights the challenges of striking the balance between communicating institutional
needs (staff briefings and regulatory policies for example) and delivering on topics that directly
meet the practice needs of university teachers. This represents a vertical design approach, whereby
participants are encouraged to listen rather than involve themselves in the developmental activity.
This not only provides limited opportunity for teachers to reflect (Hill et al. 2013) but also supports
the idea that professional development should be more learner centred. Teachers are more likely to
self-endorse when they are given a choice of topic areas with which to engage, as well as opportunity
to reflect upon how the topic relates to them and their practice. Jaramillo-Baquerizo et al. (2021)
found that when individuals feel pressure to engage in professional development, it can be inter-
preted through self-determination theory where participants are frustrated with limited choice, feel
self-doubt about their knowledge and feel unconnected with the deliverers. With basic psycholo-
gical needs un-met, motivation decreases and defiance increases (Vansteenkiste and Ryan 2013).

Furthermore, Jaramillo-Baquerizo et al. (2021) study suggests that when discussing the motiva-
tion to engage with professional development, the external (extrinsic) institutional pressures must
be considered. In Ecuador, the accreditation processes driven by the government strongly shape the
design of the professional development that is delivered. As a result, teachers may feel more
pressure to shape their practice to accredited standards which may limit their own individual
personal and professional development of their practice resulting in limited pedagogical improve-
ment. Over a third of the interviewed participants stated they needed to feel a sense of competence
from professional development, through learning new skills in pedagogy to implement successfully.
To do this, teachers need to feel confident to transfer this into their practice. Thus, the design of
professional development should provide challenging tasks, immediate feedback and consistently
clear instructions. Design should balance what is institutionally expected with the creation of an
environment that empowers teachers to develop their own approach.

In relation to empowerment, teachers can feel constrained by institutional policy and standar-
disation (Kavanagh and Ari 2018), and as such become detached from their own teaching practice
and professional development formats that may influence. For example, institutions may direct
a specific way or structure of learning. This segues into the concept of transformative teachers who
embrace change and disrupt narratives that are unproductive to their development. How a teacher
views themselves personally and professionally can thus impact the development of this concept in
a professional development environment.
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3.2.2. Self-efficacy

The twin concepts of self-efficacy and teacher identity are thought to influence the perception
a teacher has of professional development. Previous studies have suggested that professional
development increases self-efficacy (Pekkarinen and Hirsto 2017, Tenzin et al. 2019, Ibrahim
et al. 2020) when activities are teacher centred. This supports Fabriz et al. (2021) study that
argues the design and focus of professional development should focus predominantly on the
needs of those attending. A Polish mixed-methods study conducted by Noben et al. (2021)
found that those who had less teaching experience perceived the professional development to be
most beneficial as it increased their feeling of competency. This not only further supports the
contribution of self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 2017), but acknowledges that experi-
ence and confidence are closely associated. Indeed, the perceived value of professional devel-
opment has been found to diminish amongst those with more years of teaching experience
(Fendler and Glaeser-Zikuda 2013). The more teachers were educated about effective teaching
strategies, the more they reflected upon their teaching ability. This reduced some participants’
self-efficacy, but Korthagen (2004) felt experiencing uncertainty is important to encourage the
possibility of trying new things.

The recognition that knowledge exchange is not always solely the teacher’s responsibility is key
to making sense of learning experiences. Noben et al. (2021) found that teachers share content with
students, but it is the learner’s responsibility to understand and fill gaps in their education to fulfil
assessment requirements. How the teacher provides those opportunities link to their sense of
empowerment to use pedagogy, but most found when changing their approach to a student-
centred learning environment, their own self-efficacy improved. This supports the concept that
the learning environment should be based around learner needs, to enable both lead and participant
development. Likewise, adopting a reflective and facilitative teaching approach further enhanced
this.

In their study in Germany, Fabriz et al. (2021) provide a supportive perspective by arguing that
professional development should allow teachers to have adequate knowledge to make informed
pedagogical choices to enhance learning outcomes. However, this process is self-regulated and
belies the assumption that when teachers allegedly acquire new skills from professional develop-
ment, they utilise them immediately in their teaching, thus increasing their competency and self-
efficacy (Bandura 1997). When participation is matched with assumptions of providing sufficient
knowledge and new skills, it places teachers in the same category as learners where it is not the full
responsibility of the deliverer to equip individuals with all knowledge. Thus, it should not be
assumed that sufficient knowledge has been acquired within a professional development session.

