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Teacher Professional Development in Hong Kong: Describing

the Current Infrastructure

Abstract

This article describes the current teacher professional development
(PD) infrastructure of Hong Kong, one of the world’s top performers in
education. Drawing on contemporary policy frameworks, institutional
websites, and research literature, we outline how teachers from primary and
secondary local schools are supported to enhance their professional
capacity. After introducing the structure of the Hong Kong education system,
we describe pre-service teacher education and the Professional Ladder
framework, designed by the Education Bureau (EDB) to regulate in-service
PD. We then describe the work done by the leading PD providers and the
PD-related obstacles, difficulties, and constraints reported in the literature.
The article shows that Hong Kong has developed a solid PD infrastructure
with hybrid characteristics. While the system is based on compliance and
external accountability mechanisms, teachers are encouraged to design
their PD journeys based on their interests, needs, and career aspirations.
Every three years, teachers are required to complete 90 to 150 hours of PD
(depending on seniority), including core and elective training (approximately
1/3 and 2/3 of the PD allotment, respectively). Structured, on-the-job,
project-based, whole-school, and individual PD activities are available. The
article also describes the strategies recently adopted to tackle the challenges
of COVID-19. We conclude that Hong Kong has made great efforts to design
a high-quality PD infrastructure within a hierarchical educational system, in
which quantity of provision and content coverage have been prioritized over
teacher agency and autonomy. More research is required to investigate the

actual impact of PD on teachers’ practices and students’ learning.

Keywords: Teacher Professional Development, continuing education,

system analysis, educational policy, effective professional development, Hong Kong
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Introduction

Hong Kong is one of the Special Administration Regions (SAR) of the
People’s Republic of China. It has a population of 7.47 million; over 90% of
them are ethnically Chinese (Census and Statistics Department, 2021). Hong
Kong is a highly developed metropolis with a mixed capitalist economy
characterized by low taxation and minimal Government market
intervention. It is currently one of the most important financial centers in
the world (Chang, 2018). Cantonese, English, and Mandarin are the most
spoken languages. The two official written languages are Chinese and
English, including at school.

The education system of Hong Kong has developed rapidly in recent
decades, being regarded today as one of the world’s top performers (Tucker,
2019). Students consistently obtain excellent results in international
comparisons such as the Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA), ranking among the top in areas such as reading and mathematics
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2018).
The gap between high and low achievers is lower than in most other OECD
regions, and the family’s socioeconomic status has a low influence on
student academic performance (Ho, 2004).

The success of the Hong Kong education system has been attributed
to multiple inter-related factors, including factors at the macro-level
(economic prosperity, adequate educational policies, socio-cultural values),
the organizational level (high quality of schools, curriculum, leadership
structures, teacher education), and the family level (parental involvement in
children’s education, home-based support, tuition) (Gopinathan & Lee,
2018; Lee & Gopinathan, 2020). In recent years, the organizational level has
sparked interest among educational researchers and policymakers around
the world (Darling-Hammond, Burns, et al., 2017; Tucker, 2019), especially
due to the unique fusion of Eastern and Western philosophies and
approaches that can be observed in Hong Kong schools (Lam, 2015; Rao et
al., 2018).
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This article focuses on Hong Kong's teacher professional
development (PD) infrastructure, which can be conceptualized as a factor
within the organizational level. Drawing on contemporary policy frameworks
and regulations, institutional websites, and recent research literature, we
outline how teachers from primary and secondary local schools are
supported throughout their professional careers. The article is structured
into seven sections. Section 1 offers a general overview of the Hong Kong
education system (structure and stages of education, recent educational
reforms, types of schools, etc.). Section 2 describes the teacher preparation
programs offered by universities, covering aspects such as admission
criteria, study modes, and current basic requirements to work as teachers in
local schools. Section 3 introduces the Professional Ladder framework,
designed by the Education Bureau (EDB) to regulate the PD offered to the
57,000 teachers working in the 589 primary and 506 secondary local schools
within the territory. Section 4 reviews the main PD providers and describes
the types of training activities they normally offer to teachers. Section 5
elaborates on the most typical PD-related obstacles, difficulties, and
constraints reported in the local academic literature. Session 6 discusses the
strategies recently adopted to tackle the challenges of the COVID-19
pandemic. Finally, Section 7 presents the concluding remarks of this

descriptive study and outlines future research directions.
1. Overview of the education system

In Hong Kong, the education system is overseen by the Education

Bureau (EDB), which formulates, develops, and reviews educational policies,

programs, and legislation. The EDB also oversees the effective
implementations of programs from pre-primary to tertiary levels. Hong
Kong’s education system is divided into four stages: kindergarten (3-6 years
of age), primary (6-12), secondary, which includes junior secondary (13-15)
and senior secondary (16-18), and postsecondary (18+) (Coniam & Falvey,

2016). Kindergarten education is not compulsory, but most 3 to 6-year-olds
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attend center-based programs (Rao et al., 2018). Education is compulsory
during primary and junior secondary (9 years) and fully subsidized by the
Government within public schools during primary and secondary education
(12 years) (Education Bureau, 2020e).

