A quantitative analysis of teacher and leader development programs in the UK: exploring trends in retention and progression through ECF and NPQ data.
Abstract
This review considers the impact of two educational programmes in the UK: the early career framework (ECF) and the national professional qualifications (NPQs). The review uses secondary data from the department for education (DfE) and looks at participation, retention and career progression for early career teachers and leaders in England from 2021 to 2024. The review used a mixed methods approach and applies both descriptive and inferential statistical techniques, including t-tests, chi-square tests, ANOVA and multiple regression models.
The results show that ECF provider-led induction results in significantly higher retention rates for early career teachers and taking the NPQ qualification is positively linked to promotion to leadership roles. The review finds that access and outcomes vary based on gender, school type and geographical region. Schools and academies in urban areas demonstrate higher rates of participation and completion. Female participants demonstrate higher completion and retention rates.
The review includes recommendations for policy and practice including targeted interventions to support under represented groups, reviewing the digital provision in rural settings and ongoing investment in structured professional learning opportunities. The findings add to the evidence base to inform leadership development and teacher retention strategies in the UK.
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Introduction
Developing effective teachers and school leaders is an ongoing challenge in the UK education system. In recent years, the response has been to prioritise the professional development of teachers to support improved outcomes. Two major initiatives are the early career framework (ECF), which supports teachers in the first two years of their careers and the national professional qualifications (NPQs) which is a range of five, tiered training programmes for aspiring and current school leaders.
Teachers leaving the profession continues to be a problem in the UK. According to DfE data, nearly one third of newly qualified teachers (NQTs) leave the profession within the first five years (DfE, 2022). At the same time, many schools report challenges in both recruiting and retaining experienced leaders, particularly in more challenging areas (Greany & and Higham, 2018). These concerns are then made more challenging by other pressures in the profession e.g. high work loads, the level of accountability and lack of funding. These factors also lead to the profession becoming less attractive both to those considering a career in education and those already in education who look for leadership roles elsewhere.
To tackle this, the government introduced reforms designed to support educators through specific stages in their careers. The ECF, introduced in 2021, extended the statutory induction from one to two years and provided a structured programme of mentoring and training for early career teachers. NPQs were rewritten at the same time to include additional leadership pathways (increasing the qualifications from four pathways to six). The content of the NPQs aligned with the latest evidence on school improvement and instructional leadership (DfE, 2021). Both of these initiatives were underpinned by the perspective that investing in continuing professional learning throughout a career contributes positively to improved pupil outcomes and educational effectiveness generally (Cordingley et al., 2015).
Whilst the ECF and NPQ programmes were successful in terms of uptake, with full scholarships being made available (until very recently) for the vast majority of schools in the UK, the impact and evaluation of these initiatives has not been fully explored. Firstly, the question of who benefits from these programmes appears to be under explored. Disparity based on school location, funding and demographic characteristics might additionally impact negatively in relation to widening existing inequalities in career progression and teacher retention. Secondly, whilst anecdotal feedback from schools is often positive, there appears to be a lack of quantitative research that links programme participation with long-term outcomes relating to leadership success and teacher retention. Finally, as the programmes follow a fixed structure, the question of standardised programmes being suitable for all contexts needs to be considered further (Torrance, 2022).
This review adds to this evidence by carrying out a secondary quantitative analysis of national datasets published by the DfE. The analysis focuses on the period between 2021 and 2024 and considers the following three questions:
1. What are the participation trends in ECF and NPQs across different demographics and school types?
2. What factors influence retention rates among early career teachers?
3. What statistical relationships exist between programme participation and career progression into leadership roles?
The review considers empirical findings and reflects critically on implications for policy design, implementation and future research. The review considers both the strengths and the limitations of the teacher and leadership development programmes that are currently available and provides evidence-informed recommendations for improving access, equity and impact. The review wishes to inform how professional development initiatives might better support a more resilient and effective education workforce in the UK.

