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This study investigates stakeholders’ perceptions of professionalisation and the need for a
distinct teacher licensing system in Pakistan. The problem arises from Pakistan's
fragmented education system, encompassing diverse public, private and military sectors,
leading to inequitable teacher quality. Specifically, the study aims to explore the possibilities
of teacher licensing in Pakistan and examine strategies that could improve teacher quality
within the country’s unique cultural and political landscape. The research questions focus
on how a national teacher licensing system could be implemented, and whether
professionalisation can be equitably enforced across Pakistan’s four provinces. Using case
studies, data was collected from 14 teachers, school leaders, and education policymakers
from provinces where teacher licensing is under consideration. Findings reveal a need for
continuous professional development, leadership training, and structured licensing
systems. The study uniquely connects Pakistan’s policy goals with stakeholder realities,
offering context-specific recommendations such as phased licensing, mentoring and
sustained support, and bridges national policy goals with the lived realities of stakeholders,
an area often overlooked in existing research, by providing a context-sensitive analysis of
licensing as a tool to promote equitable professional standards.

Introduction

In recent years, teacher educators and educational researchers have expressed growing
concern about significant shifts in the politics of teacher professionalism and professional
learning (Menter & Flores, 2021). Within this changing landscape, teacher licensing is
increasingly recognised as a central mechanism that defines who is qualified to teach and
what standards of competence are required. Licensing not only shapes teacher preparation
and regulates entry into the profession but also strengthens public accountability for
educational quality. Moreover, scholars note that licensing frameworks influence
professional identity and shape the balance between professional autonomy and external
regulation (Sachs, 2016). Examining licensing from this perspective thus provides important
insights into how teaching is structured and governed - as a profession (Ingersoll & Collins,
2018).

Previous studies have shown that the most striking causes of inequity in education in current
day Pakistan arise from the diversity and fragmentation of its expansive schooling system
(Graham, et al., 2023; Karimullah, Cotton, & Peralta, 2025; Kearney, 2023). Complicating
this is the fact that this system is divided into private, public and military sectors, with the
private sector further sub-divided by fee levels, with low-fee private schools being the
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preference for a large section of the community. In addition to such fragmenting of the
education system, Pakistan’s four provinces are at varying stages of socioeconomic
development. This disparity is compounded by a weak governance structure (Aziz et al.,
2014; Pakistan Economic Survey, 2019), cultural norms that restrict women’s career choices
(Sarwar & Imran, 2019) and a strong adherence to traditional models of teaching and
learning. In addition, foreign-funded education initiatives have introduced various models
for teacher development, although their success has been mixed due to a lack of integration
into national systems (Graham et al., 2024).

Within this context, a central question arises: which strategies to improve teacher quality
would be both effective and acceptable to key stakeholders, especially teachers? A national
teacher licensing system could strengthen professional status through clear career
progression, job security, leadership pathways, and transparent promotion criteria,
potentially reducing gender disparities. It could also help coordinate and sustain successful
foreign-supported initiatives within Pakistan’s national education goals. Our article focuses
on preparation for senior leadership roles, the professionalisation of teachers in Pakistan,
and the relative influence of legislation versus organic development, while considering
cultural and political contexts. It examines how teachers, senior leaders, and policymakers
can work together to improve teacher quality, how a national scheme could ensure equitable
provision across provinces, and the government’s capacity and priorities in advancing these
reforms.

In this study, the government’s capacities refer to its ability to design and implement a
national teacher licensing system. However, these capacities are constrained by several
factors. While the state holds the authority to regulate teacher standards, the post-18th
Amendment decentralisation has led to fragmented responsibilities across provinces,
weakening coordination and consistency (Ali & Ahmed, 2022). Existing bodies like NACTE
(National Accreditation Council for Teacher Education) and provincial departments have
limited administrative and technical capacity, while education remains underfunded,
affecting the scalability of reforms. Although some regions, such as Punjab, have piloted
teacher evaluations, a nationwide licensing system requires stronger infrastructure,
expertise, and political commitment. Thus, while the foundation exists, the government’s
current capacity is insufficient to implement and sustain a unified, effective licensing system
without significant structural and policy-level improvements.

Drawing on contemporary theories and global evidence on school improvement, our study
examines teacher professionalisation and licensing in Pakistan as a means of formalising
and strengthening the teaching profession. In-service programs play a key role in continuous
professional learning by improving pedagogy, curriculum knowledge, and classroom
practice. However, challenges remain, including inconsistent training standards, unequal
access to quality programs, and weak alignment between professional development and
licensing. While some provinces have introduced local initiatives, the lack of a unified
national policy limits their impact. Strengthening accredited, standardised in-service
education and linking it to a comprehensive national licensing framework are therefore
essential for improving teacher quality, accountability, and student outcomes across
Pakistan.
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Literature review

Aukett (2017) defined a profession as an occupation requiring specialised training, serving
society, operating with autonomy, and often requiring licensure. Teaching aligns with this
definition, encompassing pedagogical expertise, ethical practice, continuous development,
and public accountability (Krasniqi, 2022). Strengthening teacher licensing and in-service
training is crucial to upholding professional standards. Globally, structured models enhance
teacher professionalism through career progression, certification, and lifelong learning
(Scutt & Harrison, 2019; Sullivan et al., 2025). In Pakistan, teacher education is fragmented
across the aforementioned public, private, and military sectors, with no unified national
licensing system post-18th Amendment. Adopting professional standards in Pakistan
requires consideration of political, economic, and cultural factors. A context-sensitive
approach focusing on structured continuous professional development (CPD),
performance-based recognition, and mentoring can thus align international best practices
with local needs and strengthen teaching as a profession.

