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Mapping the Evolving Teacher Professional Development

Landscape in the United Arab Emirates

Abstract

One of the goals of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is to be the centre
of excellence in both education and research in the Middle East.
Radical educational reforms  have been introduced with  substantial
governmental support provided to ensure thatthe essential standards
of quality are met in terms of teacher professional development (TPD) as the
country transitions to a knowledge-based economy. Given UAE’s unique
demographic landscape, itis of great interest to map the evolving TPD
landscape in the country from its historical beginnings to the current
initiatives being done and future initiatives being conceptualized in
government and private schools. The paper focuses on TPD in the following
areas: early childhood, special education, educational leadership, health and
physical education. The resulting shifts in the UAE educational landscape as
a function of the pandemic across these specific disciplines are discussed.
The impact on field experiences among preservice
teachers and the continuous professional development opportunities for in-
service teachers are further explored. Moreover, the authors will touch
on some best practices and challenges in providing TPD in the UAE, in light
of stringent quality assurance systems in teacher education. It is argued that
there is a lack of centralization by way of a cohesive framework that
effectively structures the implementation of a TPD model that is aligned and
customized to the needs of its stakeholders. This provides a unique
opportunity for educators to chart their own roadmap and collectively

define the evolving educational landscape.

Keywords: teacher professional development in UAE, teacher
training in the UAE
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Introduction

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) is a young country, having only been
amalgamated into seven sheikhdoms in 1971, namely: Abu Dhabi (the
country’s capital), Dubai, Fujairah, Ras Al Khaimah, Sharjah, Umm al Quwain
and Ajman. The nation has had unprecedented economic growth — from
being an unknown backwater in the Middle East to being one of the world’s
wealthiest financial hubs — owing to its being an oil-rich country (Boyle,
2012). Similar to other countries in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
region (inclusive of Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Oman), UAE is
gradually transitioning into a knowledge-based system, with a greater focus
on building the capacity of its citizenry and developing human capital
(Alsharari, 2018; Alghamdi, 2014).

The UAE’s Minister of Education stated: “We want to move from an
economy based on oil to a new economy based on human knowledge”
(Ministry of Education, 2017). This is evident in UAE spending as much as
20% of its national budget (approximately 2.7 billion USD) on education
(Gobert, 2019), with investment channelled to science, technology,
innovation, research and development (Ahmed & Abdalla Alfaki, 2013). An
International Monetary Fund (IMF) report in 2017 indicated that the
expenditure of UAE on public education was greater than in other
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) country
(Bibolov et al., 2017).

The transformation from the country’s “humble educational origins
in palm frond huts in the early twentieth century” (Gallagher, 20193, p. 1),
with an imam attached to the local mosque serving as the informal teacher,
to being an international satellite host to world-class higher educational
institutes such as New York University of Abu Dhabi (Mahani & Molki, 2011)
and Sorbonne University (Gallagher, 2019a). These examples are a

testament to the rapidly evolving educational landscape of the country.
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UAE’s ambitious goal of being the veritable “centre of educational
and research excellence in the Middle East” (Alsharari, 2018, p. 366) is worth
a closer examination, particularly in reference to how teacher professional
development (TPD) has developed, and continue to grow, in just over 50
years since the federation was established. Despite said goal, researchers
observed that “there is no national plan or coordinated strategy as such to
develop the UAE as an education hub” (Fox & Alshamisi, 2014, p. 67), which
the authors of this article contend has been exacerbated by the COVID-19
pandemic. This constantly evolving academic terrain brings both a challenge
and an opportunity for researchers, scholars, and practitioners to define and

map this evolving educational landscape.

In this paper, the authors ascribe to the definition of TPD as a
continuum that begins from preservice teacher education to the early years
of the novice teacher, all throughout the rest of their teaching career

(European Commission, 2010; Livingston, 2012; Niemi, 2015).

The paper is divided into the following sections: (1) Contextual
factors in UAE’s educational system; (2) a historical overview of TPD in the
UAE; (3) continuous professional development opportunities and graduate
programs for in-service teachers; (4) mapping TPD across specializations and
the impact of COVID-19, specifically in the following areas: (4a) Early
childhood, (4b) health and physical education, (4c) educational leadership,
(4d) online field experiences for preservice teachers; (5) TPD case study in
special education, and finally, (6) conclusion, which charts a roadmap for the
future of TPD in the UAE.

Contextual Factors in UAE’s Educational System
UAE’s educational system is divided into six sectors (Gallagher, 2019a):

1. Early childhood education: from birth to 4 years;

2. Kindergarten 1 and 2: from 4-5 years of age;
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Cycle 1: 6-11 years old (Grades 1-5);

P

Cycle 2: 12-14 years old (Grades 6-9);
Cycle 3: 15-17 years old (Grades 10-12);

6. University/college: 17+ years

Emirati citizens do not have to pay for their education if they enrol in
government schools (referred interchangeably in this paper as public, or
state-funded schools) from infancy to adulthood. However, non-nationals
who obtain a grade of A in Arabic, English, and Mathematics, and thus are
categorized as distinguished students, have the option to enrol as fee-paying
students in government schools so long as Emirati citizens still comprise 80%
of the student population (Gallagher, 2019a).