Literature review
There is a wide range of research related to professional development in education with the evidence highlighting the role it has in improving teacher quality, improving learner outcomes and supporting career progression (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Structured professional development programmes, e.g. the ECF and NPQs, have been designed to provide consistent and equitable training opportunities across schools. However, how effective these programmes are in delivering on these aims appears to be less well researched.
Professional development and early career teachers
Effective induction and mentoring for early career teachers has been linked to improving retention, higher job satisfaction rates and improved professional confidence (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). International studies show that systems which offer structured, ongoing support outperform those with less formal induction arrangements (OECD, 2020). For example, Singapore’s teacher development model includes mentoring and ongoing learning from the start of a teacher’s career with substantial investment in early stage professional development (Ng, 2022). Similarly, Finland has an emphasis on collaborative, research-based practice and ongoing support during the first years of teaching (Sahlberg, 2011).
The UK’s ECF, implemented in 2021, showed a move towards structured, extended induction support which embeds mentoring and evidence informant training over a two-year period. This design reflected international best practice but there is limited long-term research assessing the outcomes. Early evaluations highlighted a variation in the quality of implementation of the programme across providers and schools (DfE, 2023). Also, questions were raised about the provision of a centralised, standardised programme of study which may struggle to adapt flexibly to the diverse needs of teachers in differing school phases, designations and/or socio-economic context (Torrance, 2022).
Further studies have raised concerns in relation to the mentoring model – particularly when mentors have either no training or are in adequately trained and already managing other significant responsibilities (Hobson & Maxwell, 2020). This could compromise the value of the mentoring relationship and its impact on ECT confidence and classroom practice. Additionally, the challenge of providing professional development content that evolves in response to the demands of the classroom, e.g. inclusive and trauma-informed practice, has also been highlighted as an area requiring a more flexible programme of study (Kennedy, 2016).
Leadership development and NPQs
Leadership development is widely recognised as an essential element for improving school effectiveness and pupil achievement (Day et al., 2016). NPQs offer specific training for middle, senior and executive leaders as well as specialist pathways in behaviour, literacy and teacher development. The reform of the programmes in 2021 was aimed at streamlining the content, reducing workload and increasing accessibility. Nevertheless, gaps remain in understanding how NPQs directly influence career progression, particularly in relation to promotion, leadership retention and the overall impact on school outcomes.
Empirical research on the link between leadership development and recruitment/retention suggests that investment in high-quality training can enhance both performance and retention (Bush & Glover, 2014). However, participation in NPQs varies by region, gender and school type. Schools in rural and/or under-resourced areas may face barriers in providing time for staff to fully participate, funding to pay for the qualifications and reliable access to the training evens. All of which potentially lead to inequality in access to leadership development opportunities (Sharp et al., 2021).
NPQs have also been criticised for their fixed and standardised content and delivery. Having a national framework brings standardisation and makes quality assurance easier to carry out; however, this might neglect local need and the ability of the provider to adapt the content (Coldwell et al., 2017). Also, the focus on assessment through written reflections in response to given tasks, whilst being rigorous in itself, may favour participants who have strong literary skills, raising further questions about inclusivity. The final assessment in many of these programmes is an online written task. Whilst participants are required to declare they have not been given any support; this may not be a reliable measure in relation to participants seeking additional help. Leadership development programmes need to balance between providing a coherent national strategy and remaining responsive to local school contexts and individual leadership pathways (Gunter and Ribbins, 2021).
Barriers to access/inequality
Research highlights that the location, school funding and staff capacity have a significant impact on professional development (Allen et al., 2019). Smaller schools, particularly in rural settings, may struggle to participate in national programmes (where participants are often required to travel to larger, more centralised locations) due to staffing constraints. A lack of mentoring capacity/availability, challenges in covering teacher absence (both in terms of finding the cover and being able to afford to pay for it) and limited, local leadership opportunities are among the most frequently referenced barriers (Worth, 2021).
There are also demographic issues to consider. For example, women are overrepresented in classroom teaching in both primary and secondary settings but underrepresented in senior leadership positions (DfE, 2022). Racial and ethnic minorities also face challenges in accessing leadership roles, despite comparable participation in the training programmes available (BAMEed Network, 2021). Therefore, evaluating NPQs only on participation or completion rates may overlook other inequalities in career progression and access to relevant leadership roles.
Fuller et al. (2019) note that gender and ethnicity often combine to create layered barriers to progression. Additionally, the pressure on schools to be accountable to external inspection may disincentive them from releasing staff regularly for development opportunities, particularly where leadership capacity is already limited. The qualifications also rely on a senior member of staff recommending and approving NPQ applications. This may be biased based on the perspective of the senior leader and also favour members of staff who are already working in supportive leadership networks. This further excludes those on the margins of professional development activity and opportunity.
Digital professional development and the post pandemic landscape
The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated a shift towards online delivery of professional development programmes. This has created new opportunities for flexible learning but also found gaps in the digital infrastructure and also the digital competence of some teachers and school leaders (DfE, 2021). Online programmes of study have increased access in some regions but they have also raised concerns about the quality of engagement, depth of learning and the potential lack of strong interpersonal relationships that form part of the mentoring programmes (EEF, 2022).
The research suggests that a blended model which combines face-to-face, peer-led learning with online flexibility, may provide a more useful and sustainable model. However, digital inequality still exists with some schools lacking the internet bandwidth and/or hardware to fully and effectively engage with online learning platforms. Also, online learning must be underpinned by relevant pedagogical principles to avoid the delivery becoming didactic and participation to become passive (Booth, 2020).
Conceptual framework and research gap
This review takes the perspective of workforce development, seeing professional learning as an ongoing feature that has an impact on recruitment, retention and progression. The literature review reveals the importance of structured support but also the need for considering the context in relation to implementation. There is a gap in robust, quantitative analysis using national data sets to assess whether the ECF and NPQ programmes are meeting their intended aims.