Crucially, adopting professional standards in Pakistan also requires sensitivity to political,
economic, and cultural factors, including institutional limitations and uneven resource
allocation. Therefore, rather than direct adoption, Pakistan needs to adapt core principles
of structured CPD, performance-based recognition, and mentoring to suit its unique needs.
A context-sensitive approach is thus essential to align international best practices with local
realities and strengthen the status of teaching as a profession.

Globally, teacher professionalism models and structures (such as the National Board for
Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) - USA; Teacher Career Ladder Programs -
Singapore; the Professional Standards for Teachers - UK; the Continuous Professional
Development (CPD) Framework - Finland; the Australian Professional Standards for
Teachers (APST) - Australia) are frameworks designed to enhance teachers' skills,
knowledge, and standards to elevate the overall quality of education. These models serve as
a guide offering mechanisms and best practices that can be adapted and implemented to
improve their own educational systems (Krasniqi, 2022; Scutt & Harrison, 2019). In this
section we first present an overview of Pakistani teachers’ education and then discuss the
structures of teacher professionalisation worldwide in relation to teaching profession
authorising in Pakistan.

Teacher education in Pakistan

Teacher education in Pakistan includes both pre-service and in-service programs, offered
by universities, government departments, and NGOs, aimed at developing teachers’
knowledge and skills (Ali & Ahmed, 2022; Shaukat & Chowdhury, 2020, 2021). According
to previous studies, such scenarios require decisive efforts to improve teacher quality in
Pakistan, including initiatives focused on professional development, effective training,
recruitment practices, and support systems for educators (Gillani, 2021; Kalim & Bibi,
2024).
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Pre-service programs lead to bachelor or masters degrees, while in-service programs focus
on continuous professional development (CPD). Currently some provinces in Pakistan have
local licensing systems to assess teachers’ qualifications, pedagogical skills, and classroom
management (Akhtar & Kayani, 2024). An effective licensure system ensures teachers meet
minimum professional standards before entering the classroom and requires CPD to
maintain quality (Tomasik, 2022). However, Pakistan currently lacks a national licensing
framework, with policy implementation hindered by bureaucracy, union influence, and
inconsistent interpretation of policies (Ali & Ahmed, 2022).

Licensing mechanisms in the West

Arguably, the three most recognised examples of opt-in teacher professionalisation
institutes globally are the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) in
the USA, the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL), and the
Chartered College of Teaching (CCT) in the UK (Kleinhenz & Ingvarson, 2007). The work
of all three in setting carefully designed standards and in raising aspirations is clearly a
positive force for change. The number of teachers opting into their recognition schemes is,
however, very small. For example, in the US, the NBPTS was founded in 1987, with only
about 3% (91,000) of the teacher workforce (3.7 million) being certified members. The
AITSL was established in 2010 to provide national leadership for the Australian
Commonwealth, State and Territory governments in promoting excellence in the profession
of teaching and school leadership. The compulsory registration of teachers in Australia is
managed by states where the opt-in element concerns recognition at Highly Accomplished
and Lead Teacher (HALT) status. Currently, there are 515,000 teachers in Australia, of
whom only 1,410 are HALTs (AITSL, 2024).

In the UK, the Chartered College of Teaching was formed in 2017 by an alliance of
educational interests, with Government approval and initial financial support, although it is
fully independent of the government. It was formed out of the previous College of
Teachers, with a revised Charter which allowed it to award Chartered Teacher statuses.
These are new developments: the first intake to the Chartered Teacher program was in 2021,
while the first intake to a Chartered Teacher (Leadership) scheme was in 2022. The College
currently has about 28,000 members of whom half are non-fee-paying student members.
Fee-paying members constitute 2.5% of the teacher workforce in the UK (Chartered
College of Teaching, n.d.). Perhaps the fact that in all these cases only a small number of
teachers are members or recognised through accreditation (3%, 0.25%, 2.5%), says that they
have not been widely adopted (yet) as markers of professional recognition. This indeed is
an important perspective to keep in mind when considering teacher licensing in a
developing country like Pakistan.

Another example is the Teachers Registration Council of Nigeria which was established
through legislation in 1993. It is significant that its creation was supported by the Nigerian
Union of Teachers, considering that teachers’ unions are often unsupportive of
professionalisation processes. These founding documents provide important frames of
references in recognising the professional status of teaching and adopting their mechanisms
for introducing teacher licensing in Pakistan (Ebhaleme, 2019).
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Likewise, In Canada, the Ontario College of Teachers was established by legislation in 1997
to oversee teacher admission, registration, and structured continuous professional
development at key career stages. Acting on behalf of the Provincial Government, the
college implements systems comparable to those found in other established professions
(Ebhaleme, 2019).