Most schools use Chinese as the language of instruction, with some
flexibility to teach up to 25% of the lessons in English for non-language
subjects. This is contingent upon the school meeting acceptable targets of
student ability, teacher capacity, and school support for learning in English.
Approximately 20% of schools that rely fully on Government funding
officially offer instruction in English. Upon completion of senior secondary
education, students are required to take an examination intended to
measure their level of attainment. The most common one is the Hong Kong
Diploma of Secondary Education Examination (HKDSE), followed by the
International Baccalaureate (IB) (Education Bureau, 2020d). Regarding
postsecondary education, Hong Kong offers programs at sub-degree level
(diploma, higher diploma, associate degree), undergraduate level
(bachelor’s degree), and post-graduate level (for example, master’s, post-
graduate, and doctoral degrees). Both Government-funded and self-
financed programs are available (Education Bureau, 2020e). This paper
focuses on the training offered to teachers in primary and secondary
schools.

Since the 1990s, Hong Kong has launched a series of educational
reforms intended to move away from content-heavy curricula,
compartmentalized subjects, teacher-centered pedagogies, and rigid
streaming. Examples of these reforms include Learning to Learn (LTL): the
Way Forward in Curriculum Development (Curriculum Development Council,
2001) and the New Senior Secondary (NSS) curriculum (Education Bureau,
2009). Consistent with international trends, these reforms draw on
constructivist teaching and learning principles, revolving around the notion
of student-centeredness in curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment (Coniam
& Falvey, 2016). The EDB urges primary and secondary schools to cater to
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the needs of each student, offering diversified pedagogical strategies and
flexible subject choices, with the final purpose of fostering students’ holistic
development and lifelong learning (Cheung et al.,, 2019; Yeung, 2012).
Educational policymakers see this paradigm shift toward student-centered
as essential to addressing the contemporary demands of the information
society and our increasingly globalized world (Chang, 2018).

Hong Kong’s school network includes local schools and international
schools?. This article exclusively describes the training offered to teachers
within local schools, which include three major types: Government schools,
Aided schools, and schools under the Direct Subsidy Scheme (DSS).
Government and Aided schools are both funded by the Government. While
Government schools are run directly by the EDB, Aided schools are run and
operated by sponsoring bodies such as charitable and religious organizations
(Education Bureau, 2019b). Both types of schools must follow the curriculum
frameworks designed by the EDB (Education Bureau, 2014, 2017b). Students
in these schools are required to take the HKDSE public examination upon
completion of secondary education. Both Aided and DSS schools are run by
their own management committees. However, DSS schools have more
flexibility in terms of curriculum, the language of instruction, fees, and
entrance requirements. DSS schools can obtain Government subsidies,
depending on factors such as the longevity of the school and the number of
students enrolled. DSS schools charge fees that range from HKS7,000 to
70,000 per year approximately (USS900 to 9,000), which allows them to
provide additional learning experiences, teaching supports, and more
modern facilities. This greater autonomy reflects the purpose of DSS schools,

which is to inject greater choice and diversity into the educational system

! International schools have full autonomy regarding matters such as curriculum, course content,
tuition fees, student admission, management, and staffing. The largest English-medium international
school organization in Hong Kong is the English Schools Foundation (ESF). In total, there are 44 primary
and 33 secondary international schools in the territory. Most of them (including the ESF schools)
follow the International Baccalaureate (IB) program.
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(Education Bureau, 2001). While the EDB encourages DSS schools to prepare
their students to take the local public examination (HKDSE), some DSS
schools offer the IB Diploma Programme examination in parallel or in lieu of
the HKDSE (Education Bureau, 2020b).

Based on statistics of the 2020-2021 academic year, Hong Kong has

589 local primary schools and 506 local secondary schools. The total
numbers of primary and secondary teachers are 28,069 and 29,602,
respectively. Nearly all primary (95.9%) and secondary (95.7%) teachers are
professionally trained, holding academic qualifications related to education.

Most teachers have at least a bachelor’s degree.

2. Teacher education programs, admission requirements, and teacher

types

In recent decades, Hong Kong has significantly enhanced the quality
and social status of its teaching force. Some of the strategies adopted by the
EDB have included strengthening teacher education programs, setting
higher admission requirements, and creating a strong teacher PD
infrastructure (Cheng, 2017; Gopinathan & Lee, 2018; Lam, 2015; Lu &
Campbell, 2021). For instance, the EDB has recently implemented the all-
graduate teaching force policy within Government schools: the ratio of
teaching posts filled by candidates with a graduate degree in primary and
secondary schools will be increased from the current 65% and 85%,
respectively, up to 100% (Education Bureau, 2019a). Aided schools have also
been tasked to achieve full implementation of this policy in a maximum

period of two years.

Programs to become a primary or secondary school teacher include
degree programs (Bachelor of Education [BEd]) and post-graduate programs
(Post-Graduate Diploma in Education [PGDE]). These are provided by the
following five universities: The Education University of Hong Kong, The
University of Hong Kong, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong
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Baptist University, and Hong Kong Metropolitan University (formerly The
Open University of Hong Kong). Government-funded and self-financed
programs are available. Because these programs have a strong emphasis on
teaching theories and classroom pedagogies, BEd and PGDE students are
required to undergo a period of teaching block practice. Candidates who
complete these programs are awarded a teaching qualification recognized
by the EDB (Lai & Tang, 2019).

Admission to BEd programs is partly based on the candidates’ public
examination scores, be it HKDSE or IB. Applicants with scores within the top
30% usually have good chances to be admitted (Joint University Programmes
Admissions System, 2020). BEd programs are typically completed full-time,
whereas PGDE programs can be completed either full-time or part-time. For
full-time PGDE programs, the main admission requirement is holding a
recognized bachelor’s degree or equivalent. The additional requirement for
part-time PGDE students is serving as in-service teachers in a Hong Kong
school during the duration of the program. Both BEd applicants and most
PGDE applicants are required to attend interviews designed to assess their
prior experience and contributions to the field of education, communication
skills, language proficiency, professional aspirations, and motivations for the
teaching profession. The interview panel is typically composed of teacher
educators. Senior school professionals (e.g., principals, vice-principals,
headteachers) are occasionally invited to participate in the selection

process.