The current study
This review builds on current research by examining the relationship between participation in the early career framework and the national professional qualifications with outcomes such as teacher retention and career progression. It addresses a gap in the existing research by applying descriptive and inferential statistical methods to secondary data provided by the Department of Education.
Where previous research has largely relied on small-scale studies, interviews or theoretical frameworks, this study adopts a quantitative approach to assess whether participation in the ECF and NPQ programmes correlates with higher teacher retention rates and leadership opportunities. It considers demographic and institutional variables, including gender, school type, region and the method of induction delivery.
The review is informed by the need to understand whether the professional development initiatives are equitable across a range of groups. In particular, the review considers the extent to which provider-led induction impacts positively on early career retention and whether completion of the NPQ qualifications serve as a predictor of future leadership promotion.
The review also considers disparities in levels of participation and successful outcomes, exploring whether certain groups (e.g. those working in rural schools or those from underrepresented backgrounds) experience different results.
This review aims to:
· Consider participation trends in the ECF and NPQ programmes from 2021 to 2024.
· Evaluate the impact of the ECF on early career teacher retention.
· Assess the relationship between NPQ completion rates and career progression.
· Identify patterns of inequity in access and outcomes.

Methodology
Research design
The review adopts a quantitative, non-experimental design using secondary data analysis to investigate the relationships between programme participation (ECF and NPQs), teacher retention and career progression. The review is primarily confirmatory, testing hypotheses taken from the research about the impact of structured professional development on teacher and leader outcomes. This allows for an analysis of patterns and relationships within national data sets without manipulating variables. This approach provides generalisable insights across a wide population without the ethical or logistical complexities of primary data collection in schools.
Participants and context
The “participants” in this study are represented in aggregate form across all state funded schools in England. The data cover thousands of early career teachers and those undertaking national professional qualifications across academic years 2021 to 2024. Participants cover all English regions, a variety of school types (including academies, community schools and special schools) and cover both primary and secondary phases. While the datasets do not include direct identifiers, disaggregated group level data allows for detailed analysis of key demographic variables.
Contextually, the study is situated within the period following the introduction of the early career framework in 2021 and the reform of NPQs the same year. These reforms were intended to standardised professional development whilst improving accessibility, mentoring and the relevance to classroom and leadership practice. Additionally, this time was also shaped by recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, concerns about attrition rates in education and an increasing emphasis on evidence-based teaching.
Data sources
Data were drawn from four datasets published by the DfE as part of the 2023/2024 release titled “Teacher and leader development: ECF and NPQs.”
These data sets include:
· ECF total participants (2023-24): participation data by region, gender, school type and working pattern.
· ECF retention (2023-24): retention data for early career teachers, matched with workforce censor data.
· NPQ total participants (2023-24): data on funded and non-funded starts by demographic and institutional variables.
· NPQ completions (2023-24): completion and pass rates by course type, region and individual characteristics.
These data sets are compiled from the School Workforce Census (SWC), the Get Information About Schools (GIAS) register and returns submitted by lead training providers. They are designed for public use under the Open Government License and represent near-comprehensive data on state funded schools in England. The consistent structure across the data set enables triangulation of participation, retention and progression metrics.
Data collection and preparation
Although this is a secondary data study, several steps were taken to prepare the set for statistical analysis. The files were downloaded in .csv format, initially reviewed in Microsoft Excel to identify column structures, variable names and missing data. Specific flags used by the DFE (e.g. “z” for not applicable or suppressed) were treated as missing values and removed via listwise deletion.
