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The objective of this Guidance Note is to outline best practices to structure and support school- and cluster-based 
continuous professional development (PD). Although research on how to best design, deliver, and sustain school- and 
cluster-based PD programming has been limited, this Guidance Note aims to capture emerging lessons from the growing 
global evidence base. An overview of relevant programs and examples of implementation is detailed in brief in appendix B.

What Are School- and Cluster-Based Approaches to PD? 
School- and cluster-based approaches to professional development (PD) are in-service continuous teacher 
professional programs. These programs are characterized by groups of teachers working together to improve their 
practice within a single school, across clusters of several schools, or in combinations of the two (Leu 2004; Mphahlele 
2012). Common participants in school- and cluster-based PD include teachers, principals, and other pedagogical leaders.1 
School- and cluster-based training tends to be highly participatory and offers teachers an opportunity to learn within 
settings similar to their own school or classroom environments. SCB training frequently is carried out and facilitated by 
teachers themselves or by an externally appointed facilitator. Training sessions also tend to be supported with centrally 
developed2 (at a subnational or national level) materials that provide guidance for the training sessions (Leu 2004). 

School- and cluster-based approaches to PD offer an effective, participatory, and responsive alternative to the 
traditional cascade model. (McNeil 2004). The traditional cascade model of PD typically trains selected teachers 
from a predefined unit of geography at a central location, often taking place within conference or university settings 
with materials and resources that may vary from teachers’ own classroom or school environment. After the training, 
these teachers are redeployed to their settings to train other teachers. This spillover often repeats over many levels 
until all teachers have received some level of training. Cascade training often can reach many teachers within a short 
time and at low cost (Gilpin 1997). However, research and implementation experience has shown that the model may 
be less cost efficient in the long term due to limitations in effectiveness, particularly in supporting untrained or under-
trained teachers (Orr and others 2013). Other related weaknesses of cascade training are that it:

1.  Is heavily predicated on the assumption that the participants who attend the central trainings can, at the end of 
the training, train others in what they learned in a high-quality, high-fidelity way. This assumption rarely becomes 
reality (Hayes 2000; Dichaba and Mokhele 2012). The assumption relies on participants to translate trainings back 
to their own contexts with potentially less-available and lower-quality resources than in the training environment.

2.  Concentrates expertise at the top among a small group of senior-level experts. This concentration often 
results in centralized, large-scale trainings that provide teachers with abstract information rather than 
concrete, practical strategies (Hayes 2000; Boyle, Lamprianou, and Boyle 2005). As a result, these trainings 
offer content with little transferability to the classroom, encourage passive learning, and rarely change teachers’ 
classroom practices (Hardman and others 2011; Orr and others 2013; Villegas-Reimers and Reimers 1996).

3.  Can present severe logistical challenges related to convening a large group of teachers at central, regional, 
and subregional levels. Any number of factors can contribute to these logistical challenges, ranging from low 
implementation capacity to countries with regions of instability or conflict.

Unlike traditional cascade structures, when done well, school- and cluster-based training offers PD opportunities 
that are naturally continuous and collaborative. In these training opportunities, teachers can meet regularly to 
focus on practical skills tailored to their needs. Drawing from the evidence of what works in teacher PD to improve 
student learning (Darling-Hammond, Hyler, and Gardner 2017; Kraft, Blazar, and Hogan 2018; Popova, Evans, and 
Arancibia 2016), effective teacher PD centers on four main principles: tailored, ongoing, practical, and focused. Table 
1 describes key characteristics of school- and cluster-based training and highlights their alignment with evidence of 
effective teacher PD:

1. In this note, a pedagogical leader refers to any individual who provides ongoing support to teachers. Most commonly, this role is filled by a coach. However, individuals such as 

specially trained master teachers, researchers, school support officers, or inspectors also can play the role of pedagogical leaders (Darling-Hammond, Hyler, and Gardner 2017).

2.   Centrally developed and/or structured resources may be appropriate in some, but not all, contexts depending on setting, familiarity with cluster- or school-based approaches, and 

the extent to which local capacity is in place.
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Table 1. School- and Cluster-Based Training and Alignment with Evidence of Effective Teacher PD

Key Characteristics of School- and Cluster-Based PD Alignment with Evidence of Effective Teacher PD

School- and cluster-based training aligns naturally with the principles of tailored and ongoing PD.

Tailored: School- and cluster-based training provides a 
natural opportunity for teachers to engage in reflective 
thought and reactive problem-solving on the real issues 
that they face day to day. This training model also 
enhances teachers’ autonomy to propose (and co-create) 
PD targeted to their needs.

Effective teaching should include adjusting to students’ learning 
needs. Similarly, effective PD should target the areas for which 
teachers need the most support. PD models associated with 
gains in student learning often are characterized by providing 
dedicated time for teachers to receive input on their practice 
and to reflect on that feedback (Darling-Hammond, Hyler, and 
Gardner 2017). Such activities frequently are found in one-to-
one (1-1) coaching sessions (Allen and others 2015; Powell 
and others 2010); in school- and cluster-based environments 
facilitated by a trainer (Johnson and Fargo 2010; Lara-Alecio 
and others 2012); or among teachers themselves (Gallagher, 
Woodworth, and Arshan 2017; Johnson and Fargo 2010).

Ongoing: School- and cluster-based PD is continuous. It 
involves structured training sessions that teachers attend 
weekly, biweekly, or monthly to work together to improve 
instruction.