All primary and secondary teachers in Hong Kong local schools are
either registered teachers or permitted teachers (see policy on Teacher
Registration). From the academic year of 2004-2005, all newly registered
teachers have been required to be degree holders and professionally trained
(with BEd or PGDE). Alternatively, registered teachers are required to have

a teacher certificate issued by the Hong Kong Government or five years of
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approved teaching experience alongside a certificate from a specific school.
Permitted teachers must at least hold an associate degree, higher diploma,
or equivalent, as well as a teaching permit awarded by a specific school.
When a given school terminates a permitted teacher’s employment, the

teaching permit is automatically canceled (see policy on Teacher Training &

Qualifications).

3. Teacher PD in Hong Kong

3.1 PD frameworks

The Hong Kong Government has made considerable efforts in recent
decades to promote professional growth and enhance the social status of
the local teaching force (Gopinathan & Lee, 2018; Lai & Tang, 2019). The
Committee on Professional Development of Teachers and Principals
(COTAP) was established in 2013, emerging from the former Advisory

Committee on Teacher Education and Qualifications. COTAP is a

governmental advisory body in charge of providing expert advice on policies,
measures, and strategies to foster the PD of teaching professionals at all
career stages. Moreover, COTAP commissions educational research,
evaluates studies and PD programs for teachers and principals, and provides
a platform for different stakeholders (e.g., school leaders, educational

bodies, organizations) to share their knowledge and experience.

In 2015, COTAP launched a comprehensive teaching quality
improvement project called T-excel@hk, which identified eight critical focus
areas to nurture a teaching profession of excellence. One of the focus areas
was T-standard+, which highlighted the importance of continuing teacher
education and outlined a systematic set of professional standards for
teachers and principals. T-standard+ also elaborated on the importance of
uplifting teachers’ professional image, recruiting and retaining talented

professionals, and ultimately nurturing a high-quality teaching force.
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To operationalize T-standard+, the EDB has recently established the

Professional Ladder for teachers (Education Bureau, 2020a). This framework

views teachers as caring cultivators of students’ growth, co-constructors of
inspirational knowledge, and committed role models of professionalism.
Principals are viewed as ethical enablers, versatile architects of vibrant
learning organizations, and visionaries of transformation and continuous
improvement. The Professional Ladder identifies three core elements that
teaching professionals must develop: “professional competencies,
professional values and conduct, and aspiration for self-advancement
through self-reflection” (Education Bureau, 20203, p. 1). In 2017, the EDB set
up the Task Force on Professional Development of Teachers to conduct

reviews on the enhancement of the teaching profession.

3.2. Core and elective PD: training schemes and minimum

requirements

While the Professional Ladder is an inspirational and visionary
framework, it is largely based on compliance and top-down accountability
mechanisms. The Professional Ladder requires teachers to participate in
both core and elective PD initiatives (Education Bureau, 2020a). Core
training is a series of pre-determined (compulsory) modules and courses
delivered by the EDB. The titles are mentioned below. Elective training is
delivered by various providers (e.g., EDB, universities, teacher unions).
Teachers can select their elective training from a wide range of PD activities
based on their interests, needs, and career aspirations. Examples of elective
training include PD related to the teacher’s subject areas, courses on
students’ whole-person development, and induction programs hosted by

the teacher’s school sponsoring body (Education Bureau, 2020f).

There are currently three training schemes available to teachers from

local schools in Hong Kong (Education Bureau, 2020g):

e Training Program for Newly Joined Teachers. Novice teachers are
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required to complete 90 hours of PD within their first three years of
teaching. This includes 30 hours of core training, which comprises the
modules Teachers’ Professional Identity — Roles, Values and Conduct (12
hours) and Teachers’ Professional Learning — Latest Education
Development and Related Policy Issues (18 hours), plus at least 60 hours
of elective training. Additionally, most Hong Kong schools offer their
own induction programs, in which novice teachers receive informal
coaching from senior mentors and experienced teachers (COTAP, 2017).
Note that these school-based induction programs do not count toward
the 90 hours required by EDB.

Enhanced Training for In-service Teachers. In-service teachers with
three or more years of experience are required to complete 150 hours
of enhanced PD training in every three-year cycle. Teachers are
expected to participate in at least 30 hours of core training in two PD
categories, Teachers’ Professional Roles, Values and Conduct and Local,
National and International Education Issues, with not less than six hours
per category. The remaining 120 hours are chosen from the available
elective PD offerings.

Enhancement of Training Requirements for Promotion. To be
considered for promotion, candidates must have attended 30 hours of
core training focusing on professional conduct and values, national and
international development, education issues, as well as leadership and
reflective skills. Teachers seeking promotion to middle and senior
management levels must attend an additional 60 hours and 100 hours
of elective training, respectively. To be appointed as principal,
candidates first need to attain the Certification of Principalship (Wong
& Liu, 2018). Moreover, newly appointed principals are required to
attend a designated program provided by EDB and engage in specific PD
initiatives during the first two years of their appointment. In a three-
year cycle, serving principals are expected to participate in at least 150
hours of structured learning, action learning, and service to education
and the community.
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3.3. PD modes, activities, and resources

Multiple training activities are available for primary and secondary

teachers in Hong Kong (Education Bureau, 2018, 2020g). For simplicity, here

we classify training activities into five PD modes:

Structured PD: workshops, conferences, courses, programs, etc.