Together, these examples show that although and even when such opt-in schemes are
attuned to educational principles, they still do not attract sufficient numbers to transform
the quality of teaching system-wide. Mandated schemes are operated by the government,
which raises important questions within the context of Pakistan - how, and how far, would
any new scheme change what really happens on the ground, whether that could happen
across all four provinces in an equitable manner; and whether the Government has the
desire and the capacity to lead such a development in a way which would result in the quality
of teaching being transformed?

Teacher professionalism and professionalisation

Teacher professionalism describes the professional characteristics and behaviours
individual educators possess and demonstrate in their practice, while professionalisation
refers to broader efforts to elevate the status and standards of teaching as a profession
(Diamond & Bulfin, 2025). This may involve efforts to formalise training and certification
requirements, establish codes of conduct and ethics, create professional organisations, and
advocate for improved working conditions and status within society. Since the release of
the A Nation at Risk manifesto in the USA in the early 1980s, the concept of teacher
professionalism has emphasised the need for higher academic standards, stronger
curriculum, and better teacher preparation. It also called for reforms to improve the quality
of education, emphasising that a strong education system is essential for the nation's
economic competitiveness (Krasniqi, 2022; Graham et al., 2024).

The A Nation at Risk report (Gardner, 1984) brought significant attention to teacher
professionalism, drawing interest from many educational researchers who argued to
comprehend the current shifts and their effects on the teaching profession and teacher
education. It is thus essential to situate the new politics of teacher professionalism within a
broader context. This context notably includes neo-liberal and neo-conservative economic
and political reforms (Kabir & Chowdhury, 2017, 2021; Krasniqgi, 2022; Graham et al,,
2024).

At the core of these reforms is a significant historical transition from the Keynesian welfare
state to a model of social governance grounded in market economy principles. Neo-liberal
policies, driven by corporate interests aiming to maximise profits, advocate for the
privatisation of public service provision (Kabir & Chowdhury, 2021). In many countries,
education is increasingly perceived as a 'choice' market, where 'better providers' vie for more
capable students. This leaves less capable or disadvantaged students for less favoured
educational institutions.
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The challenges of teacher professionalism in uneven educational markets marked by social,
economic, and racial disparities are manifold. Teachers are increasingly held accountable for
declines in educational standards, yet power dynamics influence the development of
professional standards (Shaukat & Chowdhury, 2020). Professionalism is also linked to
governance models, requiring state intervention to align teaching roles with market
expectations and externally set standards (Kearney, 2023).

Our review examines some of the global frameworks for professionalising teaching through
licensing, continuous professional development, and structural reforms, highlighting the
complexities of implementing such strategies in Pakistan due to its diverse educational,
governance, and sociocultural contexts. The discussion is also framed within contemporary
neoliberal and neoconservative educational reforms, emphasising the tension between
market-driven demands and educators’ professional autonomy. Neoliberal governance
promotes accountability, standardisation, and performance-based regulation, particularly in
teacher licensing. This approach defines teaching through formal credentials and
measurable outcomes, positioning teachers as service providers who must meet external
benchmarks - often at the expense of professional discretion and autonomy (Kabir &
Chowdhury, 2021). This contextualisation also allows an appreciation of the nuanced
challenges of adopting international frameworks in the Pakistani context. This synthesis sets
the stage for the study's focus on stakeholder perspectives, offering a conceptual lens
through which the proposed licensing system can be evaluated for its feasibility and
transformative potential in Pakistan's educational context.

Method
Research design

The study involves a set of 14 in-depth, face-to-face semi-structured interviews with
individuals whom we style as our research partners, because they were all in a position to
offer deep insights into the issues we are exploring. This selection reflects our keenness to
reasonably embrace, within the necessary confines of a small case study (Castillo-Canales et
al., 2022), at least part of the diversity of the Pakistani school system. In the following
sections, the participants are described individually. In the spirit of a constructivist-
interpretivist study (Chowdhury, 2019; Rahman & Chowdhury, 2019), we consider it
important to know all the participants as individual authors of their narratives, and each
presenting idiosyncratic understandings of the phenomena under investigation.

Participants

Participants for this study were selected through purposive sampling used to identify
individuals who can provide rich, relevant, and diverse insights into the research problem
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). A total of 14 participants (six female and eight male) were selected,
based on their professional involvement in teacher education and school leadership. This
sample included two teaching practitioners, four school principals, five members from
teacher education or school support agencies, and three university academics, all of whom
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had substantial experience with in-service teacher development, policy implementation, or
leadership training (see Appendix 1).

The participants were selected to ensure diversity in geography, professional roles, and
institutional affiliations, including educators from Sindh and Punjab, urban centres such as
Karachi and Lahore, and public, private, and military school systems. Religious minorities
were also included to capture varied cultural and social perspectives. However, the greater
representation from Punjab than Sindh may introduce sampling bias and limit the
generalisability of the findings.

Data collection: Focus of the study

The study used semi-structured interviews to balance consistency with flexibility in
exploring participants’ experiences. Interviews were conducted in person at workplaces or
neutral locations, lasted 45-75 minutes, and were audio-recorded with consent. Conducted
in English or Urdu according to participant preference, the bilingual approach ensured
comfort and authentic expression.