When considering the relationship between self-efficacy and learning design, and like other
research studies covered in this review, Fabriz et al. (2021) propose a structured professional
development programme. The first module consists of identifying the needs of individuals and
then linking to workshops on how to teach effectively through constructivist theories and presenta-
tion formats. The second module allows participants to choose from a range of topics that may
impact their teaching, such as assessment and feedback. The third module is compulsory and
includes subjects such as research strategies, mentoring and feedback. The study involved 73
participants, which involved pre- and post- measurements of self-efficacy and self-concept. The
researchers conclude that, overall, the participants’ self-efficacy improved through increased choice,
relevance and integration with experienced peers. They not only present a realistic model but
suggest that by ensuring novice teachers engage in professional development learning formats with
more experienced professionals, their efficacy and knowledge will be enhanced. Additionally, it was
noted that professional development can comprise compulsory aspects from an institutional view-
point, when blended with structured and relevant choice.

It has already been mentioned how isolation presents a potential barrier towards professional
development (Wennerberg and McGrath 2022). Brouwer et al. (2020) investigate the social con-
nections and relationships that university teachers have and explore how social capital and the
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formation of relationships help individuals realise and achieve discrete goals. It is thought that by
building a communication network based on a mutual connection, a sense of self-efficacy increases
through enhancing the social relationship. Unfortunately, Brouwer et al. (2020) discovered that, as
they become more experienced in their field, university teachers become less connected with their
peers than when they entered the profession, when they were seeking new ideas from others to
enhance their job satisfaction. Time constraints were identified as a significant factor, and so
without a structured programme in place, colleagues do not prioritise their professional develop-
ment and opportunities are missed for regular connection with familiar and unfamiliar staff for
exposure to new ideas.

3.3. Engagement with professional development

Professional development is generally designed to improve the quality of teaching and learning
(Drew and Klopper 2014) and its deliverers act as agents who unlock the transformation of theory
to practice in diverse teaching environments (Larsen-Freeman 2013). Effective professional devel-
opment requires sustained engagement, without which the impact on teaching quality is dimin-
ished. Dilshad et al. (2019) argue that the teaching workforce is the sole contributor to the
promotion of student achievement and external university status. Their exploration of what engages
university teachers within professional development spaces highlights the influence of engagement
formats, culture, and teachers’ personal and professional beliefs and values.

3.3.1. Formats of engagement

In many countries, the national picture of university performance is acquired through league tables
informed by various statistical data measurements (Barnett and Moher 2019). The impact of the
league tables can be economical, with higher-ranking universities attracting students with
a commensurate increase in fee income, but it can also be workforce related, where a skilled teacher
might attract and retain students. To perform their roles and responsibilities effectively within this
competitive landscape, it is widely accepted that university teachers must engage in professional
development (Dilshad et al. 2019).

Dilshad et al. (2019) conducted a study on professional development in Pakistan universities,
revealing that reading books, studying higher qualifications (such as a PhD), and engaging with
developmental resources were most engaging, similar to those found in Saudi Arabia by Shousha
(2015). Networking, mentoring, attending courses and being involved in research projects were
considered less engaging. Whilst all participants noted the importance of communication skills, the
results suggest that public universities in Pakistan favour non-verbal formats of professional
development over collaborative and dialogic approaches (Ryan and Deci 2017, Wennerberg and
McGrath 2022).

When institutions associate academics’ responsibilities (such as research output) with progres-
sion opportunities (and hence financial reward), it is unsurprising that teachers do not prioritise
their engagement with professional development that they perceive to be unrelated. Another study
by Jaaskeld et al. (2017) proposes that the presentation of evidence-informed material for enhancing
teaching practice generates mutual trust amongst teachers and enhances the likelihood of utilising
the material, whilst reducing issues that pertain to time management and workload as the profes-
sional development is deemed more valuable. Voluntary and flexible sessions allowed sufficient
opportunity for teachers for discussion and dissemination of knowledge for them to feel appro-
priately supported, both pedagogically and technologically. The challenge was highlighted when
discussing how both public and private Ecuadorian universities value professional development.
Specifically, they noted that members of senior management undervalue the programme, request
development is achieved in a specific timeframe and provide no allocated workload for professional
development. All variables hold significant influence in relation to understanding what makes
university teacher development effective.
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When reviewing formats of engagement, both Dilshad et al. (2019) and Jaéskeld et al. (2017)
promote reading, writing and interpretation skills as a prioritised learning format, rather than the
social, psychological concepts that have been reviewed (Ryan and Deci 2017, Wennerberg and
McGrath 2022). This contradicts Glaés-Coutts (2020), Wennerberg and McGrath (2022), and
Shousha (2015) research on university teachers seeking social, and shared connections, or struc-
tured community or face-to-face programmes proposed by Wennerberg and McGrath (2022) and
Shousha (2015), or online formats (Sia and Cheriet 2019). The prioritisation of student-centred
pedagogical practice (Muianga et al. 2019) seems inconsistent, as arguably reading and writing do
not necessarily promote theory-to-practice that other collaborative methods have found to be
effective. That said, Dilshad et al. (2019) did acknowledge support for accreditation-type activities,
which other European countries have been found not to recognise (Parsons et al. 2010). Like
Pakistani universities, Saudi Arabian (Shousha 2015) and South African (Ndebele et al. 2016)
institutions also recognise that working towards and achieving academic qualifications is
a leading form of professional development. This cultural leaning towards a rewards-based profes-
sional development subsequently affects the attitude and commitment to, and thus engagement
with, other learning formats when offered. Consequently, when universities prioritise the attain-
ment of academic qualifications as a form of professional development, they tend to encourage that
route solely.

