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ABSTRACT

Teacher leadership and continuous professional development (CPD) are increasingly shaped by competency-based standards, performance
assessment, and rapidly changing educational contexts. However, such approaches may give limited attention to the ethical, reflective, and
inner dimensions of teachers’ professional growth. This study explores Buddhist ethical self-cultivation as a philosophical foundation for
cultivating teacher leadership and continuous professional development. Drawing on the Buddhist concepts of bhavana (cultivation), sila
(ethical conduct), samadhi (mental discipline), and pafiia (wisdom), the study develops a conceptual framework linking ethical self-
cultivation with teacher leadership and professional growth. The framework further incorporates the Five Precepts, mindfulness, the Noble
Eightfold Path, brahmaviharas, kalyanamitta, anicca, and anattd to examine ethical, relational, reflective, and adaptive dimensions of
professional practice. A qualitative approach with semi-structured, in-depth interviews and thematic analysis is proposed to explore
teachers’ understandings and experiences. The conceptual analysis and reviewed literature suggest that ethical self-cultivation may
strengthen teacher leadership through ethical modelling, compassion, mentoring, collaboration, and responsible influence, while supporting
CPD through self-regulation, reflective practice, resilience, practical wisdom, and intrinsic motivation. The study further conceptualises the
relationship among ethical self-cultivation, teacher leadership, and CPD as dynamic and mutually reinforcing rather than strictly linear.
The study contributes a human-centred, non-doctrinal perspective for reconceptualising teacher professionalism as an ongoing process of
ethical, relational, and professional cultivation.

KEYWORDS: Buddhist Philosophy, Ethical Self-Cultivation, Teacher Leadership, Continuous Professional Development, Bhavana,
Professional Growth.

INTRODUCTION

Teaching is fundamentally a moral enterprise, yet contemporary approaches to teacher development increasingly emphasise
competencies, standards, appraisal, and measurable performance, often overlooking the ethical and interior dimensions of
professional growth. Teacher leadership involves influencing colleagues, shaping school culture, mentoring others, and modelling
professional excellence (Sultan et al., 2023). However, such leadership may depend less on formal authority than on the sustained
cultivation of intention, conduct, and professional character.

Buddhist philosophy provides a systematic framework for understanding this inner cultivation. The concept of bhavana,
meaning cultivation or development, represents a continuous process of mental and ethical transformation. Its progression through
sila (ethical conduct), samadhi (mental discipline), and parinia (wisdom) offers a holistic foundation for professional development
(Areekul, 2020). The present study explores how this ethical self-cultivation can serve as a foundation for teacher leadership and
continuous professional development (CPD).

The Dhammapada emphasises the primacy of mind in shaping speech and action, suggesting that meaningful external
conduct originates in the quality of the mind. From this perspective, effective teacher leadership is not merely the outcome of
acquired skills but also of disciplined intention, ethical awareness, and reflective practice. The Buddha’s pedagogical example,
characterised by ethical clarity, compassion, and upaya (skillful means), further illustrates the integration of teaching and ethical
leadership (Rahula, 1974).

In an educational context increasingly shaped by performance frameworks, technological change, and Al-mediated
professional learning, Buddhist ethical self-cultivation offers a complementary perspective. It positions CPD as a lifelong process
of character formation, reflective practice, wisdom, and responsible leadership rather than merely compliance with professional
requirements.

The Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this study proposes a directional yet dynamic relationship between Buddhist ethical self-
cultivation, teacher leadership, and continuous professional development (CPD). Ethical self-cultivation, grounded in the threefold
training of sila (ethical conduct), samadhi (mental discipline), and pafiiia (wisdom), is positioned as the foundational process through
which professional character and leadership capacity develop. Practices such as the Five Precepts (parica-sila), mindfulness (sati),
and continuous self-reflection support the transformation of intention, conduct, and professional judgement.