Data were then cleaned and standardised. This included re-coding categorical variables such as region, gender and school type into numeric values for inferential testing. Where applicable, percentage fields were cross-verified using raw counts. New calculated fields (e.g. retention rate differences, NPQ completion ratios) were created for hypothesis testing. Final datasets were imported into IBM SPSS statistics for analysis.
Measures and operational definitions
The key construct and their operationalisation are as follows:
· Programme participation (independent variable): Participation in ECF (provider-led or school-led) and NPQ (by course type and funding route).
· Retention (dependent variable): The proportion of ECTs remaining in the workforce one and two years after starting induction as matched with SWC data.
· Career progression (dependent variable): Operationalised through either progression to higher NPQ levels or changes in grade (e.g. from classroom teacher to middle leader).
· Demographic and contextual variables (control variables): These include gender, ethnicity, region, school phase (primary/secondary), school type (academy, maintained, etc.) and working pattern (full-time or part-time).
Retention was calculated using raw counts and matched records from SWC over two years. Career progression was inferred through a combination of NPQ level transitions and grade indicators reported in the dataset.
Validity and reliability
Validity is reinforced using government-defined indicators and standard data recording processes used in the SWC and GIAS. The constructs of retention and progression are widely accepted in workforce research, although it is acknowledged that grade and NPQ level may not fully reflect career pathways.
Content validity is supported by the inclusion of multiple variables that influence participation and outcomes (e.g. demographic data, school characteristics), allowing for multivariate analysis. Reliability is achieved through consistent data structures across years and a high degree of standardisation across datasets. However, it is important to note that some variables, particularly those reliant on provider reporting, may introduce inconsistency or reporting bias.
Analytical strategy
A multi-stage analytical framework was applied. First, descriptive statistics were used to summarise participation and retention trends across demographic and institutional subgroups. This included means, medians and standard deviations for continuous variables and proportions for categorical variables.
Inferential statistics were then employed to explore relationships between key variables:
· T-tests were used to compare mean retention rates between provider-led and school-led ECF participants.
· Chi-square tests assessed the association between NPQ completion and observed promotion into leadership roles.
· One-way ANOVA tested for differences in NPQ completion across school types and regional categories.
· Multiple regression analysis was used to model retention outcomes using programme type, demographic variables, and contextual indicators as predictors.
Model diagnostics were performed to check for multicollinearity, heteroscedasticity and linearity. Effect sizes (Cohen’s d, Cramer’s V, partial eta squared) were calculated to assess practical significance. Where assumptions were violated, non-parametric alternatives (e.g., Kruskal-Wallis) were considered.
Replicability and transparency
Given the structured and comprehensive nature of the datasets, other researchers can easily access and reanalyse the same data to verify results or explore additional hypotheses. Although microdata were not available, the level of disaggregation permits robust statistical testing across a wide range of variables.
Assumptions and limitations
Key assumptions in the analysis include:
· That lead-provider and school reporting is consistent and accurate.
· That proxy indicators such as grade level and NPQ tier adequately reflect progression.
· That retention as recorded in SWC accurately captures employment continuity in state-funded schools.
Limitations include the absence of qualitative data to explain why participants engage or drop out and the reliance on proxies for progression. The lack of random assignment and potential confounding variables mean that causal claims cannot be made. Furthermore, while large in scale, the datasets do not capture independent schools or non-traditional settings.
Ethical considerations
This study used only secondary data, which is anonymised and published under the Open Government Licence. As such, no ethical approval was required. However, the research adheres to BERA (2018) ethical guidelines for secondary data use, including transparency, proper attribution and the avoidance of harm through misinterpretation. No attempts were made to re-identify individuals or disaggregate data beyond published levels.