3.3.2. Transfer of learning through professional development

Three variables influence the effectiveness of professional development: intervention design (i.e.
structure and support), work environment (i.e. strategic link, organisational support) and char-
acteristics of the learner (i.e. motivation and cognitive ability) (Jaramillo-Baquerizo et al. 2019). The
first two categories have been examined in previous sections of this review, and so this sub-section
considers how the characteristics of the teachers-as-learners can influence the effectiveness of
university teacher development schemes. In an Ecuadorian study of interviews with university
teachers, Jaramillo-Baquerizo et al. (2019) found that as Ecuadorian teachers are required to fulfil
hours of mandatory training to gain professorship status (de Educacién Superior 2017), thus
professional development must link to career trajectory to meaningfully engage. Likewise, Saberi
and Amiri (2016) found similar conclusions in the context of Iranian universities. They found that
notwithstanding the requirement to complete mandatory training, professional development is
seen as a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach, which therefore reduces engagement due to its inability to be
contextually meaningful to all university teachers. It also lacked critical reflection, which not only
impacted their ability to complete accredited qualifications, but also their ability to transfer the
learning to their own teaching environment. In both studies, Jaramillo-Baquerizo et al. (2019) and
Saberi and Amiri (2016) interviewed university teachers that had acquired a Master’s degree or PhD
qualification. Therefore, due to this being a requirement within most university settings (National
Careers Service n.d.), participants arguably had a good foundation of knowledge in terms of
teaching approaches to initially build upon.

Investigations into student perspectives present illuminating evidence for what makes pro-
fessional development of their teachers ‘effective’. For example, Jaramillo-Baquerizo et al. (2019)
found that students claimed to prefer an ‘excellent teacher’ rather than an ‘excellent profes-
sional’, suggesting that teaching quality (i.e. approach, skillset, engagement of students) is
preferable to teaching expertise as evidenced through qualifications. Although academic quali-
fications have a purpose in a university setting (Higher Education Academy 2012, Thornton
2014, Bell and Brooks 2019), Jaramillo-Baquerizo, et al’s study provides evidence from students,
arguably the recipients of teachers’ professional development, that higher qualifications do not
always correlate with excellent teaching expertise. This line of argument points to the value of
professional development that provides university teachers with tools that directly enhance
teaching quality.
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Teaching experience and ability are two further factors that affect engagement with professional
development. If sessions are not designed to meet the ability needs (or gaps of) teacher develop-
ment, there is a corresponding lack of engagement. Ecuadorian universities promote professional
development only to those less experienced (Jaramillo-Baquerizo et al. 2019) whilst, in contrast,
Saberi and Amiri’s (2016) study focuses on new university teachers. Iranian universities encourage
an alternative culture of self-directed development, with the view that it provides opportunity for
teachers to understand their own context independently (Saberi and Amiri 2016). Arguably, this is
difficult to do if they are not exposed to a range of professional development sessions with others,
contributing to the construction of knowledge. A conclusion from the review noted that without
collaborative approaches and follow up activities to support teachers, engagement cannot be
sustained.

3.3.3. The ‘cultural’ lens

When considering the culture and ethos of institutions, Ndebele et al. (2016) use Archer’s Social
Realist Theory (Archer 1995, 2000, 2007) to provide a framework for understanding how
structure, culture and agency interact to affect teacher engagement with professional develop-
ment. In their study of rural South African universities, the authors propose that the forces,
agencies and resources operating within rural universities differ to urban universities. In
contrast, Masinire et al. (2014) acknowledged ambiguity, pointing out that poverty, absence
of support and neglect also feature within more densely populated areas, as later reviewed
within Suwaed and Rahouma’s (2015) study.