In order to gain authentic insights into their rich experiences as individuals, the interview
questions (see Appendix 2) were designed to encourage our research partners to tell their
stories and share their perceptions in their own ways, before looking at what their stories
collectively have to say. Given our focus, we structured the conversations loosely around
the key components of the concept of teacher professionalisation by career stage, following
the empirical studies on the topics of entry to teaching, support in early career, and
preparing for senior leadership roles discussed in the literature review (Darling-Hammond,
Hyler & Gardner, 2017; Day & Gu, 2020; Desimone, 2009; Mizell, 2010; Opfer & Pedder,
2011). Specitically, we encouraged our research partners to share their general overview of
teacher workforce issues, of possibilities and limits to teacher professionalisation, and of
barriers and how they might be overcome. The conversations also covered dealing with
issues such as professional misconduct.

Ethical approval for the study was granted by the Institutional Review Board of a public
university in Lahore. Participants were informed about the study’s purpose, their voluntary
participation, and their right to withdraw, and written informed consent was obtained.
Confidentiality and anonymity were assured, and all participants agreed to the use of their
anonymised data in academic publications and presentations.

Two levels of analysis

The analysis generated diverse perspectives on teacher-related issues in Pakistan’s school
system, offering insights valuable for both researchers and policymakers. Interviews were
transcribed verbatim and, where needed, translated from Urdu to English. Data were
analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis, with inductive coding informed
by key concepts such as teacher professionalisation, licensing, and institutional culture.
Reflexive memos ensured transparency and rigor, enabling the identification of socio-
cultural factors shaping teacher professionalism in Pakistan.
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The 14 individual and uniquely personal depictions of reality from specific viewpoints
provide, collectively, a montage that expresses stories of authentic lived experiences, and a
faithful and comprehensive account of these is clearly beyond the scope of this paper. We
have therefore focused on themes of selection and initial preparation of teachers, dealing
with support in early career, preparation of senior management, the opportunities for
teacher professionalisation in Pakistan, legislation or organic development, cultural and
political context, and looking forward.

The data were further analysed using key dimensions of school system development -
structure, policies, curriculum, administration, and effectiveness. Participants expressed
differing views on educational quality, levels of agency, and confidence in systemic versus
local solutions, often shaped by the sector in which they worked. Insights were therefore
gathered from all sectors to inform pathways and recommendations for teacher
professionalisation.

Findings and analysis
Support in early career

All participants thought of the first few years of a teacher’s career as an important period
of professional formation, as indicated in previous studies (Shaukat et al., 2025; Darling-
Hammond et al., 2017), in which they benefit from a wide range of support. In Pakistan,
for teachers’ initial teaching support, the School Education Department periodically
conducts a month-long teacher induction training to teach new teachers about
methodologies. Data indicates that in most cases what teachers learn from such training can
often be difficult to implement in teaching practices. As participant EF explains, the lack of
involvement from school leaders, who do not see it as part of their job, further exacerbates
the problem:

In my school, senior staff with low motivation, they guide the new teachers according to
their mindset. It is not like the private schools where a coordinator is responsible for the
teachers’ counselling and guides the teacher to teach well in their probationary petiod.

Many teachers view their role as a temporary, respectable job rather than part of a broader
professional career, with the workforce often consisting of young, unmarried women
working part-time for below-minimum wages (see also, Karimullah et al., 2025). Senior
educators sometimes treat teaching as a mere ‘stepping stone’ for private tutoring. While
peer interaction and classroom observation are important for professional growth, they are
often limited by a focus on summative evaluation and lack of mentorship, leaving junior
teachers to navigate roles independently. Teacher development is shaped by institutional
goals, systemic support, and market pressures, with the early career years being critical for
long-term success (Shidler, 2023). Support mechanisms are essential but vary considerably
between private and public sectors.

A critical component of these support systems is the consistent provision of feedback. For
example, in International Baccalaureate (IB) (private system) schools, this feedback is
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particularly salient, as the professional growth of teachers is intricately linked with the
development and success of the learning program. This interconnectedness highlights the
necessity of ongoing, structured feedback mechanisms to align teacher development with
broader institutional goals.

In traditional schools, teacher support varies by education level and context. At the
secondary level, emphasis on student grades drives supervision and professional
development, with schools prioritising programs that improve exam performance.
Consequently, teachers often attend workshops organised by examination boards to
enhance students’ high-stakes assessment outcomes, sometimes at the expense of broader
teaching quality.

MN wanted to see a different tone in management:

When school senior managers, or district education officials, visit new teachers to see
them working in their classrooms, the nature of that activity should change from
inspection and judgement, to support and development.

She emphasised the need for continuous mentoring, school based professional
development, professional educators’ forums, and research-based activities. Overall, there
is strong consistency among these perspectives, indicating how quite small changes could
produce long-lasting improvements. While a proportion of teachers will still leave the
profession eatrly, others may be working in it for between 30 and 40 years. Setting them on
a better path in their first two years thus clearly offers an immense return on investment.