On-the-job PD: induction, mentoring, learning circles, peer observation,

school visits, etc.

Project-based PD: school-university partnerships, research and

development projects, business-school partnerships, etc.
Whole-school PD: teacher development day and retreats.

Individual PD: reading professional journals, publication and
dissemination activities, participation in learning networks, learning via

social media, etc.

PD activities and programs are designed to respond to teachers’
interests, needs, and aspirations, to broaden their horizons, to facilitate
teachers’ systematic planning of their own PD journeys, and to cultivate
a culture of self-reflection, collegial sharing, and collaboration
(Education Bureau, 2020g). Teachers can use the self-reflection survey
developed by COTAP (2015) to facilitate their professional growth. By
completing the 24 survey items, teachers can identify their strengths
and weaknesses and make informed PD plans to strengthen their

professional careers.

Information about the PD activities available can be found via EDB’s

e-Services Portal. All teachers from local schools are provided with an e-

Service Portal account, which includes three main services. First, teachers

can manage their personal profiles, including personal information,

educational qualifications, and details of the school where the teacher
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works. Second, teachers can enter information about their PD training
interests, needs, and preferences (e.g., subject area/s, grade level/s, activity
content). Third, teachers can view recommendations for improvement made
by their principals. Based on this input, teachers can effectively search for
PD that meets their requirements on T-Surf, another platform that provides
information about PD offerings in Hong Kong. Finally, once PD activities have
been completed, teachers are required to submit evidence and
documentation via the e-Services Portal (e.g., activity title, duration, delivery
mode). This allows schools to keep track of the training initiatives completed
by their staff.

3.4 Financial support and leave schemes

Hong Kong offers financial support to both schools and teachers to
foster participation in PD initiatives. Teachers can apply for scholarships to
pursue a local part-time master’s degree in any content area. Scholarships
are administered by COTAP (see the policy here). To be eligible, the
candidate must have at least five years of working experience in a local
primary or secondary school. In the 2018-19 academic year, the Government
initiated the Sabbatical Leave Scheme for Professional Development of
Teachers and Principals (Education Bureau, 2020h). In line with T-excel@hk,
the scheme allows schools to release teachers and principals for one to five
months to participate in PD.

Funding is provided for schools to hire supply staff during sabbatical
leave periods. Applicants are selected based on their educational
gualifications, work experience, and the potential of their action plans to
benefit the school and the education profession. After their sabbatical leave
period, participants are expected to apply what they have learned in their
own schools, for example, via school development projects or educational
research. Through these PD experiences, the Hong Kong Government aims
to foster a culture of self-enhancement among teachers and principals, and
build up Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) that benefit schools and
students across the territory (Education Bureau, 2020h).
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4. Main providers of PD in Hong Kong

There are five providers of teacher PD initiatives in Hong Kong: the
EDB, the local universities, primary and secondary schools, the teacher
unions, and private organizations. The EDB is the sole provider of core
training. All five providers offer initiatives that may qualify as elective,
although not all PD initiatives are officially recognized by the EDB. The five
following sub-sections elaborate on each of the PD providers, offering
information about the content, format, delivery modes, entrance

requirements, and typical duration of their training activities.

4.1 The Education Bureau (EDB)

The EDB provides both core and elective training initiatives. For
example, to meet the core requirements for the Enhanced Training for In-
service Teachers scheme (Education Bureau, 2020c), the EDB offers PD on
two domains: Teachers’ Professional Roles, Values and Conduct and Local,
National and International Education Issues. Elective training is classified
into the domains Teaching and Learning, Student Development, School
Development, Professional Relationships and Services, and Personal Growth
and Development. Elective training aims to meet the individual needs of
teachers and foster their whole-person development. Hence, teachers are
encouraged to participate in PD specifically related to the subject matters or
learning areas they teach, such as English (for example, one of the courses
offered is Identifying Teachable Moments for Grammar), STEM education
(e.g., STEM Education Learning, Teaching and Assessment), and Information
Technologies (e.g., IT in Education e-Leadership). There are also subject-
specific teacher conferences (e.g., Hong Kong Physical Education Teachers
Conference 2021).

EDB’s core and elective training typically adopt the structured PD
mode, using a variety of formats such as courses, workshops, seminars,

thematic lectures, conferences, and local/international study tours. Delivery
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modes are also varied and include face-to-face, online, and blended
activities. Some initiatives are short and work-intensive (e.g., three full-day
training workshops) to ensure teachers’ full commitment and active
participation (Harfitt et al.,, 2019). Other initiatives are less intensive and
unfold over longer periods of time (e.g., weekly meetings during one
semester or academic year), such as PD focusing on collaborative research,
development projects, and curriculum development visits (Lu & Campbell,
2021). Teachers can enroll in these PD initiatives using EDB’s Training
Calendar System (TCS). This tool allows teachers to plan their PD agendas.

The EDB provides teachers with PD supports through various centers

and online platforms. In recent years, the Hong Kong Teachers’ Centre

(HKTC) has promoted teachers’ continuous development by providing
opportunities to exchange experiences and innovative pedagogies (note
that this center ceased operations in September 2021, until further notice).
The HKTC used to bring together more than a hundred educational bodies.
The center organized short PD courses, ranging from one to six sessions,
focusing on a variety of topics (e.g., physical and mental health, calligraphy,
art therapy). Common formats included workshops, lectures, seminars, and
talks. The HKTC also offered technology facilities, sharing corners, and
resting areas for teachers to learn further and socialize with colleagues
(Audit Commission, 2015).