Teacher PD programs yield the best results when they are 
long-term and sustained, as opposed to “one-shot” workshops 
(Cohen and Hill 2001; Desimone 2009). Encouraging teachers 
to return to school- and cluster-based PD settings over time 
enables teachers to refine and apply their understanding of 
the material in their classrooms between sessions. Promoting 
sustained learning over time--within and between sessions-
-leads to many more hours of learning than is indicated by 
“seat time” alone (Darling-Hammond, Hyler, and Gardner 2017). 

To be effective, school- and cluster-based PD needs to be practical and focused. School- and cluster-based approaches provide 
opportune venues for these principles.

Practical: When done well, school- and cluster-based 
trainings center on providing practical guidance on content-
specific classroom instruction. School and cluster settings 
should be venues for teachers to simulate real issues that 
come up in class, revise planned instruction/activities 
based on others’ feedback, design lessons together, and 
use collective data to target student instruction. 

Situating the content of PD in teachers’ specific everyday 
instructional needs makes it more likely that teachers will 
modify their teaching habits (Lemov, Woolway, and Yezzi 
2018). Opportunities that enable the hands-on application of 
pedagogical knowledge, such as modelling new practices or 
reflecting on new strategies, are important for uptake (Garet and 
others 2001; Penuel and others 2007; Saxe, Gearhart, and Nasir 
2001). Hands-on, active learning strategies that enable teachers 
to transform their teaching (and not simply layer new strategies 
on top of the old) are hallmarks of adult learning theory (Trotter 
2006; Darling-Hammond, Hyler, and Gardner 2017).

Focused: School- and cluster-based trainings should 
be focused on small, concrete tasks linked to teachers’ 
everyday practices. This focus is greatly facilitated by the 
provision of structured materials, where appropriate, such 
as teacher’s guides or a common schedule developed at a 
central or district level (Leu 2004; Schweisfurth 2013).

Note: Structured resources offer a valuable support in some, 
but not all, contexts. The need for structured resources may 
depend on setting, existing local education capacity, and 
familiarity with the implemented training approach.

Teacher PD, particularly in-service PD, needs to be selective and 
strategic (Garet and others 2016; Desimone 2009; Powell and 
others 2010). Trying to cover too wide a range of skills is less 
likely to result in meaningful change in any teaching practice 
because there would not be enough time and resources to 
improve each skill (Lemov, Woolway, and Yezzi 2018).

School- and cluster-based PD has the added benefit of being collaborative, which is associated with improved teaching and learning.

Collaborative: The school- and cluster-based PD format 
lends itself to cultivating collaborative relationships among 
teachers. Ideally, school- and cluster-based PD activities 
serve both as a venue to provide teacher training and a

High-quality PD provides opportunities for teachers to share 
ideas and collaborate in their learning, often in job-embedded 
contexts. Collaborative PD environments enable teachers to 
learn continuously from one another, share their visions, 
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place in which teachers can observe one another and 
provide ongoing feedback on instructional practices.

plan, and critically examine what in their day-to-day practice 
enhances student learning. Collaborative school-based PD 
sessions can lead to changes in culture and instruction at the 
school level that transcend individual classrooms (Buczynski 
and Hansen 2010; Louis, Marks, and Kruse 1996). These 
environments can bring about national improvements in 
teaching and learning (Buczynski and Hansen 2010; Doppelt 
and others 2009; Lara-Alecio and others 2012).

In Which Contexts Might School- and Cluster-Based 
Approaches Be Most Appropriate?
School- and cluster-based PD is most appropriate and provides significant advantages in contexts in which:

• Logistical issues make mass trainings more difficult. School- and cluster-based PD can ameliorate logistical 
challenges posed by cascade training approaches. For example, school- and cluster-based PD can reduce 
necessary transportation costs (due to bringing together an audience of participants for an extended period) 
and can provide an alternative to getting a coach into every classroom to provide one-on-one tailored feedback 
on teaching practices. However, school- and cluster-based PD approaches are not cost free. Particularly, cluster-
based PD requires a budget for coordination and logistics and for teachers to travel and meet (box 1).

• Reforms or changes to education policy or curricula occur frequently. School- and cluster-based approaches 
provide an effective forum for the practical exchange of information and practices on new educational 
reforms (Johnson 2019). Implementation experience has shown that teachers welcome information on how 
to understand and implement education reforms for which they have little practical preparation or available 
models. In addition to rolling out new education reforms, school- and cluster-based teacher PD can be leveraged 
as a venue to transmit appropriate and updated information during emergencies and crises, such as during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. School- and cluster-based PD may offer an approach to bridge professional development 
gaps by offering a forum for teacher feedback, innovative approaches to classroom management, and supports 
to digital learning and technology training at the local level. 

• In contexts in which it is not yet possible to get a coach into every classroom to observe a teacher. 1-to-1 
coaching is generally accepted to be one of the most effective in-service PD methods (Darling-Hammond, Hyler, 
and Gardner 2017; Kraft and Blazer 2017). Because school- and cluster-based PD is the fullest expression 
of the afore-mentioned principles of effective teacher PD, it can serve as an intermittent investment. These 
approaches lend themselves to continuous, collaborative, practical, focused, and tailored PD that enables 
countries to move gradually toward one-on-one coaching models.

• It is important to note that school- and cluster-based approaches can exist in parallel with conventional 
cascade models and complement them. Cascade trainings are not inherently ineffective in all contexts. 
Specifically, cascade training’s most characteristic deficiencies are the concentration of expertise at the 
topmost levels combined with a heavily transmissive mode of training at all levels (Hayes 2000). 

