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Abstract 

Preschool education constitutes the foundation of lifelong learning and plays a significant role in ensuring children's 

holistic development. The quality of preschool education largely depends on educators’ professional competencies and 

continuous learning opportunities. Contemporary educational transformations, digitalization, inclusive education, social-

emotional learning, and the integration of artificial intelligence into educational settings have introduced new requirements 

for preschool teachers. This article examines the main directions of professional development in early childhood education 

through the analysis of international research and policy documents. The findings indicate that sustainable professional 

development should extend beyond traditional in-service training and incorporate reflective practice, professional learning 

communities, digital competence development, and practitioner research.  
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Introduction 

Early childhood represents one of the most critical periods of human development. 

Neuropsychological research demonstrates that the most intensive period of brain development occurs during 

the first years of life, and experiences acquired during this period have a long-term influence on children's future 

learning capacity, social relationships, emotional well-being, and overall quality of life. Therefore, early 

childhood education and care (ECEC) has become one of the key priorities of contemporary educational policy 

(UNICEF, 2022). 

Over the past decades, globalization, digitalization, changing labor market demands, the expansion of 

inclusive education, and socio-demographic transformations have created new challenges for education systems 

worldwide. These developments have also affected preschool education by necessitating the renewal of 

educational content, organizational structures, and pedagogical approaches (European Commission, 2020). 

Contemporary preschool education is no longer viewed merely as a preparatory stage for formal schooling but 
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rather as a fundamental social institution that promotes children's holistic development, social justice, and equal 

educational opportunities (UNESCO, 2023). 

Within the framework of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4 (Quality Education), 

ensuring universal access to high-quality early childhood education has been identified as a global priority 

(United Nations, 2015). UNESCO reports emphasize that children who receive high-quality early childhood 

education demonstrate higher academic achievement in subsequent educational stages, better social integration, 

and greater contributions to socio-economic development (UNESCO, 2023). Consequently, improving the 

quality of preschool education has become a strategic objective of national education policies across the world. 

One of the most significant determinants of preschool education quality is the level of professional 

preparation and continuous development of preschool teachers. Numerous international studies indicate a 

strong relationship between the quality of educational environments and teachers' professional competencies 

(OECD, 2019). Children's learning outcomes, social-emotional development, creativity, and overall well-being 

largely depend on the professional competence of educators (Slot et al., 2017). Therefore, teacher professional 

development has become a central component of preschool education reform initiatives. 

Unlike traditional approaches, contemporary educational paradigms view teachers not merely as 

transmitters of knowledge but also as facilitators of learning, reflective practitioners, researchers, mentors, 

innovators, and agents of educational change (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). This perspective has 

transformed the content of professional development, requiring teachers to strengthen not only their 

pedagogical and methodological expertise but also their digital literacy, communication skills, inclusive 

education competencies, collaboration, and leadership capacities (OECD, 2020). 

Research conducted by the OECD highlights that teaching is inherently a lifelong learning profession 

and that effective professional development should be continuous, systematic, collaborative, and practice-

oriented (OECD, 2020). Contemporary professional development models increasingly emphasize professional 

learning communities, mentoring and coaching, action research, reflective practice, digital learning platforms, 

and peer collaboration alongside formal training activities (Avalos, 2011). In particular, following the COVID-

19 pandemic, the rapid integration of digital technologies into education has accelerated the need for preschool 

teachers to acquire new competencies and has prompted the reconsideration of existing professional 

development strategies (OECD, 2021). 

In the Republic of Azerbaijan, the development of preschool education has also become one of the 

strategic priorities of national educational policy. In recent years, substantial efforts have been undertaken to 

expand access to preschool education, modernize the preschool curriculum, improve teacher education, and 

strengthen in-service professional development systems (Ministry of Science and Education of the Republic of 

Azerbaijan, 2024). Nevertheless, studying international experience and adopting contemporary professional 

development models remain essential for enhancing teachers' professional competence and improving the 

quality of preschool education. 

Against this background, investigating the modern directions of professional development of 

preschool teachers, analyzing international experience, and identifying innovative approaches to professional 

learning are of considerable theoretical and practical importance. 

The aim of this study is to identify the contemporary directions and emerging trends in the professional 

development of preschool teachers and to analyze their contribution to improving the quality of preschool 

education. 