Another important e-learning platform is Hong Kong Education City
(HKEdCity), established in 2000 to enhance teaching and learning via

technology in Hong Kong schools. HKEdCity designs and provides e-learning

resources, teaching materials, and interactive communities to teachers. For

example, “Go elLearning” offers a repository of innovative videos in which

experienced teachers demonstrate how to use e-learning tools and offer
teaching tips in various subject matters. After watching the videos and
completing certain tasks, teachers can obtain a certificate of completion and

claim the corresponding PD hours. HKEdCity also provides repositories of
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teaching materials designed by different schools and a teacher forum, as one
of its missions is to facilitate exchanges among teaching professionals and
ultimately build PLCs within schools (Pang et al., 2016). Finally, to foster
communication and collaboration with stakeholders outside schools,
HKEdCity also offers activities involving teachers, students, and parents in
settings such as guided music concerts, mindful art workshops, and virtual

museum tours.

4.2 Universities

Universities in Hong Kong provide two types of structured PD
initiatives for in-service teachers: short-term PD activities (e.g., lectures,
seminars, talks, workshops, courses) and post-graduate programs,
specifically Post-Graduate Diploma in Education (PGDE), Professional
Development Programs (PDPs), Master of Education (MEd), Arts (MA), and
Science (MSc), as well as the Doctor of Education (EdD) program. There are
eleven universities offering these activities and programs. Because these are
undertaken individually by teachers, we could argue that local universities
play a crucial role in fostering individual PD, as participants need to engage
in activities such as reading academic journals or writing papers to complete
their courses (Munez et al.,, 2017). A wide range of topics is covered by
universities in their courses, including compulsory school subjects (e.g.,
Chinese, English, Mathematics, Science), non-compulsory subjects and/or
learning areas (e.g., catering for learner diversity, communication skills), as
well as leadership (e.g., strategies for leadership, mobilizing people,

inspirational leadership).

Depending on the nature and content of the PD, activities can take
from one to three days (e.g., talks, workshops) to up to four to five years
(e.g., EdD programs). Universities award certificates of completion to
participants. To enroll in university-based PD activities and programs,

candidates must be working in a primary or secondary school, and often they
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need to be appointed or recommended by their school principal. Some PD
activities are conducted in part-time mode (i.e., after working hours), while
others are full-time (i.e., for teachers in sabbatical leave periods).
Information about the training opportunities offered by universities is
centralized on the COTAP website.

As an option for teachers to obtain the required elective PD hours
needed for refresher training or promotion to leadership roles, the EDB
offers formal Professional Development Programs (PDPs) at the university
level. The Education University of Hong Kong currently offers all such PDPs.
Teachers, who must be nominated by their principals, can select the PDPs
that are appropriate for the expertise required of their aspiring posts. The
PDPs typically relate to school subjects, key learning areas, and leadership.
Most PDPs are offered on a full-time basis, ranging from one to five weeks
in duration. To allow teachers to participate in full-time study, the EDB
provides funding to Government and Aided schools to cover supply teaching
requirements (Education Bureau, 2020f). Topics covered in PDPs are
regularly reviewed by the EDB, in conjunction with the offering university, to
ensure currency and relevancy. Unlike other elective PD initiatives offered
in Hong Kong, participants who complete the university PDPs may apply for
transfer credit to relevant master’s degree programs.

4.3 Primary and Secondary Schools

Schools in Hong Kong are regarded as learning organizations
(Education Bureau, 2018). In 2000, the Advisory Committee on School-based
Management suggested transforming schools into dynamic and accountable
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) (Pang et al., 2016). In school
settings, the notion of PLC refers to groups of teachers and other education
professionals who work together and collaborate to further develop their
pedagogical competencies and enhance student learning. Through collegial
sharing, teachers in PLCs act as co-learners and contribute to one another’s
professional learning (Cansoy & Parlar, 2017).
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By adopting the PLC framework, Hong Kong schools provide a
plethora of on-the-job, project-based, and whole-school PD activities to
primary and secondary teachers (Pang et al., 2016). Common examples of
on-the-job PD include induction schemes, mentoring programs, learning
circles among peers and/or within teams, communities of practice, subject-
based activities (e.g., collaborative curriculum design), peer observation,
visit other schools, and overseas educational visits (Lu & Campbell, 2021).
Drawing on teacher self-reported data, Wan (2011) found that peer class
observations, collaborative learning, and study circles were three of the
most valued PD activities in terms of their effectiveness. Notably, peer-to-
peer lesson observation has been implemented across all Hong Kong
schools, following a common framework developed by the EDB (Yeung,
2016). Regarding project-based PD, schools in Hong Kong can apply for
multiple funding schemes such as Quality Education Fund, Collaborative
Research and Development (“Seed”) projects, School-based Professional
Support programs, University-School Support programs, and business-
school partnerships (Education Bureau, 2018). However, teachers’ tight
working schedules often limit their participation in these projects (Harfitt et
al., 2019). Finally, Hong Kong schools organize whole-school PD in the form
of teacher development days, retreats involving professional learning
activities, and joint school events. The EDB recommends schools offer three
staff development days every academic year (Education Bureau, 2021).