Positive instances of cascade training exist. Some remedy both deficiencies by borrowing characteristics from 
school- and cluster-based training. Examples could be decentralizing responsibilities and providing additional 
opportunities for teachers teaching similar subjects/grades to reflect on the relevance of training to their local 
contexts (see Rizvi and Nagy 2016 on Pakistan; Herriot and others 2002 on Kenya). Well-designed cascade 
approaches can be especially helpful (or even kick start) PD programs that need to quickly train numerous teachers 
with introductory content, which then can be reinforced and deepened through school- and cluster-based continuous 
PD. In these ways, school- and cluster-based approaches are versatile—even modular—so can provide complementary 
support to other teacher PD models.
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BOX 1. Pros and Cons between Cluster-Based and School-Based Continuous PD

For some education systems, deciding between cluster-based and school-based models can be an important 
consideration. Cluster-level continuous PD involves relatively high coordination and logistical costs to ensure 
that teachers have a location and the budget to meet. For example, continuous PD could entail paying teachers 
for this travel, allocating time for teachers to travel and meet in clusters, or sometimes paying a stipend to the 
school that regularly hosts cluster meetings. Nevertheless, cluster-level PD can offer an energizing environment 
for teachers to group in grade- or subject-level clusters outside of their normal school environments to find 
solutions to common problems. 

School-level models of continuous PD are a less expensive approach due to fewer coordination and logistical 
costs. School-level models can create a positive and collaborative school environment in which to try new 
pedagogical approaches. However, school-level models can be less effective when there are few teachers of the 
same grade or subject per school. Moreover, without sufficient support at the school level, meetings can lose 
focus or reinforce less effective habits and misconceptions.

Source: Adapted from Ralaingita 2021. 

What Are the Key Decision Points When Considering How to 
Structure and Support School- and Cluster-Based PD?
Decisions on how to structure and support school- and cluster-based continuous PD typically involve the five key 
decision points. This Note will elaborate on key principles for each of these five decisions.

 

a. Focus first on identifying the best way to group teachers.

Clusters are groups of schools that are geographically close and accessible to one another (Leu 2004; Mendelsohn 
and Ward 2001; Mphahlele 2012). In forming clusters, geographic location should be the first determinant. Generally, 
each cluster consists of 3 to 7 schools--including 1 school in each group that serves as the “Cluster Center.” 
Geographically, a cluster center is not necessarily equidistant from all its satellite schools, although it should be 
easily accessible to them. The decision on defining a cluster center prioritizes identifying a school that has more 
exemplary practices over a school that is geographically at the center. Cluster centers are most effective when they 
exhibit positive structural and process characteristics, such as being relatively well equipped for inclusive classroom 
practices, with good leadership, management, and/or teaching (Mendelsohn and Ward 2001). 

Some contexts may lack an exemplar school. In such contexts, consider directing resources toward creating an 
exemplar school that can act as a cluster center. In creating this exemplar school, increased investments can support 
pedagogical leadership and administrative tasks that benefit other satellite schools in the cluster.

HOW TO 
GROUP?

HOW OFTEN 
TO MEET?

WHO 
FACILITATES?

HOW TO 
SUPPORT?

HOW TO 
DECIDE 

CONTENT? 

HOW TO 
GROUP?
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Within clusters and schools, groups of teachers typically are formed by grade level or subject area. Ideally, teachers 
are grouped with others who share common goals, use similar instructional strategies, and may experience similar 
challenges. 

• Typically, grade-level groupings are suitable among elementary school teachers (Gallimore and others 2009).

• At the secondary level, school- and cluster-based efforts are most successful when teachers are organized 
in subject-area teams, such as seventh-grade mathematics or eighth-grade biology. When such teams are not 
possible, grouping secondary school teachers by subject with a sub-grouping across grade levels is common 
(for example, mathematics teachers, grades 6-8).

Depending on the activity, school- and cluster-based approaches can benefit from starting with, or involving 
occasional, whole group activities that later break into either grade or subject/content-area groups. Conditions 
for flexible grouping have great utility in that they can avoid the restrictive nature of grouping teachers by grade or 
subject area (Johnson 2019). In situations in which teachers are teaching different subjects (such as mother tongue 
and a second language) but are addressing similar content (such as letter writing, reading comprehension), trainers/
mentors can use flexible groupings. Such groupings can help teachers make better connections across curriculum 
and content areas. 

b. Next, focus on identifying the frequency of meeting.

PD efforts yield best results when they are continuous and engage teachers in 30 to 100 hours of learning over 6 to 
12 months (Yoon and others 2007). Time is found to be a crucial factor to the success of school- and cluster-based 
training. Receiving well-designed PD for an average of 49 hours spread over 6 to 12 months can increase student 
achievement by 21 percentile points (Yoon and others 2007). In comparison, one-shot, “spray-and-pray” workshops 
lasting 14 hours or less show no statistically significant effect on student learning (Wei and others 2009).

Interactions among teachers can occur through a combination of school- and cluster-based meetings. There is no 
consensus on the frequency of these meetings across settings. However, school-based meetings tend to range from a 
few times during a school year to weekly meetings and can be combined with frequent cluster meetings once every few 
weeks or month (Leu 2004). Technology can be used strategically to facilitate communication in between meetings. 

• School-level meetings organized weekly or bi-weekly enable purposeful reflection on a teacher’s classroom 
practices and enable the follow-up to happen soon after, usually within the next session. 