Preparation for senior management and leadership

Globally, school systems are at different stages of development, which are reflected in
various aspects of the work and life of a school, although nowhere is this clearer or more
diagnostically indicative than in perceptions and understandings regarding school
management and leadership. In fact, our conversations with the three private school
principals, and with participant CD who was working in an army school, were similar to
conversations we might have had in England or in any other mature system. Others
indicated either that they did not really have a concept of ‘school leadership’, or, that they
understood the concept, but it did not really feature in their working contexts. Similar
perspectives came from a principal with an administrative role who appeared to be seasoned
and confident:

GH appeated to be very much awate of leadership/CPD features across the three
different types of schools. He gave a detailed account of examples drawn from practices
at her own school as well as those he had experienced at other schools etc.

This reflects that the leadership style of the principal plays a crucial role in shaping the
culture, climate, and overall ethos of a school, as they provide teachers with support,
resources, and feedback to enhance their instructional effectiveness. Instructional leaders
also facilitate professional development opportunities, model effective teaching strategies,
and promote a culture of data-driven decision-making to improve student outcomes.
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Investment in continuous professional development also varies between school types.
Independent, for-profit private schools generally invest less in staff development, while
trust-run schools prioritise it, often as part of succession planning. Teachers gain leadership
and administrative skills by participating in committees, serving as subject coordinators,
counsellors, society patrons, or heads of departments. Quality schools implement
hierarchical succession plans with tailored leadership workshops, both in-house and cross-
institutional. In Pakistan, some schools engage in programs like the British Council’s British
Council’s Connected Classrooms, offering teachers international exposure, which supports
their development for senior leadership roles (British Council, 2026).

However, the training of leadership roles may vary according to the ideology of the schools.
Some schools recognise that career pathways for experienced, successful headteachers
would benefit the system and enable new things to be learned. Such ‘proven’ headteachers
could be allowed to innovate, for example, to plan new strategies for interactive learning,
exploring barriers to learning and being able to overcome them through experiment and
innovation. As CD explained:

It would be helpful to have more structured preparation for senior leadership roles, for
example, through peer observations from time to time. The army school does this: they
call meetings, explain and demonstrate and give support. The job descriptions, attributes
required, and success criteria need to be defined by senior personnel. For army schools
(Autonomous system) this is done by regional directors - they set the standards. New
headteachers should be supported and mentored by more experienced ones; after all,
learning from others is the best way of becoming effective in that kind of new role.

For public schools, it is evident that there are no criteria that specify the knowledge, skills
and attributes required to produce quality teachers. Length of experience is the main
criterion for selection. Headteachers need both administrative skills and the ability to guide
teachers on pedagogic matters, and to be familiar with contemporary technology skills.
However, in this context schools with good headteachers get better results than those who
follow their duty responsibilities dedicatedly (Adhikari, 2020), although, of course, there
should be an authorised body to regulate when a teacher is ready to progress to leadership
responsibilities. Likewise, there is a need to introduce some standards for school leadership
to decide the future of the teaching profession.

YZ also emphasised the need for progress and development in this area:

We have the professional standards document that implies that the standards are
appropriate for all teachers including headteachers, but teachers’ and headteachers’ skill
sets are very different. The leadership function of the headteachers means they should
know leadership skills, knowledge management skills and problem-solving skills. The
roadmap from entry to teaching to holding a senior leadership position needs to be
marked not just by experience, but by evidence of actual successful performance at
certain key benchmarks.

This highlights the necessity for headteachers to possess leadership skills, knowledge
management abilities, and mentoring capabilities. It also questions the practice of
promoting teachers to leadership roles solely based on years of experience, emphasizing the
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importance of leadership training and problem-solving skills and indicates that
advancement in the teaching profession should be based on demonstrated successful
performance rather than just accumulated experience.Some teachers also believe that
headteachers should a/so be instructional leaders; that headteachers needed training in how
to run a school; that training should be practical and require them to demonstrate its
application; and that headteachers need ongoing coaching and mentoring. If genuine
mentoring models are introduced, teaching can be improved. In Pakistan, a unique
approach to ongoing mentoring and support programs would involve tailoring them to the
country’s provincial education systems, multi-sector school landscape (public, private, and
military), and socio-cultural diversity. Programs could be embedded within existing school
clusters and led by experienced local educators, ensuring relevance and sustainability.
Incorporating language, gender sensitivity, and regional disparities would further align
mentoring with Pakistan’s specific educational challenges and contexts. Since no such
mentoring systems exist in Pakistan for coaching teachers (Ali & Ahmed, 2022), some
dedicated school staff informally contribute to mentoring in the teaching profession.

Is ‘teacher professionalisation’ desirable and possible in Pakistan?

As discussed eatlier, globally, there are examples of systems which have created structures
and strategies for teacher professionalisation and specifically involving a standard-setting
professional body, and arrangements for teachers to continue to develop their professional
skills throughout their career. These broadly fall into two groups: voluntary and compulsory.
In both cases, teachers work within regulatory frameworks mandated by the state, although
in the voluntary systems, teachers have the choice to opt into paid membership of a
professional body, and can choose whether, and how far, to use that body’s recognition to
improve their professional status. Compulsory professionalisation schemes, on the other
hand, do not offer such choice. As GH explained:

I do not see the professionalisation of teaching as particulatly desirable at present,
because it is hard to see who really wants it. Many teachers are of poor quality, but
Pakistan is facing education emergencies: there are many areas where it’s a struggle to
provide the most basic aspects of the school system. More regulation would hamper the
growth of the service, and in a developing country, more regulation often leads to more
corruption.