The distinctive feature of this study lies in its integrated conceptual analysis of preschool teachers' 

professional development through the perspectives of competency-based education, inclusive education, digital 

transformation, reflective practice, and professional learning communities. 

Methods 
The study employed a qualitative research design based on theoretical analysis, comparative analysis, 

document analysis, and systematic review methods. Theoretical analysis was used to examine contemporary 
scientific approaches to the professional development of preschool teachers and to identify the conceptual 
foundations of lifelong professional learning. Comparative analysis enabled the comparison of international 
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approaches, policies, and models related to teacher professional development, particularly those implemented 
in different educational systems. 

Document analysis was conducted to examine international policy papers, strategic documents, and 
analytical reports published by UNESCO, OECD, the European Commission, UNICEF, and other 
international organizations, as well as recent scientific studies in the field of early childhood education. The 
collected materials were analyzed through content analysis and systematization in order to identify the major 
trends, professional competencies, and innovative approaches influencing the professional development of 
preschool educators. 

The findings were interpreted using a systematic approach, allowing the integration of theoretical 
perspectives with international best practices. This methodological framework made it possible to determine 
the contemporary directions of professional development in preschool education and to formulate 
recommendations relevant to the Azerbaijani educational context. 

 

Results 
 

The findings of this study demonstrate that the professional development of teachers in preschool 

education constitutes one of the fundamental prerequisites for improving educational quality, promoting 

children's holistic development, and ensuring the effectiveness and sustainability of early childhood education 

systems. Contemporary educational reforms require professional development to move beyond traditional in-

service training models toward continuous, competency-based, and practice-oriented learning. Effective 

professional development should therefore encompass the enhancement of digital competence, inclusive 

education practices, reflective practice, collaborative professional learning, leadership, and action research. 

The analysis further indicates that the effectiveness of professional development depends not only on 

the availability of training opportunities but also on their continuity, relevance to teachers' professional needs, 

and close integration with everyday educational practice. Sustainable professional learning is most effective 

when it is embedded within teachers' daily work, encourages critical reflection, supports collaboration among 

colleagues, and provides opportunities for continuous feedback and professional growth. In this regard, 

professional learning communities, mentoring and coaching, reflective practice, and research-informed 

professional learning represent essential mechanisms for strengthening teachers' competencies and fostering 

innovation in preschool education. 

The study also highlights that the rapid digital transformation of education, the expansion of inclusive 

education policies, and the increasing diversity of children's developmental needs require preschool teachers to 

continuously update their professional knowledge and acquire new competencies. Consequently, professional 

development systems should be sufficiently flexible to respond to emerging educational challenges and should 

encourage lifelong learning, innovation, and evidence-based pedagogical decision-making. 

Based on the findings, it is recommended that policymakers and educational institutions expand 

continuous professional development programmes, strengthen training related to digital and inclusive 

competencies, promote professional learning communities, mentoring systems, and action research, and 

develop institutional mechanisms that support teachers' long-term professional learning. Greater collaboration 

between teacher education institutions, preschool settings, and educational authorities would further contribute 

to improving the quality and sustainability of professional development initiatives. 

From a theoretical perspective, this study contributes to the existing literature by synthesizing 

contemporary international approaches to preschool teachers' professional development within a unified 

conceptual framework that integrates competency-based education, digital transformation, inclusive education, 

reflective practice, and professional learning communities. From a practical perspective, the findings may 

inform educational policy, teacher education programmes, and institutional strategies aimed at improving the 

quality of preschool education. 

Although the present study is based on a qualitative analysis of international literature and policy 

documents rather than empirical investigation, it provides a comprehensive overview of current trends and 

identifies priority directions for future development. Future research may build upon these findings by 

conducting empirical studies that examine the effectiveness of specific professional development models, 
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teachers' perceptions and experiences, and the implementation of evidence-based professional learning 

practices in different educational contexts. Such research would further strengthen the evidence base for 

developing sustainable and high-quality professional development systems in preschool education. 

Relevance of the article. Improving the quality of preschool education in modern times necessitates the 

organization of professional development of pedagogical personnel based on new approaches. Digital 

transformation, the expansion of inclusive education, the actualization of social-emotional learning and the 

integration of artificial intelligence technologies into the educational process require the renewal of professional 

competencies of educators-teachers working in preschool educational institutions. In this regard, the scientific 

study of modern directions of professional development in the field of preschool education is of urgent 

scientific and practical importance. 