Research shows that both middle leaders (heads of department,
program coordinators, etc.) and senior leaders (vice-principals and
principals) play key roles in fostering the PD of teachers within Hong Kong
primary and secondary schools (Bryant, 2019; Cheng, 2017). Indeed, school
leaders share responsibility for creating and maintaining supportive
organizational conditions for on-the-job learning, including appropriate
team structures, social atmosphere, and infrastructures that facilitate

professional dialogues and capacity building (Bryant et al., 2018).
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Furthermore, school leaders in Hong Kong are expected to inform teachers
about the PD opportunities offered by the Government and other purveyors,
and guide teachers in selecting the most suitable activities to fulfill their own
goals and the school’s goals (Wong & Liu, 2018).

4.4 Teacher Unions

There are many teacher unions in Hong Kong. Teacher unions aim at
uniting education professionals across the territory by providing them with
welfare services, protecting their rights, and organizing a range of PD
activities. For example, one of the largest unions at the time of writing
(summer 2021) was the Hong Kong Federation of Education Workers
(HKFEW). The PD talks, lectures, and workshops offered by the teacher

unions typically involve one to four sessions, conducted either face-to-face

or online. Some activities are facilitated by experienced educators at various
levels (e.g., schools and universities), whereas others are led by
professionals outside the education field (e.g., artists, musicians, counselors,
and psychologists). Participation in these activities is optional. Their cost
ranges from HKS1,000 to 3,000 (USS130-390). Teachers are typically given
certificates to recognize their participation. The EDB recognizes the training
offered by most (but not all) teacher unions as part of teachers’ elective

training.

4.5 Private organizations

Finally, Hong Kong has many private organizations (both nonprofit
and for-profit) that offer teacher training activities, mainly in the structured
PD mode. Nonprofit organizations include charities and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs). For example, the Hong Kong Jockey Club (HKIC) is one

of the largest charities in Hong Kong. Through donations from the public and
its lottery business, HKJC contributes to the city’s improvement through
different initiatives, including teacher PD. Some examples are the
CoolThink@JC project, which aims to increase teachers’ capacity in teaching
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digital creativity, as well as the Read & Write project, which supports

teachers working with children who have reading and writing learning
difficulties.

Hong Kong also has numerous for-profit PD providers. An example is
the British Council, a private educational organization specializing in the

teaching of English. This organization offers PD for teachers to enhance their
lesson planning and pedagogical skills. Based on the delivery mode of each
PD training, schools can either hire these private providers to conduct the
activities within schools or travel to off-campus facilities. Not all PD
initiatives offered by private organizations are recognized by the EDB as
elective training (Education Bureau, 2020f).

5. Common PD-related obstacles, difficulties, and constraints

Despite the multiple strengths of Hong Kong’s PD infrastructure, the
local research literature indicates that there are obstacles, difficulties, and
constraints that hinder teachers’ participation in PD and/or limit its
effectiveness. One such hindrance is teachers’ heavy workload. According to
Lu and Campbell (2021), the number of actual working hours in this region—
including teaching and administrative duties—far surpasses that of teachers
in most other countries. In fact, the territory-wide system survey conducted
by COTAP (2017) found that the most common obstacle hindering
engagement in PD was the difficulty in finding time due to heavy workloads.
Working around 10 hours per day makes it challenging for teachers to fully
engage in PD. Feelings of fatigue or even exhaustion may deteriorate
teachers’ motivation and the quality of their learning in PD settings (Kazemi
& Hubbard, 2008). Engaging in informal exchanges (e.g., collaborative lesson
planning, reflection circles, or talking about pedagogies with colleagues from
the same school) is particularly challenging for teachers, due to their tight
schedules (Harfitt et al., 2019). Other obstacles frequently reported by
teachers were undesirable timing for the courses, inconvenient venues, and
difficulty in finding time due to family commitments (COTAP, 2017).
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Another weakness is that the PD system highly relies on compliance,
external mandates, and top-down accountability mechanisms. While policy
frameworks emphasize the vision of teachers as architects of their own PD
(Bautista et al., 2021), basic requirements are often seen by teachers as too
demanding (COTAP, 2017). Furthermore, the content of core PD is
frequently described as rigid and somewhat unrelated to practice (Lu &
Campbell, 2021; Pang et al., 2016). Moreover, teachers may encounter
school leaders who disapprove of the elective PD initiatives they would like
to participate—a result of the high-power distance culture that pervades
certain schools (Wong & Liu, 2018). This has negative consequences on
teachers’ intrinsic motivations, constrains their innovativeness, and limits
their enthusiasm to work towards the goals of the organization (Harfitt et
al., 2019).

Finally, another factor that hinders the impact of PD relates to
societal values and parental expectations (Lam, 2015). Despite recent
educational reforms (Curriculum Development Council, 2001; Education
Bureau, 2009), the Hong Kong education system is still highly selective and
competitive. Based on the principle of meritocracy, obtaining good grades
at schools and in high-stakes examinations is essential for students to
succeed in their academic and professional journeys (Gopinathan & Lee,
2018). English language education is also commonly perceived as essential
to entrance into universities and professional careers. As such, parents often
prioritize admission to English secondary schools, or Chinese schools ranked
in the top third (commonly referred to as Band 1 schools), based on
students’ HKDSE examination results. Parents take academic results very
seriously and often put pressure on teachers to teach to the test using rote
teaching methods and drilling students with endless homework. Further still,
most parents hire private tutors or send children to tuition centers to
maximize their final scores (Lee & Gopinathan, 2020). Due to these systemic

pressures, many teachers are unable to put into practice what they learn in
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PD settings (e.g., innovative pedagogies, inquiry-based methods), resorting
to traditional didactic approaches that guarantee good grades, although not

necessarily deep understanding (Harfitt et al., 2019).