Within this framework, teacher leadership represents the observable expression of cultivated ethical qualities in classroom
interaction, collegial relationships, mentoring, collaboration, and school improvement. The Buddhist ideal of kalyanamitta, or noble
friendship, provides a useful model of influence based on ethical example rather than positional authority. The four brahmaviharas-
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mettd (loving-kindness), karuna (compassion), mudita (sympathetic joy), and upekkha (equanimity)-further strengthen the relational
foundations of teacher leadership by promoting care, empathy, collegial support, and emotional balance.

The Noble Eightfold Path provides an integrated ethical architecture for professional practice. Right view and intention guide
professional judgement and purpose, while right speech and action shape responsible communication and conduct. Right livelihood
reinforces vocational integrity, and right effort, mindfulness, and concentration encourage reflective practice and sustained
professional improvement (Keown, 2001). These factors operate interdependently rather than as isolated competencies.

Accordingly, CPD and professional growth are conceptualised as an ongoing process of bhavana or cultivation, involving
continuous ethical reflection, mindful practice, wisdom development, and professional learning. The framework therefore moves
beyond certificate-based or competency-driven development by connecting inner ethical transformation with teacher leadership and
lifelong professional growth (Areekul, 2020; Sultan et al., 2023).

The Need for the Study

Despite growing interest in mindfulness, teacher wellbeing, and professional development, relatively limited research has
examined the integrated Buddhist framework of sila, samadhi, and pariiia as a foundation for teacher leadership and continuous
professional development (CPD). Existing studies often emphasise mindfulness as a stress-reduction or wellbeing technique while
overlooking its ethical and wisdom dimensions. Similarly, Buddhist educational traditions are frequently examined descriptively
rather than in relation to contemporary teacher leadership and professional growth (Das, 2026). Therefore, there is a need to explore
how Buddhist principles such as the Five Precepts, mindfulness, the Noble Eightfold Path, and the brahmaviharas can strengthen
teachers’ ethical awareness, reflective practice, relational competence, and leadership capacity. The study further seeks to
reconceptualise CPD beyond qualifications and measurable competencies by viewing professional growth as an ongoing process of
ethical self-cultivation, character development, practical wisdom, and responsible leadership.

The Significance of the Study

This study is significant because it addresses the philosophical gap in contemporary teacher leadership and continuous
professional development (CPD) by introducing Buddhist ethical self-cultivation as a holistic foundation for professional growth.
Drawing on sila, samadhi, paniia, the Noble Eightfold Path, brahmaviharas, and kalyanamitta, it develops a non-Western
perspective linking ethical development with teacher leadership and lifelong professional learning. The study contributes
theoretically by extending teacher-leadership literature beyond competency- and performance-oriented approaches and by
demonstrating the relevance of Buddhist ethical philosophy to contemporary education (Burmansah, 2025). Practically, it may
support teacher educators in integrating ethical reflection and character development into teacher education, assist school leaders in
developing mentoring and collaborative leadership practices, and encourage CPD designers and policymakers to recognise
reflective, relational, and ethical dimensions of professional growth alongside measurable competencies. Thus, the study offers a
sustainable and human-centred perspective on teacher leadership and professional development.

The Delimitations of the Study

The study is delimited in several respects. First, Buddhist philosophy is used as an ethical and philosophical framework rather
than as religious or doctrinal instruction, and participants are not required to identify as Buddhist. Second, the empirical component
focuses on practising school teachers who possess some familiarity with or openness to ethical reflection and contemplative
practices; monastic educators and higher-education faculty are excluded. Third, the study adopts a qualitative and conceptual
orientation and therefore does not seek statistical generalisation, causal testing, or quantitative measurement of leadership outcomes.
Fourth, the philosophical analysis primarily draws on canonical Pali sources and selected widely influential Buddhist texts, without
attempting to resolve differences among Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana traditions. Finally, the study is specifically confined
to ethical self-cultivation, teacher leadership, and continuous professional development, and does not examine student achievement,
student outcomes, or broader institutional performance indicators.