The view that professionalising teaching is indeed a desirable aim but is unattainable in this
context is because of the profile of the current workforce in terms of training, skills and
practical competence, compared to other professions. As UV put it:

Teaching doesn’t compare with the advanced professions. Talented people join other
professions. Fair selection and promotion criteria, and better salaties would lead to
teacher professionalisation.

While teaching could beneficially become more like a profession, data show that in the
Pakistani context currently it is not most teachers’ first choice of career. Participants
considered that improving standards of initial training, in-service support, and licensing
would professionalise teaching. However, it is not possible currently because of political
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barriers. However, it was clear that they thought that licensing would help. The purpose of
professionalising teaching is, of course, to bring about certain improvements, most notably
to the quality of teaching and learning in classrooms.

It is interesting how some of our research partners, the participants in this study, chose to
emphasise the importance of that outcome, rather than to comment on whether
‘professionalisation’ as a formal, institutionalised process, is a good way to achieve it. After
all, ‘being professional’ is also an attitude of mind and a matter of public perception (Day
& Gu, 2020) rather than a set of organisational arrangements. CD exemplified this:

In Pakistan, so much of the teaching is by rote and by copying from textbooks. Whereas
me, I want the children to be able to tell what is inside themselves, and I am good at
enabling this. A lot of training and CPD is going on, but some of the long serving
teachers don’t want to improve themselves. For example, because of the Covid
restrictions there was increased use of information technology for learning, but some of
the older teachers are not interested in becoming computer literate so much.

Teachers like CD need to be supported, empowered and promoted to help transform the
quality of education. However, in Pakistan, certification of professional development also
remains relatively expensive for the teachers. The big barrier to self-improvement is finance:
courses are expensive, also if they are too long, that puts a lot of pressure, especially on
female teachers” domestic roles as wife and mother. Pakistan’s teaching workforce, like
some other developing countries, under-represents females - for example, 51.9% female
teachers in Pakistani primary education 2024, according to the World Bank Gender Data
Portal (World Bank, 2026). A way forward might be for ‘soft’ financial plans to be offered
to schools, for example in the case of CPD for female teachers, either to lower the cost or
to spread it over a longer period.

In fact, AB argued that teaching can only be professionalised if certain changes are made to
the system first, including the provision of more resources and visual aids in the public
schools, updating of the curriculum, which should be more skills based, higher pay, better
selection and fairer promotion.

Legislation or organic development?

Governments with strong central control, limited diversity, sufficient funding, and technical
capacity can implement large-scale, directive reforms in school systems, as seen in places
like Ontario and Nigeria. In more complex contexts, governments often adopt mixed
strategies setting overall direction while combining regulation, capacity building, and local
innovation. Some countries, such as Colombia, have emphasised supportive coaching as a
key approach to improving teaching quality, particularly in challenging areas such as rural
education (Jaramillo Neira et al., 2025).

Against this broad backcloth, our research partners reminded us that the four provinces of
Pakistan are at different stages of development, that there are profound differences between
the sectors of schooling; that limited funding is a constant pressure, and that many official
bodies struggle to implement the legal duties they already have. Therefore, it is unlikely that
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the right path to improving teacher quality will rely heavily on legislation, or on ‘one-size-
tits-all solutions’, although we encountered a definite desire to reduce inequities. IJ drew
attention to an aspect of culture that cuts across private and public sectors:

There is a problem with the law in Pakistan. Some laws ate understood as being to set an
aspiration, or to look ‘good’ to the outside world, ot to impress foreign donors. The law
says the state provides universal education, but 30% of young people under 16 are out of
school. A red traffic light is seen as advisory. Laws are broken all the time; many are not
enforced.

This also suggests that policy failures in Pakistan are partly due to inconsistencies in policy
execution, as implementers exercise discretion in interpreting and applying policies, leading
to deviations from their original and intended objectives.

Cultural and political contexts

Additional recurring themes arose in our conversations with our research participants,
concerning gender inequity, archaic pedagogy, and weak leadership and inference of
bureaucracy. The bureaucratic model in Pakistan exercises significant control over
educational matters, shaping the implementation of educational policies. There is a
consensus that separate legislation is unnecessary; instead, existing organisations and
authorities should fulfill their responsibilities effectively to drive systemic reforms.
Meaningful engagement with school education department authorities is essential, as they
often lack first-hand knowledge of school realities due to limited school visits. Therefore,
school authorities must be well-informed about school affairs and actively engage in the
profession to ensure effective educational governance.

On leadership, 1] mentioned:

The Government is actually the first one to have a policy on education. Changing that
mindset is a political problem, but the politicians don’t have sufficient aura to have much
impact on that. Policies and standards should be implemented. The national standards
for teachers should be implemented. Pakistan is not a failed state, but the state is weak in
relation to that kind of leadership.