Given this figure, it is important to point out that as of 2018, Emirati
citizens constitute only 11% of the estimated population of 9.54 million in
the country (Global Media Insight [GMI], 2018), with an exceptionally large
international transient community (over 200 hundred nationalities) of
migrant and expatriate workers (Stephenson & Rajendram, 2019) and South
Asians making up nearly 60% of the population (GMI, 2018). This contributes
to a highly multicultural, multi-ethnic, and multilingual society (Al Qasimi,
2017), especially in Abu Dhabi where national citizens comprise only 19% of
the population (Statistics Center of Abu Dhabi, 2020) and in Dubai, where
only around 8% of the population are Emirati nationals (Dubai Statistics
Center, 2020). This is worth highlighting since other Emirates may not have
a similar population distribution, with a greater concentration of ethnic
diversity in the Emirates of Abu Dhabi and Dubai. In other words, such
regional differences have an impact on the preponderance of private versus

public schools, depending on where one lives in the UAE.

Moreover, the demographic imbalance has implications when it

comes to the hiring and recruitment of teachers coming from outside of the
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country, since there are not enough locally trained Emirati teachers
(Gallagher, 2019b). While there are around 36% Emirati teachers in public
schools, there is only 0.3% of Emirati teachers in the private school sector
(Statistics Center of Abu Dhabi, 2017), indicative of a reliance on non-
national teachers (Gallagher, 2019b).

Migrant and expatriate workers in the UAE bring their families and
children with them, resulting in the country having the largest number of
immigrant students as seen in a recent report by OECD (2020). Given the
restrictions when it comes to enrolling in government schools, fee-paying
private schools have increased over the years (Arabian Business, 2017) to
respond to the needs of the growing international community, especially in
Abu Dhabi and Dubai where private schools are found to outnumber public
schools. The increasing number and diversity of private schools that cater to
the student population necessitated the formation of government
regulating bodies to ensure that all schools meet quality educational
standards. The Knowledge and Human Development Authority (KHDA) and
the Dubai Schools Inspection Bureau (DSIB) were established in Dubai in
2006 and 2007, respectively, to oversee the private school sector. The Abu
Dhabi Education Council (ADEC) — now referred to as Abu Dhabi Department
of Education and Knowledge (ADEK) — spearheaded the transformation of
the public-school sector in 2005. ADEK was disbanded and re-amalgamated
as part of the UAE Ministry of Education (MOE) in September 2017
(Gallagher, 2019a) in attempts to launch a more unified educational system

to standardize teaching and learning (Tamim & Colburn, 2019).

This objective to consistently improve the quality and raise the
standards of education have resulting consequences when it comes to initial
teacher training and continuous professional development in the country.
This becomes even more urgent in light of UAE’s performance in
international standardized tests. The UAE first started participating in

international standardized testing - specifically, the Program for

[ 3]
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International Student Assessment (PISA) and International Trends in
Mathematics and Science Study [TIMSS] in 2009. This immediately became
part of the National Agenda for Education with the overarching goal of being

among the top 20 countries internationally in PISA by 2021 (Vision 2021).

However, recent results from PISA 2018 revealed how students in the
UAE scored lower than the OECD average in reading, mathematics, and
science (OECD, 2019), leading scholars to note “that much has been
achieved, but much still needs to be done” (Gallagher, 20193, p. 2). Given
how said targets in education are now considered to be a significant part of
the country’s national priority (KHDA, 2017), there has been an increasing

sense of urgency to massively train teachers to meet these demands.

A Historical Overview of TPD in the UAE

The educational system of UAE was developed in large part through
extensive international consultation: first with the assistance of Egyptian
educators in 1973, then with experts from Canada and the United States of
America providing direction by way of curricular models in the 80s and 90s,
and Singapore’s National Institute of Education (NIE) helping set up the
country’s first teachers’ college in 2007 (Gallagher, 2019a).

Throughout its development as a country, there has been a constant
push-and-pull between quantity (increasing the number of local teachers)
and quality (meeting international professional standards) — not to mention
the push-and-pull between Emiratization (as part of developing the
country’s national identity) (Gallagher, 2019a), and the need for
globalization (also part of the government’s objective to develop future-
ready global citizens to meet 215 century learning needs) (Al Kaabi, 2020).
Hence, it is interesting to examine how TPD has evolved in light of this

tension brought about by competing demands.

Historically, the Arabic-based Egyptian model is characterized by a

largely teacher-directed, didactic approach that is still being practiced in
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some UAE classrooms today (Ridge et al., 2017). In the absence of a teaching
force in 1970s and 1980s, there was a need to recruit teachers from Jordan,
Lebanon, Palestine, Syria (Gallagher, 2019b), who were found to be largely
untrained when it comes to pedagogical knowledge, resulting to poor
learning outcomes of the student population (Ridge, 2010). This issue is
compounded by the need to boost the number of Emirati teachers,
perceived to be crucial in instilling national and ethnic pride (Gobert, 2019).
Gardner (1995) reported that, in order to increase the numbers of local
teachers, the only requirement at the time was a secondary school
certificate for nationals who indicated a desire to teach in government
schools: neither a college degree nor a teacher training course were
mandatory. This issue was only addressed when United Arab Emirates
University (UAEU) began training teachers in 1977, effectively serving as the
“major provider of preservice teacher education to nationals” (Gardner,
1995, p. 294).