Scientific novelty. The scientific novelty of the research is reflected in the complex systematization of 

modern directions of professional development of preschool educators and their presentation in a single 

conceptual framework. The study identifies the relationship between the theoretical foundations of professional 

development and modern practical directions, and substantiates the competency-based development model, 

digital transformation, inclusive education, reflective activity, professional learning communities and research-

oriented activity as mutually complementary components of a single professional development system. 

At the same time, modern trends in the professional development of preschool educators were 

analyzed in the context of international experience, and their application possibilities in the Azerbaijani 

education system were identified. This approach contributes to the enrichment of the scientific and 

methodological foundations for the development of professional development strategies in the field of 

preschool education. 

Practical significance of the article. The results of the study can be used in the development of advanced 

training programs for educators working in preschool educational institutions, in the improvement of 

professional development strategies, in the training of pedagogical personnel in higher educational institutions, 

as well as in scientific research on preschool education. 

 

Literature Review 
Rapid social, technological, economic, and educational transformations have significantly changed 

expectations regarding the professional competencies of teachers in preschool education (OECD, 2020; 

UNESCO, 2021). Contemporary preschool educators are expected not only to possess strong pedagogical 

knowledge but also to demonstrate digital competence, inclusive teaching skills, reflective practice, collaborative 

learning abilities, and a commitment to lifelong professional development (European Commission, 2020; 

OECD, 2020). 

International organizations consistently identify teacher quality as one of the most influential factors 

affecting children's learning and developmental outcomes (OECD, 2019; UNESCO, 2021; UNICEF, 2019). 

Consequently, continuous professional development has become a strategic priority for improving the quality 

and equity of early childhood education systems worldwide (OECD, 2020; European Commission, 2020). 

However, research suggests that professional learning opportunities in many countries remain fragmented, 

short-term, and insufficiently connected to teachers' everyday professional practice (Darling-Hammond et al., 

2017; OECD, 2020). 

In addition, the increasing implementation of inclusive education, competency-based curricula, and 

digital technologies requires preschool teachers to continuously update their professional knowledge and skills 

(UNESCO, 2020; European Commission, 2020). Recent studies emphasize that effective professional 

development should be collaborative, practice-oriented, evidence-informed, and sustained over time rather than 

limited to isolated training activities (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Fullan, 2020). 

Although extensive research has examined teacher professional development, there remains a need to 

synthesize contemporary international perspectives specifically related to preschool education and to identify 

the key directions that characterize effective professional learning in the twenty-first century. Addressing this 
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gap may provide valuable theoretical and practical guidance for policymakers, teacher education institutions, 

and preschool practitioners seeking to modernize professional development systems in line with international 

standards. 

Research Methodology 

This study is based on a qualitative research design and employs a qualitative theoretical and analytical 

approach to examine the modern directions of professional development of educators-teachers in preschool 

education. Rather than relying on empirical data collection, the research is grounded in a comprehensive review 

and critical analysis of contemporary scientific literature, international policy documents, and reports published 

by leading organizations in the field of education, including UNESCO, OECD, UNICEF, and the European 

Commission. 

The research methodology incorporates systematic, analytical, comparative, and descriptive 

approaches. Systematic document analysis was used to identify contemporary trends, conceptual frameworks, 

and evidence-based practices related to the professional development of preschool teachers. Comparative 

analysis enabled the examination of international experiences and the identification of common priorities and 

innovative approaches across different educational systems. 

The collected sources were analyzed through thematic analysis, allowing the identification of key 

dimensions of teachers' professional development, including competency-based professional learning, digital 

competence, inclusive education, reflective practice, lifelong learning, and professional learning communities. 

The synthesis of theoretical perspectives and international evidence provided a comprehensive understanding 

of current developments and served as the basis for formulating conclusions and recommendations relevant to 

the modernization of preschool teacher professional development. 

Discussion 

Theoretical foundations of professional development of teachers in preschool education 

In modern pedagogical literature, professional development is characterized as a process of systematic 

improvement of knowledge, skills, values, and competencies of an preschool teachers during his/her 

professional activity (Avalos, 2011). This process includes not only the acquisition of new knowledge, but also 

the analysis and reflection of pedagogical experience, the adoption of innovative approaches, and the 

continuous improvement of practical activities. According to modern approaches, professional development is 

a strategic direction of action that serves, in addition to the individual development of the teacher, the 

development of the educational institution and the education system as a whole (Darling-Hammond et al., 

2017). 