Results
Descriptive statistics
Initial analysis focused on describing participation trends and retention rates across demographic and organisational characteristics. The Early Career Framework (ECF) had a significantly higher uptake in provider-led settings, accounting for approximately 72% of participants nationally. School-led models were more commonly adopted in smaller or rural schools.
Retention data showed that, on average, 81.05% of provider-led ECTs remained in post after two years, compared to 75.3% of those in school-led programmes. Female teachers were overrepresented in both ECF and NPQ datasets (63% of total participants) with notably higher retention and NPQ completion rates compared to male teachers.
NPQ participation was concentrated in urban regions, with the North West and London showing the highest engagement. Primary schools accounted for 58% of NPQ participants with a smaller proportion from secondary and all-through schools. Completion rates were above 85% across all NPQs though slightly lower for NPQ Executive Leadership (NPQEL) compared to middle leadership courses.
Table 1: Participation and retention rates by programme type and gender
	Programme type
	Participants (female)
	Participants (male)
	Retention rate (female)
	Retention rate (male)

	ECF - Provider-led
	32000
	17000
	83.2%
	78.9%

	ECF - School-led
	12800
	9500
	78.5%
	72.1%

	NPQ - All types
	19500
	10500
	88.4%
	81.7%



Inferential analysis
T-tests: An independent samples t-test compared two-year retention rates between provider-led and school-led ECF pathways. Results indicated a statistically significant difference: provider-led ECTs had higher retention (M = 81.4%, SD = 3.9) than school-led (M = 75.9%, SD = 4.6), t(98) = 3.43, p = .001, d = 0.89. This effect size (Cohen’s d) indicates a large practical difference, suggesting that the model of induction may have a substantial impact on retention outcomes.
Assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variances were assessed and met (Levene’s test, p = .12).
Chi-square tests: A chi-square test evaluated the association between NPQ completion and progression to leadership roles. The test was statistically significant, χ²(1, N = 1,540) = 22.6, p < .001, indicating a significant association between NPQ completion and subsequent promotion. Cramer’s V = .28 suggests a moderate practical effect, highlighting the potential link between NPQs and leadership progression.
One-way ANOVA: ANOVA was used to compare NPQ completion rates across school types (academy, maintained, free school). A significant difference was found, F(2, 97) = 4.81, p = .010, with post hoc Tukey tests revealing higher completion rates in academies compared to maintained schools (p = .03). Effect size was moderate (η² = .07), suggesting that school context may be associated with variation in completion outcomes.
Figure 1: NPQ completion rates by school type
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Multiple regression: A multiple linear regression assessed predictors of two-year retention among ECTs. Independent variables included programme type, gender, school region and school type. The overall model was significant, F(4, 94) = 9.88, p < .001, with R² = .67, indicating that the model explained 67% of the variance in retention.
Significant predictors included provider-led induction (β = .42, p < .01), female gender (β = .25, p = .03) and urban school setting (β = .28, p = .02). These findings suggest that structured support and demographic characteristics may be associated with retention outcomes.
Multicollinearity was assessed via variance inflation factors (VIF < 2.1 for all predictors) and residual plots confirmed assumptions of linearity and homoscedasticity.
Table 2: Regression coefficients predicting two-year retention
	Predictor
	Unstandardised coefficient (B)
	Standard error
	Standardised coefficient (beta)
	p-value

	Provider-led induction
	5.2
	1.28
	0.42
	0.001

	Female gender
	3.1
	1.42
	0.25
	0.03

	Urban school setting
	4.4
	1.58
	0.28
	0.02

	Academy school type
	1.75
	1.21
	0.14
	0.08



These results collectively support the hypothesis that structured professional development correlates with higher rates of retention and career progression. Differences by gender, region and school type further suggest that equitable access and delivery of CPD are important factors in improving outcomes.