Other teacher-training institutes have started developing in late
1980s in response to the growing demand for teachers, specifically: the (1)
Higher Colleges of Technology established in 1988 with Canadian
consultants, (2) Zayed University established in 1988, which offers an
American style education, and (3) Emirates College for Advanced Education
established in 2007, with Singapore’s NIE providing training (Gallagher,
2019b). This pivot is brought about by the country’s desire to emulate
international standards from countries that score high on international
standardized testing such as Singapore (Gallagher, 2019a), resulting in a
massive reorientation of teacher preparation programs. There was also a
move from a purely Arabic medium of instruction to a bilingual (Arabic-and-
English) instruction in government schools (Badri & Al Khaili, 2014),
necessitating a recruitment of more Anglophone teachers to meet this
demand (Gallagher, 2019b).

[ 3]



Mapping the Evolving Teacher Professional Development

Rhoda-B | l.
Landscape in the United Arab Emirates oda-Bacsal et a

All these changes resulted in a radical movement from a teacher-
directed pedagogical approach to a more reflective practitioner model that
puts a premium on evidence-based approaches and establishing a theory-
practice nexus. However, it is to be noted that senior in-service teachers still
largely practice the former (see Ridge et al., 2017), whereas preservice
teachers are now being taught the learner-cantered approaches. A
consequence of this is the reported “misunderstanding and resistance”
(Gallagher, 2019b, p. 133) experienced by teacher candidates as they engage
in their practicum or field-based attachments.

A study on beginning teachers in the UAE (lbrahim, 2012) revealed
that new Emirati teachers lack requisite support and mentorship for them to
be able to effectively carry out their tasks: “Beginning teachers are left to
sink or swim and consequently, go through a hard survival stage; they are
given heavy workloads, asked to teach challenging pupils and expected to
work individually without asking for help” (p. 547). Evidently, there is a
pressing need for mentors whose philosophy and pedagogies are aligned
with the more constructive approaches received by novice teachers as part
of their preservice education, and the need for continuous professional
development and further learning for in-service teachers.

Continuous Professional Development Opportunities and Graduate
Programs for In-service Teachers

With the growing number of teacher-training institutes that have
developed over the vyears, there is now access to furthering one’s
qualification and professional growth as an educator. Among government
teachers, three weeks at the beginning and end of two teaching semesters
are reserved for mandatory professional development (Gallagher, 2019b),
with teachers able to select from an array of available courses.

However, recent OECD (2020) survey results indicate that TPD in the
UAE primarily consists of stand-alone courses or seminars which teachers
frequently attend by themselves, divorced from their specific school context
and lacking in thematic structure or coherence.

[ 3 )
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Postgraduate education also needs to be developed further with only
less than 3% of teachers reported to have a Master’s degree (Badri & Al
Khaili, 2014). UAEU still takes leadership in this regard, being one of two
institutions (British University in Dubai being the second one) offering in-
country Doctorate in Education programs (Gallagher, 2019b), and the only
institution to offer a Master of Educational Innovation in the whole country.

In Abu Dhabi, ADEK led professional development initiatives until
2016 when it was subsumed under the MOE, which aimed to standardize
initiatives across the different Emirates. To provide equity of access to TPD
opportunities, MOE has established a state school for TPD in the smallest
Emirate in the country, Ajman, which is accessible to many teachers
throughout the UAE (Gallagher, 2019b). Despite this, the provision,
effectiveness, and evaluation of TPD remains largely unexplored in the
smaller Emirates. For example, while teachers in Abu Dhabi are expected to
spend 90 minutes per week on compulsory TPD since 2009, usually
conducted by a Head of Faculty from a Western school system (Blaik Hourani
& Litz, 2018; Dickson et al., 2015), it is not clear whether this practice has

been uniformly established across the other Emirates.

Despite this unevenness in policy implementation, it is worthwhile to
note that the OECD’s (2020) Teaching and Learning International Survey
(TALIS) results revealed that “teachers in the UAE report mostly positive
experiences with their professional development” (p. 66), indicating a
satisfaction with the training they received, with reports of positive impact

on their teaching practice.

Thus, it would be instructive to examine in closer detail what is
happening across certain areas of specializations. These are selected
specifically as they represent an overview of the areas that the country
considers to be a priority. Moreover, the impact of COVID-19 across said

specializations has likewise been explored.
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Mapping TPD Across Specializations and Resulting Shifts in the landscape
due to COVID-19

When the COVID-19 pandemic started in 2020, the Prime Minister of
the UAE, HH Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum announced:
“Schools are closed, but education will never stop. The UAE is the well-
equipped nation for smart learning” (Emirates 24/7, 2020). Evidently, there
are concerted efforts from the country’s leadership to reassure the public
regarding the state of education: from the parents to their children, school

leaders to teachers, staff and administrators alike.

The MOE announced the school closure on March 8, 2020 for K-12
and university level in all emirates. This step has been taken all over the
country to maintain the safety of students and enhance the protective
measures to control the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. Nursery
schools have been closed all over the country until further notice
(Government’s Efforts, 2020).

In order to successfully navigate the rapid transition to a fully online
learning platform, MOE has taken measured steps to address the needs of
teachers and school leaders to make the online learning process more
meaningful and engaging. A distance specialized training was implemented
for one week to more than 25,000 teachers and administrators in public
schools, in addition to more than 9,200 teachers and administrators from
private schools (Government.ae, 2021). MOE provided guidelines for
teachers, administrators, and parents on how to manage students’
behaviours while going through distance learning. KHDA in Dubai launched
an e-learning platform to promote online classes for school students during

the pandemic outbreak.