Looking forward to future plans

The findings, in line with previous research (Ali & Ahmed, 2022; Akhtar & Kayani, 2024;
Kalim & Bibi, 2024), suggest that a one-size-fits-all approach is not just impractical but
insensitive to unique contextual particulars. Different strategies will be needed for the
different sectors. The bigger picture, however, is that the Government and its agencies
would naturally be expected to concentrate on improving the public schools, for which they
are directly and solely responsible. Success in that would naturally lead, over the long term,
to a decrease in the proportion of parents choosing the low-fee private sector. Additionally,
fostering partnerships between public and private schools can further enhance teaching
quality, while capacity-building refresher courses can be introduced to upgrade teachers'
competencies.

Discussion
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This study aimed to investigate stakeholders’ perceptions of professionalisation and the
potential implementation of a (national) standardised teacher licensing system in Pakistan.
Specifically, our study sought to explore whether teacher licensing could improve teacher
quality and professionalisation in the country’s fragmented and diverse education system in
terms of the disparities in funding, curriculum, and teacher training that persist across
regions and school types, leading to unequal educational opportunities. These gaps
particularly affect public and rural schools, limiting the quality of instruction and student
outcomes. The findings highlight critical insights aligned with the theoretical frameworks
of teacher professionalisation and neoliberal governance as discussed in the literature.

The study also sought to understand how a national teacher quality scheme can offer
equitable provision of service across the four provinces in Pakistan. The findings reveal
significant disparities across Pakistan's educational sectors, which complicate the equitable
implementation of a national teacher quality scheme. As we have seen, the four provinces
are at different stages of socioeconomic development, further fragmented by public, private,
and military school systems. Participants highlighted that while private and military schools
generally have better-defined support structures for teacher development, public schools
still lack systemic mentorship and continuous professional development (CPD). This aligns
with Sullivan et al’s (2025) emphasis on robust support systems for professional growth.
Theories of neoliberal governance also elucidate how market-driven policies exacerbate
inequalities in professionalisation across regions (Kabir & Chowdhury, 2021).

The study also sought to wunderstand what strategies could enhance teacher
professionalisation and licensing in Pakistan. Stakeholders in the study endorsed a multi-
pronged approach to teacher professionalisation mentoring, context-specific CPD, and
phased licensing, while cautioning against the direct adoption of international models like
the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (APST) and the National Board for
Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS). These frameworks offer structured pathways
tied to standards, performance metrics, and certification. For instance, AITSL outlines
career-stage benchmarks (AITSL, 2017), while NBPTS emphasises reflective practice and
classroom evidence for voluntary certification.

However, applying these models in Pakistan presents challenges due to systemic
inequalities, provincial disparities, limited infrastructure, and cultural constraints,
particularly around teacher autonomy and gender roles. Moreover, the financial and
technical demands of such systems may exceed the current capacity of Pakistan’s education
sector. Nonetheless, the underlying principles such as performance-based growth,
recognition, and leadership development remain valuable if adapted to Pakistan’s context.
Decentralised CPD models and locally grounded mentoring programs, as advocated by
Darling-Hammond et al. (2017), offer promising avenues, especially given gaps in eatly-
career and school leadership support. In sum, while AITSL (AITSL, 2024) and NBPTS
provide useful frameworks, their effectiveness in Pakistan depends on contextual
adaptation, not replication. A tailored approach is thus essential to align international best
practices with Pakistan’s cultural, economic, and institutional realities.
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Leading complex long-term processes of change also requires fundamental choices
(Hastings & Schwarz, 2022) about the overall tone, style and dynamic of the strategies which
will be used. Put far too simply, at one end of the continuum is a set of strategies which
emphasise legislation, regulation, standardisation, coercion, inspection, blame and
punishments (Ali & Ahmed, 2022); while at the other end of the continuum is a set of
strategies which emphasise organic development, innovation and experimentation,
diversity, inclusion, an empowering, enabling, coaching culture, and recognition and
rewards for outstanding achievement. The aforementioned teacher structure and
regularisation are promising to establish teachers’ professionalisation and the potential
implementation of a teacher licensing system in Pakistan.

The findings reinforce the relevance of neoliberal governance theories, which highlight the
tension between state-led reforms and local agency. For example, while licensing has the
potential to elevate professional standards (Tomasik, 2022), its implementation risks
exacerbating corruption and inequities without robust state capacity. Similarly,
professionalisation, as discussed by Krasniqi, 2022 necessitates systemic reforms that extend
beyond legislative changes to address sociocultural barriers, such as gender inequity and the
prevalence of rote pedagogy.

Conclusion

Our study examined the potential of a teacher licensing system to improve professionalism
and teacher quality in Pakistan, noting ongoing challenges such as systemic inequities,
bureaucratic constraints, and sociocultural barriers. It emphasises the need for a phased,
context-sensitive licensing system adapted from international models, along with
mentorship, continuous professional development, and leadership training. Addressing
resource disparities and providing targeted support for female teachers and low-fee private
schools are also identified as key priorities. We also advocate for the introduction of
workforce planning systems and independent agencies to ensure consistent and transparent
admission and assessment procedures for teacher education. Establishing a cadre of skilled
coaches to facilitate mentorship and coaching across career stages can enhance teacher self-
efficacy and engagement. Additionally, a more robust accountability system, combining
sanctions and incentives, is needed to address teacher misconduct and foster
professionalism.