• Cluster-level meetings organized monthly (and/or held at least three times per term) enable sufficient time for 
planning, strategizing, and evaluating different aspects of teaching at a cluster level (Jacobs 2015). 

Technology such as WhatsApp, text messaging, or Google Groups can be used strategically to facilitate 
communication and sharing between group meetings. Alongside text exchanges, teachers can use virtual platforms 
to share video lessons and discuss specific pedagogical strategies. Technology use must be considered thoughtfully 
and clear guidance be laid out for teachers. For example, Kenya’s School-Based Teacher Support Initiative lays out 
clear guidance and recommendations for virtual peer learning platforms. The program requires all teacher clusters to 
form a WhatsApp group forum to share information. Teachers also are required to set group rules and identify ways 
to manage information sharing on the platform. Facilitators are tasked with overseeing and moderating interactions 
on virtual platforms. The program’s teacher’s manual includes a specific activity and time allocation to set up a 
WhatsApp group and to generate group rules to manage the WhatsApp platform. The manual also provides step-
by-step instructions on how to share files and audiovisual content on WhatsApp, Google Groups, and YouTube. Yet, 
technology is not a wholesale replacement for in-person school- and cluster-based continuous PD.  When possible, it 
is integral to begin with in-person elements to build rapport before introducing a virtual communications model.

HOW OFTEN 
TO MEET?
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Ensure that time to attend school- and cluster-based training is formally included in teachers’ schedules (Villegas-
Reimers and Reimers 1996; Hennessy, Haßler, and Hofmann 2015). As often as possible, school-based trainings 
should occur during school hours, such as during mutual planning periods. Moreover, implementation experiences 
have shown that efforts to include school principals and leaders in school- and cluster-based trainings can increase 
the likelihood that teachers will obtain dedicated time in their schedules to participate in PD activities (section 4).

Limited evidence also points to the possibility--indeed the potential--for school- and cluster-based approaches to 
deliver effective PD to rural areas and areas experiencing fragility, conflict, and violence (FCV). For rural schools, 
teachers could receive highly focused school-based facilitation and directed resources but less frequently. For example: 

• In Lesotho, District Resource Teachers (DRTs) were established to reach teachers in isolated mountainous areas 
(Mulkeen 2009). DRTs visited schools 4 times per year for 2 to 3 days each trip, helping teachers via individual 
consultations and group workshops for clusters, giving demonstration lessons, and supporting teachers with 
difficulties. The program has improved student achievement and has proved sustainable over time (Mulkeen 
2009). 

• A similar arrangement was made in Yemen, in which trainers travelled to teachers in particularly mountainous 
or remote areas. The trainers provided the teachers with 10 consecutive days of training followed by 4 
consecutive days of supervision and support in the classroom (Creative Associates 2015).

School- and cluster-based approaches also can effectively deliver PD opportunities in schools that operate in FCV 
contexts or that use double-shifting. For example:

• In Yemen, in which schools used double-shifting, teachers were required to attend trainings at the cluster 
school either before or after their morning or afternoon shift (Creative Associates 2015). This structure was 
strongly preferred by school directors and teachers, who had expressed disapproval of the Ministry of Education’s 
previous approach, which involved taking teachers out of the classroom for multiple full-day sessions. 

• In addition, the school- and cluster-based model provides a more viable alternative for female teachers. In the 
past, female teachers were deterred by their and others’ hesitancies from attending multi-day trainings far away 
in fragile or active conflict zones. The program markedly increased the participation of female teachers in PD in 
Yemen (Creative Associates 2015).

c. Identify the ideal profile of an individual who leads/facilitates the set groupings.

At the cluster level, the proper selection of trained and qualified facilitators is critical to sustain the PD program. 
Depending on the scale of the program, multiple profiles of individuals/groups should be appointed to support the 
school- and cluster-based PD model. Explicit roles and expectations for each profile of individuals help to formalize a 
transparent selection and appointment process (box 2). Formalized roles at the outset also facilitate the official and 
explicit designation of time within an individual’s schedule to carry out her/his responsibilities. 

• At state- or province-level, a coordinator should be appointed to oversee all the zones within the state. The 
coordinator plays a largely administrative and monitoring role. The coordinator will be responsible for the 
programmatic tasks such as setting training content, appointing zonal facilitators, and organizing regular 
trainings and interactions among zonal facilitators.

• Within each state/province, a zonal facilitator can be appointed to disseminate the content prepared at 
state/central level, organize trainings for cluster-level coordinators/facilitators, ensure that each cluster has 
the required resources, and provide opportunities for regular interactions among the clusters and cluster 
coordinators for the standardized roll-out of training. Similar to the coordinator, the zonal facilitator plays an 
administrative and monitoring role.

WHO 
FACILITATES?
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• A cluster facilitator should be appointed to oversee activities at the cluster level. These facilitators can be a head 
teacher, a supervisor of the school (typically the cluster center), or an exemplary teacher. Facilitators who are 
education practitioners, as opposed to researchers or government officials, are more effective (Popova, Evans, 
and Arancibia 2016). Depending on the context, the decision on the individual who supports these sessions can 
range from entirely ad hoc to highly systematic. In Ethiopia, for example, who selects cluster-level facilitators 
(known as “key teachers”) depends on the cluster. At times, the key teachers are selected by principals and, 
at other times, by other teachers. In a different model, teachers may be required to pass through a number of 
“levels” in their PD. They must meet a set of requirements before they are designated master teachers. In contrast 
to the coordinator and zonal facilitator, the cluster facilitator plays a largely pedagogical support role.