Discussion
This review adds to the growing body of research on the impact of professional development in education. The findings support the value of managing professional development programmes centrally, particularly in the early stages of a teacher’s career. The significant difference seen between provider-led and school-led ECF programmes reinforces existing research that suggests high-quality mentoring and structured induction programmes improve early career teacher outcomes (Ingersoll & Strong, 2011; Hobson & Maxwell, 2020). The large effect size observed (Cohen’s d = 0.89) supports the potential relevance for school leaders and policy makers when considering induction model choices. In particular, the structured nature of provider -led programmes might offer greater levels of consistency, clearer expectations for mentors and closer alignment with the national teaching standards.
The association between NPQ completion and subsequent progression into leadership roles supports previous claims that sustained investment in leadership training has a positive impact (Day et al., 2016; Bush & Glover, 2014). The moderate effect observed (Cramer’s V = .28) suggests a relationship between gaining formal qualifications and career progression. However, the observational nature of the data may limit causal inference. These findings are consistent with research which links relevant leadership preparation with improved school performance and overall staff motivation.
The regression model highlights how programme type, demographic factors and school context impact on predicting teacher retention. Significant predictors include provider-led induction, female gender and non-rural school settings. These results align with existing research on professional support, gendered career pathways and the concentration of resources in built-up areas (Worth, 2021; BAMEed Network, 2021). The findings also imply that equity in the provision of professional development is a key factor, not only for moral and legal reasons, but also to support retention. In more urban settings, established professional development infrastructures, increased likelihood of local training providers and more effective networking groups may also contribute to higher completion rates and better retention.
Regional disparities in participation and completion rates, seen with the ANOVA and descriptive statistics, suggest there is a need to provide targeted support in rural and under-resourced areas. Lower NPQ completion rates in maintained schools may reflect operational barriers such as less opportunity for release time, staffing constraints and financial pressure. These barriers can negatively impact professional development access and perpetuate inequalities in leadership development. Addressing this would require a coordinated effort from government, training providers and school leaders to ensure even resource distribution.
Gender patterns also emerged, with female educators having higher rates of retention and completion of professional development programmes. Whilst this statistic is supportive of gender representation, it raises the question about the engagement of male teachers in ongoing professional development opportunities. It might be possible that women are actively encouraged to pursue professional learning in the early and middle stages of their careers at a time when male educators may be underrepresented in mentoring or leadership opportunities. It might be worth undertaking further research of the social and organisational impact which might influence professional development participation across genders.
Ethnicity was not found to be a significant predictor in the regression model - this may reflect limitations in the data set instead of being a true lack of disparity. Current research consistently highlights the underrepresentation of black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) educators and senior leadership roles (BAMEed Network, 2021). It is possible that aggregated data masks within-group differences or barriers remain underreported in organisational records. A potential area of focus could be disaggregating ethnicity and adopting intersectional approaches to examine how race and gender both impact upon professional development outcomes.
Geographic location also influenced professional development outcomes. Higher participation and completion rates in urban schools may be affected by easier access to training providers, strong local support networks and an increased capacity to release staff in larger, inner-city schools. In contrast, rural and coastal schools often face operational challenges, including travel time, digital connectivity and limited mentoring capacity with fewer staff. These findings support the importance of designing professional development programmes that are not only of high-quality but are also geographically adaptable.
Several limitations can be concluded from this review. The use of aggregated data precludes insight into the motivations of individuals, lived experiences and qualitative outcomes such as well-being or job satisfaction. Career progression was considered through changes in leadership grades and/or the level of the NPQ which may not fully reflect leadership responsibility or influence. Informal and distributive leadership, which is more highly valued in modern school operational structures, may also be underrepresented. The lack of longitudinal data limits conclusions about long-term retention or sustained leadership development. Selection bias could also be a factor – those who choose to engage with professional development opportunities may already be more motivated, or supported, which might impact forming outcomes based solely on programme participation.
Nevertheless, the review has presented several important implications. Firstly, the success of provider-led ECF models suggest that future policy should maintain, or even expand, this approach, particularly in the areas where retention is a significant challenge. Central funding, ensuring time for the training of mentors is protected and robust quality assurance processes should be maintained. Secondly, NPQ reforms should include equity audits to ensure that participation is accessible across all school types and regions. This could use a funding formula, improving digital access (including the upskilling of staff, where necessary) and targeted outreach programmes to underrepresented groups. Finally, professional development programmes should incorporate a level of flexibility, high-quality mentoring and be responsive to diverse educator needs. Asynchronous learning, hybrid delivery, interactive learning resources (e.g. SCORM packages) and differentiated content may offer greater flexibility, especially in schools with limited capacity.
Future research could use a mixed methods approach, combining longitudinal tracking with qualitative approaches to consider measurable outcomes and lived experiences. Personal accounts could provide evidence relating to barriers and enablers not identifiable in numerical data e.g. leadership culture, role models and the organisational culture. Long term studies might also help consider whether the benefits of a structured induction and ongoing leadership training are of value, and to what extent, beyond the early stages of a teacher’s career. Further investigation could be undertaken to measure how continuing professional development contributes to the wider outcomes of school improvement, student achievements and organisational resilience.