More importantly, the Al Qasimi Foundation began collecting
pertinent data starting in April 2020 to determine the impact of COVID-19
on education in the UAE (Erfurth & Ridge, 2020). There were approximately
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700 participants surveyed, consisting of students, parents, teachers and
administrators in public and private schools. Results indicated that despite
the official directives mentioned above on training conducted to teachers in
both public and private schools — the administrators, teachers, parents, and
students who were part of this study reported receiving little training on
distance learning — yet they claimed to feel relatively well-prepared to meet
the demands of online education. It was also found that work and school
days have become more stressful for educators and learners, and this is even
made more salient for working parents coming from disadvantaged

socioeconomic backgrounds.

Concerted efforts were done by the government to address the
economic disparity made even more glaring by the sudden shift to online
learning and to meet the needs of the vulnerable sectors of the community
who may not have laptops or reliable internet connections. MOE has
distributed 50,000 PCs and laptops to students from grades 5 to 9 in 151
public schools to support them during distance learning and offered an
initiative to provide free internet service on mobile phones of UAE nationals
and residents. This free service was provided only to two categories of
students: low-income students who do not have home internet service and

those who stay in remote areas with no home internet service.

Ras Al Khaimah (RAK) has a network of four charity schools offered
free of charge to expatriates who cannot otherwise afford an education.
There are similar charitable educational institutions known as the National
Charity Schools in Dubai, Sharjah, and Ajman (Juma Al-Majid Center, 2020).
All these charity schools collectively reach around 11,000 disadvantaged
students. During the pandemic, the charity schools distributed 850 laptops
to families in RAK who lacked resources, and worked with MOE to provide
internet packages to families who had limited means (Erfurth & Ridge, 2020).
Similar drives to meet technological needs have been initiated across the

different Emirates (Nasir, 2020).
[ )
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Itis important to point out, however, that meeting the infrastructure
needs is only one part of distance learning. Erfurth and Ridge (2020) cited
other challenges including the difficulty in enforcing student attendance and
engagement, lack of parental involvement, and weak or inconsistent
internet connections, just to cite a few.

During the 2021/2022 school year, the educational system in UAE
adopted a flexible framework. The blended learning has been adopted (70%
physical attendance in schools and 30% online learning) for K-12 public
schools. Private and international schools provided parents the option to
have either a face-to-face learning or fully online learning mode, depending
on family resources and children’s needs and abilities. Policies and
instructions related to classroom density were put in place to comply with
health regulations and there was greater flexibility of the school schedule
based on individual students’ needs. A HyFlex teaching modality (hybrid
flexible course format that combines face-to-face and online learning as an
instructional approach) was introduced to higher educational institutions
such as the UAEU whereby the course instructor can simultaneously work
with university students who are physically attending the class and those
who have opted to attend the class remotely.

The following sections now highlight how TPD has evolved across
specific fields of study and the impact of COVID-19 on the following: (1) early
childhood, (2) health and physical education, (3) educational leadership, and
(4) online field experiences for preservice teachers.

Early Childhood TPD and Impact of COVID-19

In the UAE, according to federal law, the compulsory school age for
students is six years (MOE, 2021). Official statistics show that the uptake of
preschool care (age 4-6) is very high, at 97% (Vision 2021). All education and
care providers for the early age range are licensed and inspected; however,
the distinction within ‘early childhood’ between education and care remains
evident. The very early age range of birth to four is, by necessity, more
characterised as care than education.

[ 2]
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To address this particular need, Abu Dhabi Early Childhood Authority
(AD ECA), a governmental organization established in 2019, worked
alongside partners such as the MOE, Sharjah Education Council and ADEK to
offer training opportunities such as the Nursery workers training program:
“Improving Today for a Better Tomorrow.” This program offers up to 100
hours of free training for those working in nursery settings, with the ultimate
aim of upskilling the existing workforce. AD ECA further aims to “increase
the number of high-quality early childhood development related education
and professional development opportunities that are available and
accessible to practitioners” (AD ECA, 2021, n. p.).

Degree programs in early childhood education (ECE) are offered by
three federal institutions in the UAE: UAEU; Higher Colleges of Technology;
and Zayed University. Students who graduate from these programs are
qualified to teach in settings with children aged up to eight years. All of the
programs include courses on general education, special education, early
childhood and a practicum or student teaching course. The programs offered
by the three federal institutions are broadly comparable, in content, to those
taught elsewhere in the region and internationally. In addition to the three
main higher education providers in the UAE, private institutions have begun
to enter the market. These universities tend to be branch campuses of
international universities. For example, Middlesex University in Dubai, which
is a branch campus of a UK university, offers a Bachelors of Arts program in
Early Childhood Studies. These programs do not, however, qualify graduates
to teach in the UAE.

The College of Education (CEDU) at the UAEU offers a creative
curriculum within the undergraduate program (BEd) in ECE. Some of the ECE
courses offered include health and care; planning and implementation of
ECE curriculum; assessment; family, community, culture; early childhood
development and learning; children’s play; science education for young

children; and early childhood learning environments. The students who are
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registered on the ECE program undertake a variety of teaching experiences
which culminate in an entire semester spent in early childhood settings. In
addition to the curriculum, students are offered additional workshops
delivered by specialists aimed at preparing them for a career in teaching.
Some of these workshops include preparing for the early childhood

classroom offered by MOE and working with children with autism.