• Individual school-based sessions also will require a facilitator. School-level facilitators can range from being 
peer teachers to school principals. Ideally, they will have received specific training to facilitate peer trainings 
at the school level, although this training is not necessary (see section d. on supporting materials). In fact, 
peer-facilitators can be particularly effective in this context because they are simultaneously executing the 
same lesson plans as everyone in the group (Gallimore and others 2009). Appointing a peer-facilitator also “…
frees up coaches and content experts to play a knowledgeable resource role” (Gallimore and others 2009). The 
coaches and content experts can support these school-level meetings but are not necessarily responsible for 
leading these meetings week to week. Similar to the cluster facilitator, the school-level facilitator plays a largely 
pedagogical support role.

BOX 2. Transparency of Trainer Selection: The Case of Yemen 

In Yemen (and other places around the world), it is common for education officials to favor colleagues, friends, or 
even relatives when appointing trainers, facilitators, or teachers. Typically, monetary benefits are the main motive 
(for example, per diems for these individuals to attend training or to take on their roles). In the lead-up to its 
school- and cluster-based teacher PD, the Ministry of Education (MoE) and its development partners instituted 
multiple key strategies to combat political capture:

1.  A selection committee was set up at the central MoE level to oversee the evaluation and selection of Master 
Trainers and Teacher Trainers. 

2.  Selection criteria for these positions were outlined and publicized in a MoE decree. 

3.  All nominees to the position were subject to a rigorous post-training performance evaluation, which included 
a written test, interview, and demonstration of training skills. Using a score rubric determined by the central 
selection committee, the top percentile was selected to serve as master trainers; and the median percentile 
was selected for the teacher trainer role. Points also were given for level of education and expertise and 
could be added to nominees’ profiles for review. Participants not meeting requirements were not enabled to 
serve in these posts.

Source: Creative Associates 2015. 

d. Focus on developing quality training and support for facilitators in their roles.

A set of key principles address how to effectively train and support facilitators (at both cluster and school levels) in 
their roles:

•    Ideally, facilitators (at both cluster and school levels) receive dedicated training on the content of the 
sessions that they are meant to facilitate and on the facilitation strategies. For example, in Indonesia, two 
facilitators in each cluster are formally trained on how to run cluster sessions and on the session content.

HOW TO 
SUPPORT?
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• Facilitators should be given structured materials that help to support high-quality, self-paced school-level 
meetings (box 3). High-quality supporting materials are universally useful. However, in the absence of formal 
training opportunities for peer-facilitators, these materials are particularly important to support them. For 
example, the materials provide peer-facilitators with a range of high quality and scripted resources created 
at the central or provincial level. Examples include an overview of topics to be covered in school-based 
meetings, a structured facilitator’s guide for each session, how to troubleshoot common teacher concerns, 
and supplementary reading materials for teachers. Structured and/or scripted resources may be appropriate in 
some, but not all, contexts depending on setting, familiarity with training approaches, and the extent to which 
local capacity is in place to support individual teacher development.

• It is essential to start by identifying the necessary behavioral shifts and working backward to build structured 
materials that can support these shifts. For example, for teachers who are not accustomed to “practicing” their 
teaching, systems need to generate the material to guide and reinforce the enactment of that behavior. Box 3 
shows how Namibia created support materials to divide reflective thinking into its composite steps through key 
questions and explicit prompts.

• Ensuring participation and parallel training of school leaders (including head teachers, administrators, and 
supervisors) can their increase buy-in of school- and cluster-based PD and improve school-based supports to 
teachers. Implementation experience has found that participation of school leaders can increase the likelihood 
of teachers getting dedicated time in their schedules to participate in PD activities. Evidence from a school- and 
cluster-based approach in Papua New Guinea showed that, without the support from a head teacher, teachers 
tended to lack the confidence to reflect on their performance or to be critical of existing practices and seek 
improvements (AUSAid 2006). The same study found that the success of teachers engaging in school- and 
cluster-based continuous PD depends heavily on the role of the head teacher. Regular participation by school 
leaders also will equip them with the same knowledge and skills that the teachers are developing through in-
service programs so will enable the leaders to provide guidance and additional support to teachers in their day-
to-day classroom teaching. 

• In cases in which school- and cluster-based teacher professional development (TPD) is implemented 
as part of an externally funded project, dedicated sustainability efforts should be made to ensure that 
trainers, facilitators, coordinators, and others have the capability to support continuous TPD efforts after 
program funding ends. In South Sudan, the school- and cluster-based intervention introduced “sustainability 
of intervention” workshops for county and payams (an administrative level below the county) education 
administrators (Winrock International 2016). These workshops included both centralized workshops and field 
visits accompanied by program staff to upskill and train local stakeholders in administrative capacity.

Box 3. Developing Teachers’ Reflective Skills through Providing Structured Support Materials

The Case of Namibia:

In Namibia, evidence collected from the implementation of a small-scale in-service teacher PD study 
suggests that teachers who had never used reflective strategies for their own PD could develop reflective 
skills when they are provided with appropriately structured prompts and supporting materials. The Namibia in-
service teacher PD program took place over 3 years and involved training cycles for 5 to 7 teachers. The content 
comprised trainer-led workshops, support visits in schools, classroom observations, and school-based meetings. 
Workshops and school visits all employed a reflective approach, which required teachers to freely reflect on their 
own teaching and participate in groupwork to brainstorm training strategies. 