Power relations, resources and structures of social arrangement can be present in any context
(Archer 2000). Archer (2000) notes that potential professional development barriers such as teacher
workload can link to a range of these factors as they involve structural organisation and interplay
between policy and resources. For example, one assumption is that heavy workload is commensu-
rate with insufficient staffing, which can result from inadequate financial resourcing within an
institution, thus placing higher demand on fewer staff. The outcome of this relationship is the lack
of resource to provide professional development in addition to the roles and responsibilities of
a teacher. Leibowitz et al. (2009) relate this to cultural factors, where insufficient staffing can create
negative environments for teachers, where the ability to enforce or encourage professional devel-
opment becomes more difficult, and motivation to enhance their professional practice is thus
curtailed. Archer (2000) extends her theoretical thinking to social responsibility and power,
where the role that teachers hold and the choices they make can impact the environment. For
example, some teachers will voluntarily commit to staff development regardless of the culture
(Barley and Beesley 2007), and others may commit to professional development as they perceive
their own need for improvement. These studies refer to teacher agency in a social context, where
personal power links to decision making, willingness and nature of action (Archer 2000).

Findings from Ndebele et al. (2016) suggest that engagement with professional development can
also be influenced by cultural attitudes held by the senior management team. Like Dilshad et al.
(2019) study, interviews revealed a lack of time for staff development due to cultural drive towards
achieving academic qualifications, rather than teaching and learning accolades. This is founded on
institutional structural views and constraints (Archer 2000), but promotes the view that profes-
sional development needs to move away from a qualification-driven phenomenon and take
purposeful priority within university cultures. Although these views may support teaching compe-
tency, it is premised again on the assumption that academic qualifications directly link to profes-
sional teaching quality (Thornton 2014). It also suggests the requirement for the staff body to be
extrinsically motivated, seeking tangible outcomes from any professional development that takes
place merely because of policy and procedure. Taking this to be the case, universities must consider
ways in which cultures can provide scope for other professional development opportunities that
might stimulate teachers intrinsically.
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3.3.4. Power of perception in relation to approaches to teaching

Approaches to teaching and learning are moulded from a teacher’s beliefs and value (Kdlméan
et al. 2020). Initially, teachers construct their own meaning of what ‘good’ teaching looks like,
influenced by their own experiences as well as institutional and curriculum design (Trigwell and
Prosser 1996). Professional development provides value in how it can engage teachers in
different ways that unsettle or adapt their previous conceptions, but barriers arise when new
approaches and practices are suggested, but lie beyond the sophistication or ability of the
teacher. Although Trigwell and Prosser (1996) is a dated source within Kalman et al. (2020)
study, they suggest that teachers do focus on specific teaching approaches without acknowl-
edging the potential of new approaches. For example, Kalman et al. (2020) identified that those
teachers from subjects such as engineering and mathematics tended to be focused on knowl-
edge, and those from education and humanity disciplines were more orientated towards
practice. This would suggest that some university teachers perceive more potential to experi-
ment and develop thinking skills than others and their discipline significantly influences their
attitude and application. That said, all university teachers found sharing and collaborating with
colleagues surrounding their teaching practice had a strong impact which indicates there is
a high level of engagement when colleagues can collaborate.

In their large-sample study in Finland and Hungary, Kalman et al. (2020) found that institutions
were generally perceived to be supportive in nature with a positive departmental culture overall. It
also recognised that teachers’ level of experience, notwithstanding discipline areas, was a significant
contributing factor to the findings. Teachers with the least experience were found to adopt a more
student-centred and practice-orientated approach. Contrastingly, teachers with the most experi-
ence were found to be more teacher-centred, knowledge and research focused. These conclusions
support the idea that approaches to teaching should be versatile and promote experimentation from
entry to the institution, which is not a predominant format of professional development within
reviewed studies. In turn, this may lead to consistent engagement and open-mindedness to
professional development as teaching experience grows within the sector.

Furthermore, Jadskeld et al. (2017) also conducted a study within Finland, which supported
Kalman et al. (2020) conclusion that the way in which teachers view professional development is
pivotal to its effectiveness. Jadskeld et al. (2017) found that if teachers view professional develop-
ment as valuable and rewarding, are consistently encouraged by senior management, and have the
necessary tools and networks to fulfil their role requirements, engagement will be at its highest.
Although there are a range of factors to consider, linked to mindset, interpersonal connections and
institutional resources, ensuring alignment between institutional expectations and professional
developmental programmes can overall enhance the relationship. As found in previous studies
(i.e. Kalman et al. 2020), universities in Finland have access to a high volume of employees. As such,
there was scope to develop a programme over three years and utilise 51 consistent participants who
undertook semi-structured interviews to explore factors that aid developmental work within their
institution. They found both supportive and constraining factors to the development of teaching
within this timeframe. Supportive factors linked to role integration, evidence-based knowledge,
workload, voluntary commitment and active support from hierarchy. In contrast, constraining
factors linked to lack of teacher involvement in design, development being seen within a limited
timeframe, financial rewards provided to research but not teaching and learning, as well as feeling
undervalued and under resourced.