6. Strategies adopted to support teachers during COVID-19

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, in January 2020, the EDB suspended
face-to-face classes in all educational settings in Hong Kong, including
primary and secondary schools, which were closed for approximately six
months throughout the year (Hong Kong Special Administrative Region,
2020a). In periods of reopening, schools were only allowed to have face-to-
face lessons on a half-day basis and with fewer students per classroom.
Teachers in Hong Kong, along with teachers around the world, experienced
unprecedented difficulty in adapting themselves to the situation and
continuing to teach students while keeping social-distancing measures (Lau
& Lee, 2020). Learning how to teach students using alternative delivery
modes became the main goal for teachers, which was challenging because
all face-to-face PD activities had also been suspended. Below we summarize
the strategies that the various PD providers adopted to meet teachers’

needs and continue to support their growth.

The EDB provided teachers across the territory with training
materials and resources focusing on online teaching and learning, including
guidelines with e-teaching principles and tips to use online technologies. As
most teachers had never worked with students within online environments,
the EDB also held numerous training webinars to introduce teachers to
various e-teaching tools. For example, one webinar focused on how to use
Google Site to distribute learning materials to students (see description
here). The EDB changed the delivery mode of existing face-to-face PD
activities. Three alternative modes were used: online synchronous, online
asynchronous, and subsequently face-to-face with social distance measures.

At the time of writing this article (summer 2021), the incidents of the virus
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were decreasing, and the Government was planning to slowly return to
normal while respecting safety measures (Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region, 2021b).

Universities in Hong Kong also rapidly adapted to the situation by
changing the delivery model of their courses and programs from face-to-face
to online, using platforms such as Zoom, Skype for Business, Microsoft
Teams, Edx, and Coursera. Since the beginning of the pandemic, short PD
activities (lectures, seminars, talks, workshops, and even conferences) were
quickly converted to online content, being delivered synchronously and/or
asynchronously. As usual, participants in these events have continued to
receive certificates of completion, which can be used to satisfy elective PD
training requirements of the EDB (Education Bureau, 2020i). Information
about these sessions was also disseminated via institutional websites and
social media platforms (e.g., universities’ Facebook pages). Classes in regular
teacher education courses (both pre-service and in-service) were also
conducted online, primarily via Zoom. To continue to offer practicum
(known as field experience in Hong Kong), universities and schools
communicated until both parties agreed on the most suitable way(s) to
undertake it online. Some of the most common alternatives were
conducting real-time Zoom teaching, submitting teaching videos, and/or
designing online teaching materials such as PowerPoint presentations, e-

edition worksheets, and revision notes.

Schools continued to foster their teachers’ growth by providing on-
the-job technological training, online curriculum packages, and financial
aids. Teachers with background or expertise in online teaching were asked
to support other less experienced colleagues, within the context of online
PLCs. OneNote, a note-taking and note-sharing program, was one of the
most popular tools discussed by teachers during PLC meetings, given its wide
applicability across subjects and grade levels (Ngai, 2020). Online curriculum

packages connecting the theme of health and diseases with the various
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subjects (e.g., History, Science, Mathematics, Chinese, English) were
updated on the EDB website. Teachers were able to learn further about the
connections between COVID-19 and their respective disciplines and
subsequently share this newly developed knowledge with their students
online. Many on-the-job PD events were held online, mainly via Zoom. For

example, a joint school staff development day entitled “The Teacher

Symposium 2021” was organized by the EDB for teachers from 31

Government secondary schools. Finally, schools received the Anti-epidemic
Fund from the Hong Kong Government (Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region, 2021a). Principals were asked to discuss with their teachers how to
best utilize this fund to maximize the quality of distance teaching and
learning. Items such as laptop computers, iPads, teaching and learning
software, and high-speed Internet connections were purchased by many

teachers (Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, 2020b).

Teacher unions and private organizations did not make significant
changes to their approaches to PD. At the beginning of the pandemic, they
were asked to either cancel or postpone their face-to-face PD courses. They
resumed their PD offerings once infection rates became lower, either face-
to-face with social-distancing measures or online. This trend can be

observed on the websites of the various teacher unions.

7. Summary and concluding remarks

The article shows that Hong Kong has developed a strong PD
infrastructure with hybrid characteristics. On the one hand, the system is
largely based on compliance and externally mandated accountability
mechanisms. The EDB’s Professional Ladder has set high PD requirements
for primary and secondary school teachers. Every three years, they are
required to complete 90 to 150 hours of PD (depending on seniority),
including core and elective training—approximately 1/3 and 2/3 of the PD

allotment, respectively (Education Bureau, 2020a). Note that this
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requirement is significantly higher than most OECD countries (OECD, 2019),
although lower than other Asian societies such as Japan (Ahn et al., 2018)
and Singapore (Bautista et al., 2015), where PD is seen as an entitlement,
rather than as a compulsory requirement. On the other hand, despite the
high demands of current policy frameworks, teachers are encouraged to
design their own PD journeys by themselves. Consistent with the T-
standard+ framework (COTAP, 2015), the PD infrastructure is able to
respond to the various interests, needs, seniority levels, and career

aspirations of teachers.

A wealth of training initiatives is available in Hong Kong, which we
have classified into five PD modes: structured PD (workshops, conferences,
courses, programs), on-the-job PD (induction and mentoring schemes,
learning circles, peer observation, school visits), project-based PD (school-
university and business-school partnerships, R&D projects), whole-school
PD (teacher development day, retreats), and individual PD activities
(reading, writing, online learning) (Education Bureau, 2018, 2020g). Most PD
activities offered are subject-specific, thereby supporting teachers in the
subject matters they teach (e.g., Chinese, English, Mathematics, Technology,
STEM), and aims to foster opportunities for collaborative learning, collegial

sharing, and networking.