The first few rounds of training employed a free-form, reflective approach, which was found to be largely 
ineffective in yielding changes in teacher practice. The authors attributed this failure to the fact that teachers 
had not been “sufficiently empowered to reflect.” The teacher were used to operating in a culture that had “not 
encouraged them to ask questions publicly, to criticize, or to develop and express their own ideas.” Key changes 
then were made to the program design to provide a more structured approach to reflective practices among 
teachers. These changes included:
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• Explicit and heightened use of structured reflection questions such as “why” and “how.” For example, 
“Why did you think your technique was useful? How was it useful?”

• Development and use of structured observation forms that teachers were required to complete while 
observing video lessons or micro-teachinga lessons by other teachers. These materials prompted teachers 
to answer specific questions and look out for certain activities. These focused materials were more 
effective in prompting reflection from teachers than giving notepads to teachers to record their free-form 
reflections to an observed lesson.

• Provision of ample opportunities for teachers to practice reflective methods familiarized them with the 
approach and expectations over time.

A comparison of data from lesson observations and learner assessment data collected at the beginning and 
end of the highly structured training approach indicated significant improvement in teachers’ classroom 
performance and learners’ English skills. Results from this study suggest important implications for 
policymakers. They show that reflective approaches to training as conceptualized in literature from developed 
countries are not always immediately transferable to developing country contexts. However, specific methods, 
such as structured reflection, reinforcement, and observation, can be effective in developing teachers’ capability 
to reflect, even those who were unaccustomed to reflective approaches.

Source: O’Sullivan 2002.

Note: 
a. “Micro-teaching is a teacher training and faculty development technique by which the teacher reviews a recording of a 
teaching session to get constructive feedback from peers and/or students about what has worked and what improvements 
can be made to [her/his] teaching technique.” 

e. Develop effective content for teachers in school- and cluster-based training. 

Training needs to be tightly aligned to the needs of the teachers. Having a mechanism to diagnose existing skills 
and behaviors--either at the level of the individual teacher or among teachers throughout the system--can provide 
valuable information on which type of content can be most effective for teachers. For example, general pedagogical 
skills training is highly practical for all teachers, at all grade-levels, and for all subjects because it focuses on the 
everyday practices required in teaching. Training specific to pedagogical content knowledge can be developed if 
diagnostics show that instruction and assessment specific to certain content areas tend to be the areas of weakness 
for most teachers. To strike a balance between having an overarching agenda for training and being able to respond 
to day-to-day issues, countries should consider developing mechanisms that feed information on the needs and 
requests of teachers to the central educational agency. 

When deciding on training content, it is crucial for those responsible to consider the right balance (for the 
context in which the program is being implemented) between anchoring training in an overarching framework 
and addressing the needs of teachers at the local level. There is benefit to have content that is more organic and 
meets local needs, but such content needs to be balanced with a clear vision of the training content and sequence. 
For example, in settings in which cluster- or school-based approaches are relatively new or local capacity is low, the 
government or central educational agency should designate specific guidelines for training content, supported by 
highly structured supplementary materials. 

In the initial rollout of school- and cluster-based PD, most low- and middle-income country (LMIC) contexts should 
use highly structured and centrally developed material. However, as teachers’ skills gradually advance, the aim 
should be to introduce more reflective and organic activities in PD. For example, given their size and the grouping 

HOW TO 
DECIDE 

CONTENT? 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microteaching#:~:text=Micro%2Dteaching%20is%20a%20teac
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microteaching#:~:text=Micro%2Dteaching%20is%20a%20teac
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of other teachers of similar grades or subjects, school- and cluster-based settings are ripe for activity-based content. 
Examples of activities that can take place in these meetings include teacher inquiry groups and microteaching (Allen 
1967) or lesson study. One caveat is that the evidence base for the efficacy of these methods in LMICs is limited 
(appendix A). Nevertheless, the evidence base is included here as examples of activities that can be introduced 
gradually and opportunistically into school- and cluster-based PD:

• Teacher inquiry groups. Small inquiry groups of teachers usually are formed based on subject or content area 
and are led by a peer-facilitator to address a common academic problem. Together, over weeks, teachers set 
and share an explicit goal for student learning and jointly discuss and plan instruction to address it. 

• Microteaching or lesson study. At the school level, microteaching or lesson study involves creating a sequence 
of lesson plans lasting 4 to 5 weeks around a theme that may be content specific or general (this theme can 
be set at the central level or by teachers). Microteaching provides teachers, usually collaborating in small 
groups, an opportunity to experiment, observe, and improve. Teachers work with one another to discuss 
learning goals, plan classroom lessons, observe how their lesson plans and ideas work in a classroom setting, 
and report the results and observations so that other teachers can benefit from their collaborations (Lewis 
2016). Microteaching also can lead to the creation of a community of practice wherein teachers practice 
implementation of lesson plans in their group before delivering the lessons plans in the classroom. This group 
“rehearsal” leads to better preparation and implementation because it ensures real-time feedback and scope for 
teachers to revisit their instruction strategies. 

• Communities of practice (CoP). School-based sessions and activities sometimes can lead to the creation of 
additional CoPs. At the school or cluster level, teachers can form a group (based on either grade or subject) to 
reiterate and implement the key takeaways from cluster meetings, discuss their teaching practices, resolve the 
issues faced, and reflect together to improve classroom teaching (Ralaingita 2021). Often led by the school head or 
an expert teacher, these additional CoPs are more informal and focus on more loosely organized content to resolve 
individual teacher issues and address day-to-day challenges (pedagogical, classroom/school related, and others).