Moreover, the CEDU Teacher Education Committee organizes events
in which student teachers, the teachers who work with them in school,
school principals and faculty are invited to attend a two-day conference
including workshops and symposia. The purpose of this yearly event is to not
only provide additional training from the field for student teachers but to
continue to build effective partnerships and provide additional training for
cooperative teachers. In addition, CEDU have an ECE laboratory to support
students, schools and community with high quality early childhood care and
educational experiences. For example, local kindergarten school children
and teachers are often invited to celebrate the ‘International Day of the
Child.” The ECE laboratory also acts as a hub for students to carry out micro-
teaching sessions as they design effective, caring, and safe learning

environments for children.

Teachers working with MOE, SEC, and ADEK, have a mandatory
requirement of 30 hours of professional development yearly, which is
provided through the employers and individual schools. These sessions are
held in the week before the start of each term, when teachers are required
to be in school without students in attendance. Recently, private institutions
have begun to offer short TPD courses to meet the needs of those working
in private early years settings. These range from half day courses through to
a one-year diploma of 120 hours. Until now, there has been no formal

evaluation of the effectiveness of such PD sessions.
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The pandemic necessitated radical and unprecedented changes in
the way that ECE teachers had traditionally been trained in the UAE, as in
many places globally. Students engaged in teaching practices have been
completing this through online teaching platforms such as Microsoft Teams
and Google Meet, while university professors make use of Blackboard

Collaborate Ultra and Zoom.

Such a rapid and unexpected change in teaching delivery mode
resulted in a sharp learning curve for teachers across the Emirates and could
be considered to have been especially challenging for early years
practitioners, who would usually focus on play-based learning in a face-to-
face context. To meet the needs of the teachers, TPD opportunities for ECE
during the pandemic increased exponentially as the scope for online
sessions became clear, with online environments enabling many more
attendees at training courses than ever before. For example, the Abu Dhabi
Early Childhood Authority in partnership with the MOE and ADEK launched
the ‘Takween’ meaning ‘formation, building or preparing’ initiative during
Summer 2021. The Takween program was aimed at parents, children, and
importantly carers/teachers of young children and consisted of more than
146 hours of online training courses, provided free of charge.

Health and Physical Education (HPE) TPD and Impact of COVID-19

The MOE has designed a new Health and Physical Education (HPE)
curriculum?® given overwhelming research evidence pointing to the
importance of physical education. This became operational in January 2017
to meet the needs of students across all government schools. In line with
Vision 2021, the curriculum is meant to meet internationally recognized
standards and delivered from K-12. The new curriculum includes a wide
range of physical health and well-being and sports science methodologies
that are cascaded to teachers through ongoing TPD efforts.

1 See: https://www.moe.gov.ae/En/MediaCenter/News/Pages/sport.aspx
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There is an evident shift from old traditional methods to a new high-
level system that encompasses a whole range of skills and development
areas. A clear curriculum supported by a solid infrastructure is in place to
facilitate its success so that the curriculum implementation will prove to be
beneficial for all students. Parental engagement is a key element to the
success of the new curriculum as students need to be encouraged to form
positive lifestyle choices and develop healthy habits that they will carry with

them into the future.

To this end, MOE has exerted considerable efforts to prepare
teachers to teach the brand-new curriculum. More than 500 HPE trainees
attended training in different venues across the country, including the new
Teacher Training Centre in Ajman. The half-day training session included the
themes of the new HPE Curriculum, instructions on how to follow a lesson
plan set by MOE, preparation of fitness assessment, and a range of
implementation strategy sessions. Given that this is a fairly-new initiative,
there is still limited information as to its efficacy. However, the launch of the
new curriculum that entails greater parental involvement, paired with
ongoing TPD hosted by MOE, demonstrates nascent but laudable efforts to
improve HPE in the country.

The very nature of HPE is predicated upon hands-on experiences and
physical participation, and thus had been adversely affected by the COVID-
19 pandemic. A very important aspect of teaching was now limited, and even
removed; hands-on physical activities in the gymnasium and outdoors are
not permitted. While individual activities were probably not as difficult to
teach online, team activities had to be discontinued due to COVID-19
restrictions. Teachers needed to work closely with parents, attend TPD
organized by their respective institutions, and consult experts and
international organizations to come up with new ways of engaging their
students that will make PE functional and fun. An example of this is the
Society of Health and Physical Educators (SHAPE), an international
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organization, consisting of members who developed a plethora of resources
that are aimed to meet the needs of teachers, students, and parents. SHAPE
had to quickly revise its international HPE standards and developed the
COVID-19 Resources for Health and Physical Education, which gets updated
often, is accessible online! and is likewise shared with undergraduates
enrolled in HPE at UAEU.

Educational Leadership TPD and Impact of COVID-19

The role that school leadership plays in nurturing educational
systems cannot be understated. According to TALIS 2018 results (OECD,
2020), principals in the UAE are, on average, 49 years old — lower than
average when compared to other participating OECD countries. Moreover,
UAE is said to be one of the countries with the highest share of principals
holding a doctoral degree (10% of principals compared to the average 3% in
the OECD). Seventy-two percent of school leaders (compared to OECD
average of 54%) reported completing a course in school administration or
training for principals, 68% (OECD average 54%) claimed to have taken an
instructional leadership training program before assuming the role of a
school principal, and an outstanding 99% of principals (OECD average 99%)
claimed to have attended at least one TPD activity in the year prior to the

survey.