The study emphasises the need for collaborative governance involving government
agencies, private sector stakeholders, and international organisations to ensure sustainable
reforms. While recognising the gradual nature of professionalisation, the steps outlined
provide a roadmap for improvement. This recommends that provincial governments in
Pakistan adopt numerical workforce planning to better regulate admissions to teacher
education and manage teacher performance. It also suggests establishing an independent
body to standardise admission assessments and introducing stronger sanctions and
incentives to address teacher misconduct, thereby improving accountability and
professionalism.
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Implementing these recommendations could help Pakistan build a more professional and
empowered teaching workforce, improve educational outcomes, and reduce systemic
disparities. Although small in scale, our study contributes to debates on teacher
professionalisation in low-resource contexts, highlights the potential of teacher licensing,
and identifies areas for future research on certification, institutional support, and equity. It
also emphasises the need for practical leadership training for school leaders and the
development of coaching and mentoring systems to strengthen teacher motivation, self-
efficacy, and continuous professional development.

Although the study is small in scale and does not offer definitive solutions, it highlights
directions for further inquiry. It stresses the importance of practical, skills-based leadership
training for head-teachers and district officials, as well as the development of skilled
coaching and mentoring systems. These measures could strengthen teachers’ skills,
motivation, and engagement in professional development, ultimately improving educational
outcomes.

Based on these findings, it is recommended that teacher licensing in Pakistan be redefined
to reflect the multidimensional nature of teaching rather than relying predominantly on
written tests of cognitive knowledge (Nawab & Datoo, 2025). Licensing systems should
incorporate diverse assessment methods, such as classroom observations, teaching
portfolios, reflective practice, and evaluations of pedagogical skills, to better capture
teachers’ ability to apply knowledge, manage classroom challenges, and support diverse
learners. Greater attention should also be given to assessing professional dispositions,
including teacher agency, emotional commitment, enthusiasm, and responsiveness to
students’ needs, as these qualities play a critical role in effective teaching, but remain largely
unmeasured in current testing practices. In addition, policymakers should ensure that
licensing procedures are context-sensitive and equitable, reducing barriers that
disproportionately disadvantage candidates from marginalised or under-resourced
backgrounds. Finally, the development of teacher standards and licensing policies should
involve educators, teacher educators, and local stakeholders so that assessment frameworks
reflect the realities of classrooms and contribute meaningfully to improving teaching quality
rather than merely filtering candidates through high-stakes examinations.
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Appendix 1: Demographics and roles of research participants

Partic- Gender Cutrent role/ | School/ otgan- | Expetience Additional
ipant position isation type (years) responsibilities
AB Female |Early career Public school 5 Primary school English teacher,
teacher additional duties
CD | Female |Middle Army public 6 Assistant Section Head, leads
management school junior phase of 600 children
EF Female |Principal Public gitls’ high |20+ (12in  |Leadership
school current pos.)
GH Male |Founder, proprie- |Private IB school |15 Professional development for
tor, and principal teachers and school leaders
Ij Male |Recently retired  |Private traditional |Long-serving |Leadership
principal grammar school
KL Female |Principal Private Parsee 20+ Leadership and teaching
school
MN Male  |Project manager  |Local charitable 23 (previous |Supporting public schools
organisation teaching)
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OP Male |Assessment Provincial Examin-|20 (former  |Design and operation of
director ations Commission [headteacher) |standardised testing
QR Male |Adviser Foreign Aid 12 Leads pre-service and in-service
Agency (USAID) teacher education
ST Male |Education officer |Catholic Education|12 (previous |Professional development
Commission teaching)
uv Male  |District education |Provincial agency (10 Leadership
officer and lead
trainer
WX Male |Associate profe-  [Public university, |13 Academic and professional
ssor of education |former UNESCO education
officer
YZ Female |Assistant profe-  |Public university |14 Academic and reseatch
ssor of education
ZA | Female |Assistant profe- |Public university |12 Academic and research
ssor of education

Appendix 2: Interview questions

1. Could you briefly describe your current position and the nature of your work?
What key steps or experiences led you to your current role in education?

3. From your perspective, how do issues of teacher quality influence your work or
responsibilities?

4. Do you think teaching should be further professionalised, similar to established
professions? Why or why not?

5. In your view, what qualifications, skills, and personal attributes are essential for entry
into the teaching profession?

6. How do you evaluate the current system of pre-service teacher education and entry
requirements?

7. What kinds of support, mentoring, or professional development should be provided
to teachers in the eatly years of their careers?

8. What knowledge, skills, or preparation do you think are necessary for teachers to
move into senior leadership roles?

9. Do you think specialised training or mentoring should be required for headteachers
or school leaders? Please explain.

10. How effective are current mechanisms for addressing professional misconduct in
teaching, and how might they be improved?

11. What do you see as the main barriers to teacher professionalisation, including issues
related to status, pay, or regulation?

12. What policies, regulations, or institutional reforms do you think could most
effectively strengthen teacher professionalisation in the future?
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