For Further Consideration
School- and cluster-based teacher PD offers many benefits. However, three points should be kept in mind by those 
who design these PD programs:

a. School-based teacher PD alone can be self limiting. According to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD), when conducted in isolation, school-based PD is prone to “…becoming introspective 
and replicating weaknesses that already exist in the school as an organization” (1998). Hence, following a mixed 
approach of both on- and off-site activities and self-development (at school level) with external assistance 
(through cluster-level engagement) is more effective and is the common feature of high-performing education 
globally.

b. In many developing countries, incorporating reflective approaches in teaching can be challenging. The 
shift toward reflective teaching sometimes makes assumptions about teachers’ professional autonomy, their 
possession of appropriate tools for reflection, and their own situational views of knowledge (O’Sullivan 2002). 
Evidence from Namibia indicates that reflective skills can be developed among teachers who never had been 
exposed to using reflection to develop their teaching skills (O’Sullivan 2002). The Namibia experiences show 
that reflection or practice can be an appropriate tool, but it needs to be structured and guided in culturally 
appropriate ways.

c. Evidence on how to best design, deliver, and sustain school- and cluster-based PD programs is limited. 
Most of the evidence from this Note draws on implementation experience documented from either in-person 
interviews or project documents. School- and cluster-based PD holds great promise as an approach for 
continuous, practical, tailored, and focused PD to be delivered directly to teachers. In the face of ever-increasing 
fragile contexts, the necessity for continuous PD will grow. 

d. Future research should consider continuous PD as an emergent and pertinent theme for focused, empirical 
examination. 
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Appendix A. Key Questions and Supporting Level of Evidence
Table A1. Key Questions and Supporting Level of Evidence

Key Question Summary of Evidence Degree of Confidence Based on Evidence

1. Who should be trained together? Teachers who share a common grade 
level or subject.

(3) Conceptual model provided by 
Huberman 1995. Tied to evidence under 
Q7 but does not have direct positive 
relationship with student outcomes. See 
Popova, Evans, and Arancibia 2016.a

2. For how long should teachers receive 
training?

Thirty to 100 hours of learning over 6 to 
12 months.

(5) Well documented in literature from 
high-income countries (HICs). For 
examples, see Carpenter and others 
1989; McGill-Franzen and others 1999.

3. How frequently should teachers meet 
in their schools or cluster groups?

School-level meetings: Weekly or bi-
weekly.

(3) Research evidence points to the 
importance of “sustained and intense” 
continuous PD to impact student learning 
(Cohen and Hill 2001; Garet and others 
2001; Weiss and Pasley 2006). The 
guidance provided draws from this research 
evidence and implementation experience.

Cluster-level meetings: Monthly (and/or 
held at least three times per term).

4. Who should give the training? Effective trainings tend to be conducted 
by education practitioners (such as 
primary or secondary teachers).

(5) Well documented in research 
from varying contexts. For examples 
from LMICs, see Abeberese, Kumler, 
and Linden 2014; Bando and Li 2014; 
Beuermann and others 2013.

5. What should be the content/focus of 
school- and cluster-based training?

Content and focus of should align 
with the needs of teachers, schools, 
and systems. Training on general 
pedagogical skills and on pedagogical 
content knowledge lends itself to being 
practical and focused. 

(5) Well documented in research from 
varying contexts. See Campbell and 
Malkus 2011; Powell and others 2010; 
Cilliers and others 2019.

Deliberate practice with other teachers. (5) Well documented in research from 
varying contexts. For LMIC examples, 
see Piper and Korda 2011; Spratt, King, 
and Bulat 2013.

Use semistructured and structured 
materials and prompts.

(1) For qualitative evidence, see 
O’Sullivan 2002 study on Namibia.

6. Additional modalities/techniques for 
training:
Lesson Study or Microteaching (Allen 
1967).

At school level, microteaching or lesson 
study involves creating a sequence of 
lesson plans lasting 4 to 5 weeks around 
a theme that may be content-specific 
or general. (This theme can be set at a 
central level or by teachers themselves.)

(2) Well documented in qualitative 
literature from HICs. See Fernández, 
Cannon, and Choksi 2003; Lee 2008; 
Puchner and Taylor 2006.

7. Additional modalities/techniques for 
training:
Teacher inquiry groups.

Teacher inquiry groups share an explicit 
goal for student learning and jointly 
discuss and plan instruction to address 
the goal over multiple weeks.

(2) Well documented in qualitative 
literature from HICs. See Clausen, 
Aquino, and Wideman 2009; Crockett 
2002; Rueda and Monzó 2002.

Note: 

a. Degree of confidence is designated at: 5 – Evidence of direct positive impact obtained from at least one well-designed RCT 
from an LMIC or at least three well-designed RCTs from any context; 4 – Evidence obtained from at least one well-designed 
controlled trial (that is, quasi-experimental), evidence from one well-designed case-control or cohort study; 3 – Evidence of 
indirect positive impact obtained from at least one-well designed RCT from an LMIC or evidence obtained from at least three 
well-designed RCTs from any context; 2 – Evidence from a number of descriptive or qualitative studies, from any context; 1 – 
Evidence from a single descriptive or qualitative study or from expert interviews with practitioners only, from any context.
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Appendix B. Key Characteristics of Referenced Programs That 
Provide School- or Cluster-Based Training
Table B1. Key Characteristics of Referenced Programs That Provide School- or Cluster-Based Training

Program
At-
Scale?