The highly encouraging TALIS results may be due, in part, to
initiatives meant to improve school leadership, such as ‘Kafa’at’ (an Arabic
word that means competence or someone of high qualifications), which is
developed to empower the school leaders and evaluate leadership skills to
determine areas for improvement, enabling school leaders to move to the
next level in their professional development. Another initiative is ‘The New
Leader’ meant for the senior leadership team in school (e.g. Principals and
Vice-Principals). It consists of training sessions on school leadership skills

L https://www.shapeamerica.org/covid19-resources.aspx
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with presentations on best practices from school leaders in the UAE and
from outside the country. Moreover, UAE has instituted the School
Leadership Development Plan for Licensure (MOE, 2020), which has four
standards as pillars for school leaders’ development and evaluation:

e Standard 1: professional and ethical leadership refers to the leaders’
capacity to make equitable and ethical decisions in implementing
professional standards and accountability across the entire school
community;

e Standard 2: strategic leadership has to do with the leaders’ capacity to
facilitate the development and implementation of the school vision,
mission, goals and performance management strategies;

e Standard 3: educational leadership refers to the leaders’ capacity to
optimize learning and the personal development of all students by
leading developments in curriculum, pedagogies, and assessment; and

e Standard 4: operational leadership asserts the leaders’ capacity to
foster the success of all students and staff by optimizing the use of the
school’s financial, human and physical resources.

These four standards are aligned with the leadership framework that
is comprised of four proficiency levels: from emerging, to experienced, to
accomplished leader, until one reaches the final stage which is the executive
leader, with a variety of evaluation criteria determined by MOE. Some of the
criteria include developing initiatives that are meant to address the needs of
the local community and are explicitly aligned with the ministry and school
goals, demonstrating a level of mastery in using educational apps, achieving
“Exemplary” for E-safe digital school and attending TPD regularly to upgrade
their skills. During the pandemic, there was a massive focus directed towards
the establishment of an “e-maturity framework.” This refers to empowering
school leaders, teachers, and students with relevant digital and
technological skills, to transition more effectively to smart education in
government schools. School leaders are evaluated in their capacity to
demonstrate a high level of e-maturity in their schools through the use of
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effective digital platforms in delivering the curriculum content and in
engaging their learners.

To facilitate a robust TPD for school leaders, the Emirates School
Establishment (ESE) has come up with a ‘core training’ whereby school
leaders are trained by schools’ cluster managers and are then expected to
cascade this training to other key leaders and school teachers. Moreover, in
the beginning of each semester, school leaders are obligated to attend a
week-long TPD supervised by the office of training and development as
organized by the ESE, in cooperation with MOE.

A recent study conducted in the UAE by Litz and Scott (2017) with
130 participants (27 principals and 103 teachers) indicated that there is an
urgent need for school leadership to be distributed among the various levels
of education and that “teachers should be given a stake in the outcome in
order to empower and motivate them to engage in the change agenda” (p.
584). While instituting widespread educational initiatives are well and good,
there is also a need for “flexibility, contemporary and contextualized
models” (Litz & Scott, 2017, p. 584) that are culturally-relevant and attuned
to the unique needs of schools across the seven Emirates.

COVID-19 has predictably impacted school leaders who needed to
manage the needs and expectations of their teachers, the students and their
parents, and administrative staff. Specifically, the school leaders had to
create their own schools’ policy following MOE regulations for digital
schools. Given these increasing demands, MOE initiated timely TPDs related
to “health/safety and well-being” specifically for school leaders during this
period.

Despite the rapid transition to remote learning, school leaders are
reported to be confident in the way the pandemic has been managed in the
UAE, particularly with the increase in digital infrastructure and sanitation
measures to follow health protocols, and the number of staff to cover hybrid
classes and address quarantine and isolation periods in schools (Rizvi, 2021).
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Online Field Experiences for Preservice Teachers

The CEDU Field Experiences Office (FEO) endeavoured to provide
opportunities for virtual practical experiences during the pandemic to help
teacher candidates graduate according to their degree schedules and join
the educational field in close coordination with MOE. The CEDU FEO offered
several online workshops conducted by experts in the educational field to
help teacher candidates acquire skills that will enable them to make use of
technology in their future teaching practice. By the end of their online field
experiences, teacher candidates are expected to show a mastery of the
content and educational methods using relevant software and electronic
educational platforms as well as manage students’ behaviours effectively in

a remote setting.

The candidates should likewise manage basic classroom procedures,
demonstrate sound discussion and questioning techniques, and design and
implement online lesson plans in an engaging and effective manner. Teacher
candidates are supervised remotely by the CEDU faculty members, who
provided continuous constructive feedback and addressed administrative

challenges and issues related to distance learning.

TPD Case Study in Special Education: Overview of challenges, a case study
of effective TPD, and impact of COVID-19

Research in the UAE indicates that teacher training is currently not
sufficient to meet the rising academic and socio-emotional demands of
students of determination or students with special educational needs and
disabilities (SEND) (Elhoweris & Efthymiou, 2020). In 2017, there was an
explicit mandate to shift the nomenclature from people with disabilities to
using the term people of determination (POD) or the determined ones, which
was enforced in 2017 across the entire country (Government.ae, 2017). This
suggests that students of determination are perceived as active agents of
change and involved in their own education rather than passive recipients
to interventions being done on them by educators and professionals.
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In 2016, the MOE launched TPD initiatives linked to licensure to more
than ten thousand schoolteachers, principals, and other school
professionals. Moreover, the MOE offered a number of PD programs
beginning in 2017 to enhance general and special education teachers’
competencies in teaching students of determination. This includes programs
related to inclusive practices including behaviour management, developing
individualized educational plan, being more familiar with the characteristics
of individuals with special educational needs and the existing inclusion
policies in the country, among others. Additionally, more specialized training
programs were offered to special education teachers on assessment
batteries. However, most of these training courses or workshops followed
the traditional type of professional development using a didactic approach
in the content delivery. Teachers shared that these training programs
provided by MOE, as part of the School for All initiative, focused more on the
theoretical knowledge rather than the practical skills required to implement
inclusive practices successfully in their classrooms (Sheikh, 2018).