Through the exploration of engagement factors within this section, our review highlights several
themes. Firstly, university teachers rely on informal ways of sharing practice with other colleagues
notwithstanding their discipline or expertise. Secondly, although some reviewed studies had pre-
ferred mediums for professional development, this was significantly influenced by the institutional
culture. There is more awareness and acknowledgement of the cultural dimensions of a department
or institution as an experienced teacher, which contributes to the contextual willingness to engage
in professional developmental activities. It is a consideration that when new academics enter
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university teaching, when they develop increased awareness of cultural attitudes adopted by more
experienced staff, it may hinder their engagement with the programme itself.

4. Conclusion

Our intention for this review was to progress the field of professional development for teachers in
university settings by understanding recent findings from studies conducted in the international
landscape of the effectiveness of university professional development. The review has uncovered
findings on preferred structure and design of professional development, as well as the multiple ways
in which value is perceived amongst those in the academic teaching domain. The findings are often
contingent on cultural and national context, but lessons can be learned from all the studies.

In general, it was found that professional development is perceived to be more valuable when it is
flexible, informal and structured in its design. Within peer review, smaller formats are favoured,
particularly with communities of colleagues that are unfamiliar with each other. The opportunity to
network with others allows for conversations to be intentional and meaningful to their context from
a pedagogical viewpoint, providing it is deemed relatable to them. The limitations of peer review
teaching are recognised within the feedback cycle, so competency training could be delivered to
ensure that the feedback role builds mutual trust within academic relationships and supports the
development of teaching practice. Introducing dialogue within professional development had
consistent significance within the reviewed articles but the studies highlighted the importance
that university teachers place on identifying tangible credibility in their professional development.
Pressure of attendance should be removed where feasible, with an increase in choice to encourage
teacher engagement.

Furthermore, self-determination theory helps us understand how university teachers can engage
with professional development and have their psychological needs fulfilled in relation to enhancing
their competency, autonomy and connection to teaching (Jaramillo-Baquerizo et al. 2021). It
encourages the view that professional development should be designed to consider the teacher’s
needs before the institutional or government agenda. This continues to build upon current research
that identifies challenges within the university professional development space (i.e. van Dijk et al.
2022; Ragupathi 2021; Sutherland 2018). With the design of professional development being
contentious, focusing on teachers’ perspectives, rather than institutional objectives, provides us
with valuable insight.

A proposal of teacher-created professional development was discussed to consider this further,
along with online learning which could be explored in further depth. Providers of professional
development activities for academic teachers will find value in considering the lessons learnt from
the international research studies covered by this review.

Broad data was yielded through the review of studies in rural, private and public universities,
affording us the ability to offer some conclusions as to what contributes to making a university
teacher development programme effective. Professional development for university teachers needs
to be relatable, meaningful, and appropriately designed to ensure there is a transfer of learning from
theory to practice. It also needs to be flexible, voluntary, and realistic for teachers to attend.
Enabling teachers to follow a balanced approach of information integration and co-operative,
collegial activities can help moderate the often contradictory and cultural views of teaching already
established in their departments.

Through the exploration of the diverse literature on what makes professional development
effective in an international university setting, this review has presented an understanding of the
complexity and variety of factors that feed into effective professional development, which is likely to
prove useful for those involved in providing such opportunities for university teachers. It has
highlighted three significant categories for consideration: the range of pedagogical interventions
that constitute professional development activities, the ways in which teachers are motivated
towards self-development, and the formats of engagement through which professional development
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is delivered. The review makes a significant contribution to the discussion on the effectiveness of
professional development, one which is often too closely premised on a narrow interpretation of
student outcomes that exceeds teachers’ direct influence through their teaching practice. By
drawing on perspectives from other cultures and countries, it also chimes with the spirit of
Fung’s proposal for more collectivist aspirations to good education, not merely good performance.

Institutional priorities might be informed by what this review reveals about teachers’ perceptions
of effectiveness. There are clearly lessons to be learnt on what helps to make professional develop-
ment more effective, ensuring that valuable time, energy, and resources are directed towards those
who make learning in university settings possible.
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