According to the OECD approach, teacher training does not end with initial pedagogical education, 

but, on the contrary, becomes a learning process that continues at all stages of professional activity (OECD, 

2020). This approach is especially important in the field of preschool education. Because the developmental 

characteristics of children in early childhood, changes in family structures, the expansion of inclusive education 

policies and the rapid development of digital technologies require teachers to have constantly updated 

knowledge and skills. In such conditions, professional development is not only an individual need, but also one 

of the main conditions for ensuring the quality of education (UNESCO, 2023). 

The theoretical Foundations of Preschool Teachers' Professional Development. Among these 

approaches, constructivism, social-constructivism, the theory of reflective practice, the concept of lifelong 

learning and the theory of professional learning communities occupy a special place. 

According to the constructivist theory, knowledge is not passively received but actively constructed, 

but is actively built on the basis of a person's previous experiences. In this regard, the professional development 

of a teacher is not limited to acquiring information, but is accompanied by his linking existing experience with 

new knowledge and applying it in his practical activities (Piaget, 1972). The social-constructivist approach 

emphasizes that learning occurs through social interaction. According to Vygotsky's theory, professional 

development is more effectively realized in the process of cooperation with colleagues, mentoring and 

professional dialogue (Vygotsky, 1978). Therefore, collective learning and exchange of experience are widely 

used in modern professional development programs. 

https://ijospesjournal.org/


Jafarova, 2026 

 

23 

p. 23    |  https://ijospesjournal.org/    

 

One of the theoretical foundations of the professional development of educators is Donald Schön's 

theory of reflective practice. According to Schön, the effectiveness of professional activity depends on the 

teacher's continuous analysis and evaluation of his own experience (Schön, 1983). A reflective teacher observes 

his own activities, analyzes his successes and difficulties, and plans his future activities based on the results 

obtained. Reflective practice in the field of preschool education allows for a deeper study of the individual 

characteristics of children and the improvement of the teaching-learning process. 

The concept of lifelong learning also occupies an important place in the theoretical foundations of 

professional development. According to this concept, learning is continuous throughout a person's professional 

activity and is the main means of adapting to changing socio-economic conditions (European Commission, 

2019). A modern teacher should not be satisfied with the knowledge acquired only at the primary education 

stage, but should constantly monitor new pedagogical technologies, teaching strategies and scientific 

innovations. Integration of the results of new research conducted in the field of preschool education, especially 

in practice, is considered one of the important directions of professional development. 

In modern times, the idea of professional development being collective in nature is also widespread. 

The basis of this approach is the concept of professional learning communities. According to DuFour and 

colleagues, joint cooperation of teachers, exchange of experience and collective problem solving play an 

important role in improving the quality of education (DuFour et al., 2016). Professional learning communities 

created in preschool educational institutions create conditions for teachers to share innovative experiences, 

develop reflective thinking and increase professional motivation. 

The professional development of teachers in early childhood education is also closely related to the 

competency-based approach. A competency-based approach requires teachers to not only possess theoretical 

knowledge, but also the ability to apply that knowledge in real pedagogical situations (European Commission, 

2020). Modern preschool teachers are required to have multidisciplinary competencies such as assessing child 

development, organizing an inclusive environment, collaborating with families, using digital technologies, and 

supporting social-emotional learning. Finally, human capital theory is also widely used to explain the 

professional development of teachers. According to this theory, investments in education and professional 

training increase the quality of human resources and, as a result, 

Theoretical analyses show that in international practice, the professional development of preschool 

educators is based on the concept of lifelong learning and is continuous. Modern approaches, moving away 

from the model of professional development traditionally limited to short-term courses and training, give 

priority to collaboration, reflective activity, research-oriented practice and the application of innovative 

technologies. Documents prepared by UNESCO and OECD emphasize that the professional development of 

a teacher is one of the main conditions for improving the quality of education, improving children's 

development indicators and sustainable development of the education system (UNESCO, 2023; OECD, 2020). 

The results of the study show that a modern preschool education specialist is required not only to have 

pedagogical knowledge, but also to have digital literacy, inclusive education competencies, social-emotional 

skills, reflective thinking and the ability to conduct research. These competencies interact with each other and 

determine the effectiveness of the teacher's professional activities. 