While UAE teachers are found to be generally supportive of inclusive
education, they still feel ill-equipped to teach students of determination
(Alborno & Gaad, 2014). Alborno (2013) further reported that UAE teachers
do not have the training on technology integration for students with SEND.
The implication is that teachers do not necessarily demonstrate a lack of
willingness to work with students with disabilities, but that they lack
customized and individualized training, and thus are subsequently not as
effective in working with students of determination.

A Case Study of Effective TPD in Gifted and Talented Education

UAE has always regarded gifted and talented education to be one of
its key priorities, along with the development of a first-rate education
system. In Bautista et al.’s (2015) article, the authors noted that there are
several features that define “high-quality” (p. 323) TPD as evident in

Singapore’s model: (1) TPD deals with a specific subject matter and
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connected to classroom practice, (2) ongoing and intensive, (3)
opportunities are provided to teachers for active learning, (4) encourages
collective participation amongst teachers across and within schools, and (5)
coherent with teachers’ needs and interests, and aligned with school and

national priorities and goals.

It is the authors’ contention that the recent two-year TPD conducted
by UAEU’s SPED department, done in collaborative partnership with ADEK,
fit all the criteria above. This TPD on teaching gifted learners was
conceptualized after several meetings between ADEK and the core faculty
members of SPED so that the training program was specific and directly
connected to classroom practice. The TPD was designed to be learner-
centred by faculty experts from SPED and was subsequently reviewed by two
international experts for further feedback and inputs. The program was
proposed in 2016 but was only implemented in 2018 to ensure its structural

cohesiveness and flow.

The TPD consisted of ten workshops, which were grouped into three
major themes: (1) higher order thinking skills, (2) best practices in gifted
education, and (3) curriculum differentiation for gifted and talented
learners. Participants were in-service teachers who are teaching from
Grades 1-12 (Cycles 1-3) and are coming from Abu Dhabi, Al Ain and the
Western Zone of the country. Teachers were given the option to choose
which workshop/s to attend. This element of autonomy and choice was
highlighted by Putnam and Borko (2000) as an essential feature of high-
quality TPD. For each workshop, teachers received a mini-certificate.
Teachers who completed all ten workshops received a Certificate of
Completion for the whole TPD. The 88 participating in-service teachers
worked closely with a dedicated group of SPED faculty members who
consistently monitored their progress throughout a two-year period. This
demonstrates that the program is far from being fragmented (Borko, 2004),
nor does it follow a “spray and pray approach” (Darling-Hammond, 2010, p.
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28) without a clear structure to provide teachers with feedback and support,
thus meeting the second criteria of being intensive and ongoing. Research
has indicated that TPD activities with more than 20 hours of contact time
distributed across a specific period of time (Desimone, 2009) are found to
be more effective, which is true for this particular TPD.

There were also multiple opportunities provided to teachers for
active learning which fits criteria 3 above. The training program has three
phases: (1) self-learning through video/online session, (2) hands-on,
collaborative, small-group sessions and interactive sessions with other
teacher participants enrolled in the TPD, and (3) implementation phase, in
which all participating teachers were asked to “experiment” and innovate by
applying the new strategy in their own classroom. Participating teachers
received continuous feedback from SPED faculty members during the
implementation phase and reflect on their experience. Participants were
expected to prepare a lesson plan for each workshop, participate and
engage with one another virtually via Blackboard, implement the strategy in
their classroom, prepare a reflection paper after the strategy
implementation, and participate in the sharing sessions with all the other
participants.

Bautista and Ortega-Ruiz (2015) noted that for TPD to be effective:
“Teachers need extended periods of time to process and reflect on the new
ideas that are presented to them, try them out in class, and discuss them
with their colleagues” (p. 245). All these had been done by participating
teachers during the intensive two-year TPD that they received.

The TPD encouraged collective participation amongst teachers
across and within schools, as noted in criteria 4 above. School leaders and
department heads were mandated by ADEK to release teachers on
designated days through a cascading school communication system for
action. Teacher participants (who were coming from the same school and
different schools) were given opportunities to present the results of their
lesson plan implementation to key stakeholders in a forum attended by
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ministry officials, fellow teachers, school leaders, and their faculty trainers
from SPED, and were provided constructive feedback by their peers,
teachers, and school leaders. Three forums were held throughout the
duration of the program.

Criteria 5 has to do with the coherence of the program with teachers’
needs and interests as well as alignment with school and national priorities
and goals. The entire TPD was conceptualized collaboratively with ADEK to
ensure that it is customized to meet the needs and interests of the
participating teachers. Furthermore, participants were given the
opportunity to select the workshop theme/area based on their interest and
the training program was delivered in English and Arabic language, so that
language will not be a factor in the participants’ understanding of concepts
discussed.