We have described the five main PD providers currently operating in
the region, namely the EDB (sole provider of core PD), the various local
universities, the schools (which are regarded as learning organizations), the
teacher unions, plus a wide range of private organizations (both nonprofit
and for-profit). The engagement of teachers and school leaders in PD
initiatives has gradually increased in recent years, as demonstrated in the
territory-wide survey study conducted by the COTAP (2017). For example,
most Hong Kong schools currently provide novice teachers with job-
embedded induction programs, in which they receive guidance from senior

mentors and experienced teachers of similar subjects and/or grade levels. In
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fact, induction is regarded as the most useful form of PD in Hong Kong. Other
PD activities highly regarded by teachers are lesson observations, lesson
evaluations, school professional development days, and practical workshops
(COTAP, 2017).

The strategies recently adopted by PD providers to tackle the
challenges of COVID-19 have been described. The urgent requirement for
emergency remote teaching suddenly created a shift in favor of transmissive
professional learning (Kennedy, 2014), specifically focusing on the
acquisition of online teaching and learning knowledge and skills, which
became the main concern for educators at all levels. We have explained how
the EDB, the universities, and the schools have quickly adapted to the
challenges of the pandemic by providing teachers with funding, training
materials, and resources related to distance teaching and learning, as well
as PD using alternative delivery modes, be it online (synchronous or
asynchronous), blended, or face-to-face with social distance measures (Lau
& Lee, 2020). Teacher unions and private organizations were asked to either
cancel or postpone their face-to-face PD courses during the early stages of
the pandemic, hence did not make significant changes to their PD
approaches, but they are currently resuming activities using face-to-face
with social-distancing measures and/or online (Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region, 2021b).

Based on these considerations, we conclude that Hong Kong’s
teacher training infrastructure presents the characteristics of high-quality
PD systems, as described in the international literature: content focus,
sustained duration, collective participation, active learning opportunities,
and coherence (Bautista & Ortega-Ruiz, 2015; Darling-Hammond, Hyler, et
al., 2017; Desimone, 2009; Desimone & Garet, 2015; OECD, 2019). However,
due to the characteristics of Asian hierarchical top-down societies (Lam,
2015), the quantity of provision has been prioritized over teacher autonomy
throughout their PD journeys (Lu & Campbell, 2021; Pang et al., 2016).
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Furthermore, teachers and school leaders often perceive that PD initiatives
(especially the structured/formal ones) prioritize compliance over agency,
content coverage over goal-directed activities, and knowledge transmission
over conversations (Lam, 2015). Educational policymakers must be mindful
of existing PD-related obstacles, difficulties, and constraints and design new

policies to minimize their adverse effects (Gopinathan & Lee, 2018).
7.1 Future directions

Teacher PD in Hong Kong is based on the belief that “When teachers
grow, so do learners” (COTAP, 2015). However, there is a lack of local
research devoted to investigating the actual impact of teachers’ PD intake
on their own practices and students’ learning (Egert et al., 2018; Harfitt et
al., 2019; Lam, 2015; Lu & Campbell, 2021). Given the variety and diversity
of PD activities in which Hong Kong teachers can potentially participate, one
may think that investigating the effectiveness of the system s
methodologically unviable due to uncontrolled variables (Bautista et al.,
2015). However, PD scholars have proposed research approaches that could
be applied to address impact-related research questions (Desimone, 2009;
Hill et al., 2013; Kazemi & Hubbard, 2008). For example, Desimone (2009)
argued in favor of employing well-constructed teacher surveys associated
with large-scale student achievement databases. Hill et al. (2013)
recommended conducting a series of small-scale but rigorous randomized
controlled trials to determine the effects of various program delivery
features on teachers’ and students’ proximal outcomes. These trials would
be conducted at multiple locations with small groups of PD facilitators,
thereby informing future larger-scale trials and providing advice regarding
the designs most likely to benefit teachers’ and students’ learning.
Approaches such as these would allow PD providers and policymakers to
ascertain the extent to which the current teacher training infrastructure is
contributing to enhancing the quality of Hong Kong’s already successful

education system (Darling-Hammond, Burns, et al., 2017).

[{228]

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

2002 - oald e (46) daall  amidlAg el LY e sl S A ) Al

International Journal for Research in Education- UAEU

Vol.(46), Special issue - February 2022

We began this article by acknowledging that the success of education
in Hong Kong is the result of a complex interplay of macro, organizational,
and family factors (Gopinathan & Lee, 2018; Lee & Gopinathan, 2020) and
that teacher PD is just one of the elements within this ecosystem (Lam,
2015). We by no means intend to claim simple causal relationships between
the quantity and/or quality of teacher PD and the high achievement of
students, as these influences ought to be analyzed from system-minded
perspectives (West & Bautista, 2021). This article demonstrates that Hong
Kong has developed an ambitious and solid teacher PD infrastructure—
including diverse options and pathways for professional learning—to better
tackle the demands of recent educational reforms (Curriculum Development
Council, 2001; Education Bureau, 2009). This reflects a widespread
recognition that capacity building is the cornerstone of a successful
education system. We encourage the readers of the International Journal for
Research in Education (IJRE) to reflect on whether and how Hong Kong’s
teacher training infrastructure could inspire improvements in their own PD

systems.
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