Professional development in the context of Azerbaijani experience 

In the Republic of Azerbaijan, improving the quality of preschool education has been identified as one 

of the priority directions of the state education policy. In recent years, reforms implemented in the field of 

preschool education, the introduction of new curriculum approaches, strengthening the material and technical 

base of educational institutions and expanding the scope of preschool education have significantly increased 

the requirements for the professional development of educators. In particular, the expansion of inclusive 

education, the application of digital technologies and the strengthening of quality assurance mechanisms require 

educators to acquire new professional competencies. In this regard, the alignment of professional development 

programs with international standards, their integration with practical activities and their sustainable nature are 

of particular importance. 
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The Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan "On Education", the Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan "On 

Preschool Education", the "State Strategy for the Development of Education in the Republic of Azerbaijan" 

and regulatory and legal documents on preschool education determine the provision of continuous professional 

development of pedagogical personnel as one of the main directions of education policy. These documents 

emphasize the development of educators' competencies in modern pedagogical approaches, child-centered 

teaching methods, inclusive education, digital technologies and assessment. 

In recent years, in-service training programs, methodological support projects and professional 

development initiatives implemented by the Ministry of Science and Education and the Institute of Education 

of the Republic of Azerbaijan have had a positive impact on the development of professional competencies of 

educators working in preschool educational institutions. At the same time, the wider integration of modern 

international experience into the national education system, the institutional formation of professional learning 

communities, and the widespread application of reflective action and action research remain relevant as future 

development directions. 

In this regard, harmonizing the professional development model of educators with international 

experience in the Azerbaijani preschool education system, strengthening continuous professional development 

mechanisms and expanding the application of evidence-based pedagogical approaches are of great importance 

for improving the quality of education. 

 

Findings 
The findings of the study indicate that the professional development of preschool teachers has become 

one of the key determinants of the quality and sustainability of early childhood education systems. The analysis 
of international policy documents and scientific literature demonstrates that contemporary professional 
development is no longer limited to traditional in-service training but is increasingly based on continuous 
learning, competency-based approaches, reflective practice, collaborative professional learning, and digital 
transformation. 

The study identified several major directions of professional development for preschool teachers. 
These include the development of pedagogical, communicative, digital, inclusive, and research competencies; 
participation in professional learning communities; implementation of reflective practice and action research; 
and the effective integration of digital technologies into educational processes. These directions are recognized 
by UNESCO, OECD, and the European Commission as essential components of high-quality early childhood 
education. 

The analysis also revealed that successful professional development requires institutional support, 
systematic professional learning opportunities, and strong cooperation among educational institutions, 
teachers, families, and policymakers. Furthermore, the findings emphasize that adapting international best 
practices to national educational contexts is essential for ensuring the effectiveness and sustainability of 
professional development policies. 

For Azerbaijan, the findings suggest that strengthening continuous professional development 
mechanisms, expanding competency-based training programmes, promoting professional learning 
communities, and enhancing digital and inclusive education competencies can significantly contribute to 
improving the quality of preschool education. 

 

Conclusion 
The findings of this study confirm that the professional development of preschool teachers is one of 

the fundamental factors influencing the quality, inclusiveness, and sustainability of early childhood education. 
Contemporary approaches demonstrate that effective professional development should be organized as a 
continuous, competency-based process integrating pedagogical innovation, digital transformation, reflective 
practice, collaborative learning, and research-oriented activities. 

The analysis of international experience indicates that successful professional development systems are 
based on institutional support, lifelong learning opportunities, professional learning communities, and 
evidence-informed educational practices. These approaches contribute not only to improving teachers' 
professional competencies but also to enhancing children's learning outcomes and the overall quality of 
preschool education. 

For Azerbaijan, the modernization of preschool education requires strengthening continuous 
professional development mechanisms, expanding competency-based training programmes, promoting 
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inclusive and digital education competencies, and encouraging reflective and collaborative professional 
practices. Adapting international best practices to national educational priorities may significantly contribute to 
improving teacher effectiveness and ensuring sustainable educational development. 

The study is limited by its theoretical nature and reliance on document analysis. Therefore, future 
research should include empirical investigations examining the effectiveness of different professional 
development models and their impact on preschool teachers' competencies and educational quality within the 
Azerbaijani context. 
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