The SPED department of CEDU also offered this TPD since there is a
strong push towards innovation, with 2015 declared by the UAE government
as the “Year of Innovation” which involves actively training teachers so that
classroom pedagogies and practices are aligned with this initiative (Ministry
of Cabinet Affairs, 2015). A qualitative study (Garces-Bacsal, in-press)
indicated how participating teachers have purportedly “removed their
ceiling” and experienced heightened feelings of self-efficacy after attending
this TPD.

This TPD is not common for special education teachers in the UAE as
teachers typically do not experience having an online/blended approach
using technology as a means of facilitating engagement. The usual TPD also
do not include continuous and immediate feedback during the training. This
TDP is a new model of professional development in the UAE given its
blended mode of delivery and it provides an opportunity for teachers to
work in collaboration with other teachers from different schools.
Furthermore, teachers are provided the time and space to reflect and think
deeply about their own learning and teaching.

[ 52 )

International Journal for Research in Education- UAEU

Vol.(46), Special issue - February 2022



International Journal for Research in Education UAEU Vol. (46), Special issue - February 2022

2022 ) — (ald dae (46) alaall Basiall Ay yall il el daals I g ) eI A o) Aadl

International Journal for Research in Education- UAEU

Vol.(46), Special issue - February 2022

Impact of COVID-19 on TPD in SPED

One of the key findings from the data collected by Al Qasimi
Foundation (Erfurth & Ridge, 2020) revealed that approximately 60% of
teachers in private schools and 50% of principals at public and private
schools do not believe that children with special educational needs are being
provided adequate support. Teachers reported that additional contact
sessions are required for students of determination and that they feel
woefully underprepared since the amount of time in developing materials

for students of determination is definitely longer and more demanding.

A group of researchers from University of Birmingham Dubai, led by
Dr. Sarah Benson, had shared preliminary findings (Masudi, 2021) from a
study conducted with private school teachers who expressed difficulties in
reaching their individualised educational plan goals, particularly those
requiring special services. Teachers are especially in need of specific training
on inclusive pedagogy for online environments. In order to cope with
challenges faced, teachers are said to use professional mobile groups, social

media, and external support to find solutions.

Moving ahead, a joint collaborative research project has currently
been initiated between University College London and the College of
Education at United Arab Emirates University to investigate the inclusive,
high leverage practices, and culturally responsive practices of mainstream
teachers in both public and private schools across the seven Emirates. The
research would also examine challenges experienced by teachers in both
face-to-face and online environments. It is hoped that information from this
project would shed more insight as to the specific needs of teachers on how
to implement inclusive pedagogies in the classroom for students of
determination across a variety of learning spaces.
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Conclusion: Charting A Roadmap for the Future of TPD in the UAE

There is much that can still be done to meet the needs of educators
and school leaders in the UAE. The sentiments expressed by most teachers
demonstrate how the ground is constantly shifting beneath their feet,
especially as they scramble to adapt and meet the constantly changing
directives of the government — leading the authors to describe the
phenomenon as defining the educational landscape as the teachers walk it.
In fact, researchers characterized the waves of reform in the UAE as a kind
of ‘policy hysteria’ (Stronach & Morris 1994, cited by Glatter, 1999; see also
Thorne, 2011) with Mograby (1999) citing how the unclear and conflicting
missions and goals result to unfortunate discrepancies in study programs
and curricula.

What is clear, however, is the teachers’ readiness to meet these
demands. In fact, there is also a form of dynamism that can be deduced from
the constant changes, which has been depicted as a “deliberate policy tactic
of ‘sampling’ a variety of educational ‘products before deciding which to
choose” (Thorne, 2011, p. 174). Rather than perceive it negatively, the
authors argue that these continual reforms provide unique opportunities for
teachers and teacher-educators to be more flexible in their practice. This
level of adaptability has allowed teachers to meet the needs of students on
demand, made even more apparent with the COVID-19 pandemic,
necessitating a level of sure-footedness in navigating unexpected changes
that occur in the way lessons are delivered and assessed.

This being said, it is still important to chart a potential roadmap to a
more effective TPD as this educational landscape is being shaped and
navigated. According to Bautista et al. (2015), a cohesive framework is
essential as it provides a clear direction for TPD. In Singapore, for example,
the Teacher Growth Model (Bautista et al., 2015) serves as the professional
development framework that is also made known to policy makers,

researchers, and teacher educators so that all efforts are aligned to the key
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themes indicated in the model. The UAE could look into developing a more
concrete framework that is “homegrown” and “organic” (Thorne, 2011, p.
174), taking into account the unique cultural realities and needs of the
country — all the while ensuring that there is cohesiveness in the structure

that is clearly conveyed across the various stakeholders.

Bautista et al. (2015) made mention of teacher led communities of
practice or “disciplinary networked learning communities” (p. 318) —
something that UAE is already starting to do (OECD, 2020). However, when
compared with other OECD countries, it has been noted that “Abu Dhabi’s
teacher professional networks are weakly developed and tend to be
centralized, which limits their capacity to foster knowledge sharing, internal
accountability and a shared professional commitment to high standards”
(OECD, 2020, p. 65). Hence, this is another area that can definitely be
addressed.

Lastly, more research studies are needed on TPD. Thorne (2011)
claimed that there is an urgent need to establish “a research base in order
to evaluate current practices and inform future policy changes” (p. 182). It is
important that systematic research efforts be conducted in a transparent
manner to determine the effectiveness of initiatives on building teachers’
knowledge, whether or not the TPD has increased the teachers’ sense of self-
efficacy, and whether said impact can be empirically linked to student

outcomes and achievement.
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