School, 
Cluster, 
or Both?

Frequency
of Meetings

Facilitator Selection 
and Profile

Impact on 
Teaching Behaviors

Impact on Student 
Learning Outcomes

Pakistan 
Cluster-
Based 
Mentoring 
Programme 
(CBMP)

No 
(imple-
mented 
in 4 of 23 
districts)

Both Forty-eight 
workshops 
were organized 
in 1 year; week-
ly workshops 
were followed 
by classroom 
observation.

Mentors were se-
lected from among 
experienced el-
ementary school 
teachers. Only 
teachers who dem-
onstrated flexibility, 
empathy, and will-
ingness to nurture 
another person 
reached the final 
selection. 

CBMP was found to 
have a significant 
positive impact on 
teaching practice. 
Teachers from 
intervention districts 
were observed to 
consistently employ 
more classroom 
discussion, 
cooperative learning, 
and inquiry-based 
methods. These 
teachers also used 
more effective 
pedagogical 
techniques, such 
as making a clear 
statement of purpose, 
presenting topics in 
a logical sequence, 
and responding 
to problems 
raised during the 
lesson. Teachers in 
intervention districts 
more consistently 
asked higher order 
questions and 
asked students 
to give examples 
to demonstrate 
understanding.

As a result of the 
intervention, students 
were observed to 
more actively help 
one another in their 
studies, listen to 
one another’s ideas, 
ask questions, 
and respond to 
questions. Students of 
intervention teachers 
were observed to be 
29% more consistent 
in helping one another 
in their studies and 
59% more consistent 
in responding to 
questions in the 
classroom.

Lesotho No Both Four times a 
year for 2 to 3 
days at a time 
(8 to12 days 
in 1 year). Ad-
ditional work-
shops were or-
ganized several 
times a year for 
all the teachers 
in the schools 
under the DRT’s 
care.a These 
workshops usu-
ally were held 
on weekends.

DRTs selected 
were qualified, 
experienced teach-
ers, had had head-
teacher or deputy 
headteacher expe-
rience, and were 
willing to travel 
frequently. Efforts 
were made to have 
gender balance 
and distribution by 
district and religion.

Teachers 
participating in the 
DRT intervention were 
found to maintain the 
use of visual aids on 
classroom walls and 
dedicate organized 
space to group work. 

Examination results of 
students in the case 
schools improved 
by 17% in 1 year, 
compared to 6% in 1 
year in other schools 
throughout the 
country. 
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Yemen Yes Both 2 visits each 
month

Master trainer 
(MTs), teacher 
trainer (ToTs) and 
district supervisor 
selection criteria 
were outlined and 
publicized in a de-
cree issued by the 
Minister of Educa-
tion. In addition to 
the basic criteria, 
ToTs and MTs 
were selected from 
targeted governor-
ates to decrease 
transportation 
costs and improve 
sustainability. The 
selection commit-
tee also facilitated 
gender equity by 
encouraging 
women to apply 
and lowering de-
gree standards for 
women.

Evaluation at the 
end of the school 
year (May 2013) 
found that 73.0% of 
teachers performed 
in the “good” or 
“better” category of 
providing independent 
reading-aloud time 
for students. This 
percent compared 
with only 44.1% of 
YEGRA teachers 
having students 
independently read 
aloud at the beginning 
of the year. Moreover, 
the YEGRA program 
showed promising 
results, particularly in 
teacher motivation.

The YEGRA program 
demonstrated 
positive results in 
student achievement 
in reading and 
Arabic. Foundational 
literacy skills in 
particular showed 
substantial 
improvement. 
There was a 264% 
increase in the 
ability to identify 
initial sounds in 
the YEGRA schools 
compared with only 
a 39% increase 
in the control 
schools. Letter-
sound knowledge, 
an important 
foundational skill that 
leads to decoding 
and fluency, showed 
an even larger 
gain among the 
YEGRA students: 
366% improvement 
over baseline 
compared with 
110% improvement 
over baseline in 
the schools using 
the existing MOE 
curriculum.

Namibia No School-
based 
(trained 
99 lower 
primary 
teachers 
and 46 
senior 
primary 
English 
teach-
ers)

Four-week-long 
workshops, 
1 each for 
grades 1, 2, 3, 
and 4; and 5 
to 7 teachers. 
Workshops 
were followed 
by classroom 
observations.

DRTs Comparison of 
data from lesson 
observations of the 
same teachers and 
learner assessment 
data collected at the 
beginning and end of 
the program indicated 
that the structured 
reflective approach 
was successful. It 
significantly improved 
teachers’ classroom 
performance.

Assessment 
data following 
the intervention 
showed significant 
improvement to 
learners’ English 
skills. 
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Papua New 
Guinea

Yes Cluster-
based

0-6-weeks of 
workshops 
during the year 
(varied based 
on provinces).

Trainers and men-
tors provided the 
first workshops. 
Primary school 
senior teachers or 
head teachers con-
ducted follow-up 
workshops.

This qualitative study 
showed the varying 
degrees of success 
and different styles 
of in-service training 
operating in the 
provinces. Provinces 
that had strong 
cluster organizations 
were much more 
successful in 
delivering widespread 
in-service to teachers. 
Overall, cluster 
workshops were 
found to be effective 
in disseminating 
information about the 
new curriculum.

Note: 

DRT = District Resource Teacher; YEGRA = Yemen Early Grade Reading Approach.
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