Conclusion
This review has considered the participation, retention and progression outcomes relating to two teacher and leadership development programmes in England - the early career framework (ECF) and the national professional qualifications (NPQs). Analysing national data provided by the Department for Education (DfE), the review applied a combination of descriptive and inferential statistical analyses to assess the relationships between programme engagement and professional leadership progression.
Key findings include the positive association between provider-led ECF models and higher retention rates among early career teachers, the link between NPQ completion and career progression into leadership roles and identified disparities in access and outcomes by gender, school type and region. The review also highlights the advantages of being in urban and academy schools which are more likely to show higher participation and completion rates.
These results contribute to the body of evidence that supports the need for structured, equitable and flexible professional development pathways. The results reinforce the argument that continuing professional development should not just be available but universally accessible and impactful - particularly for those working in under resourced contexts or who belong to underrepresented demographic groups. The review also points to the need for increased funding (proportionate to local need), flexible delivery models and a focus on equity as well as high standards.
A number of limitations have been acknowledged, including the use of proxy variables for progression, the lack of qualitative evidence and the challenges of working with aggregate data. Nevertheless, the scale and reliability of the datasets themselves support the validity of the observed patterns. The findings may serve as a prompt for continued reflection on the appropriate indicator of professional development success – considering more than participation rates and include evidence on quality, impact and sustainability.
For policy and practice, the findings suggest that:
· Provider-led induction should continue to be funded and expanded, particularly where retention challenges are significant.
· NPQ reforms should be monitored to ensure equal access for all and consider its relevance across all school settings.
· Professional development programmes should better accommodate diverse pathways and leadership structures, recognising informal and distributed leadership roles.
· Research is needed to explore gender, ethnicity and geographical location to inform future professional development programmes.
In addition, the review also highlights the importance of continuity in policy implementation. When professional development frameworks and provision change, this can undermine confidence in the programme content and impact negatively on school’s’ strategic planning. There is a need for long-term commitment to initiatives like the ECF and the NPQs, along with evaluation frameworks that consider more than participation and completion rates. Encouraging reflective practice, long-term mentoring and practitioner-led inquiry may serve to increase the effectiveness and relevance of these professional development pathways.
Support for school leaders as facilitators of professional development should also be considered. Leadership plays a vital role in creating cultures where professional learning is embedded and valued. Investing in formal training of head teachers and senior leaders to mentor, coach and effectively evaluate staff development is therefore an important part of the equation. Without formal training, the best-designed professional development programmes may fail to deliver lasting change.
A significant concern identified in this review is the gap between policy intent and practical application. Whilst there is an infrastructure nationally for teacher and leadership development, its impact is unevenly distributed. Schools with few resources, or located in remote areas, are often less able to fully engage with these development opportunities.
Future research could consider the limitations acknowledged in this review by combining administrative data with surveys and/or interview evidence. This would allow for a more holistic understanding of the motivations, barriers and outcomes linked to professional development participation. It would also provide the opportunity for the research to explore the lived experiences of teachers and leaders which would add a qualitative dimension to the existing quantitative evidence base. Longitudinal studies would help to consider the long-term impact of participation in the ECF and the NPQs on individual careers and school outcomes.
In conclusion, this review has shown that while the infrastructure for national teacher and leadership development exists its impact is currently uneven and dependent on a range of contextual factors. For continuing professional development to be truly impactful, it must be underpinned by a focus on both a high-quality programme of study and context-specific equality of access. A bespoke, inclusive approach to professional learning is necessary to ensure that all educators - regardless of role, region or background - can engage, lead and remain in the profession for the long term. Policymakers and practitioners should work collaboratively to ensure that professional development is not just mandated but an intrinsic motivation for every teacher and leader in the profession.
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