REVIEWS OF RELATED LITERATURE

Areekul (2020) developed and validated a model of professional teacher development integrating Buddhist principles such
as desand, kalyanamitta-dhamma, and professional ethics. Using data from teachers and experts, the study demonstrated that
Buddhist ethical principles could be incorporated into contemporary teacher-development frameworks. The study is relevant to the
present research because it establishes the potential of Buddhist philosophy as a foundation for ethical teacher development and
professional practice.

Sultan et al. (2023) examined the influence of leadership, work environment, and organisational culture on teacher
competence and performance in a Buddhist school in Indonesia. The findings indicated that ethically grounded leadership and
supportive organisational conditions were associated with improved teacher competence. The study supports the present research
by highlighting the importance of ethical and relational leadership in teacher development, although it does not specifically examine
Buddhist ethical self-cultivation as the basis of teacher leadership.

Tyagi and Misra (2022) explored teacher professional development in ancient Indian educational traditions through the
Upanishadic teacher-disciple relationship. The study highlighted reflective dialogue, self-inquiry, ethical discipline, and lifelong
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learning as important dimensions of teacher development. It provides an indigenous philosophical foundation for understanding
professional growth as a continuous process of self-cultivation.

Das (2026) examined Buddhist education in ancient Indian institutions such as Nalanda and Vikramasila, highlighting ethical
conduct, mindfulness, dialogue, critical thinking, and teacher-student relationships. The study showed that Buddhist education
emphasised holistic development and the teacher as a moral exemplar and mentor. However, its historical orientation does not
explore how contemporary teachers understand and apply these principles in professional settings.

RESEARCH GAP

The reviewed literature demonstrates the relevance of Buddhist and Indian philosophical principles to teacher ethics,
leadership, and professional development, but important gaps remain. Methodologically, existing studies are mainly quantitative or
historical-textual, with limited attention to teachers’ lived experiences and interpretations. Conceptually, the integrated relationship
among sila, samdadhi, and paniia as a foundation for teacher leadership and continuous professional development remains
insufficiently explored. Contextually, little research examines Buddhist ethical self-cultivation as a non-doctrinal professional
resource within contemporary, pluralistic educational settings. Therefore, the present study addresses these gaps by qualitatively
exploring how teachers understand Buddhist ethical self-cultivation and its contribution to teacher leadership, continuous
professional development, and professional growth.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

1. To explore teachers’ understanding of Buddhist ethical self-cultivation in relation to their professional practice.

2. To examine teachers’ perceptions of the influence of Buddhist ethical principles on their teacher leadership practices.

3. To explore the contribution of Buddhist ethical self-cultivation to teachers’ continuous professional development and professional
growth.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. How do teachers understand Buddhist ethical self-cultivation in relation to their professional practice?

2. How do teachers perceive the influence of Buddhist ethical principles on their teacher leadership practices?

3. How does Buddhist ethical self-cultivation contribute to teachers’ continuous professional development and professional growth?

THE METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY
Research Method

The study adopts a qualitative research method to explore teachers’ understandings and experiences of Buddhist ethical
self-cultivation, teacher leadership, and continuous professional development (CPD). A qualitative approach is appropriate because
these constructs involve personal meanings, ethical reflections, professional experiences, and contextual interpretations that cannot
be adequately represented through numerical measures. The approach enables the study to capture teachers’ perspectives on how
ethical cultivation influences their professional identity, relationships, leadership practices, and ongoing growth.

Research Design

The study employs a qualitative thematic research design based on semi-structured, in-depth interviews. Thematic analysis
will be used to identify, organise, and interpret recurring patterns and meanings within participants’ accounts. Both deductive and
inductive coding will be applied, with concepts such as sila, samadhi, pafiiia, mindfulness, and brahmaviharas providing initial
analytical categories while allowing new themes to emerge from the data. This design facilitates a systematic examination of the
relationship between Buddhist ethical self-cultivation, teacher leadership, and professional development.

The Variables of Study

Although the study is qualitative and does not statistically test variables, its conceptual framework identifies three principal
constructs. Buddhist ethical self-cultivation functions as the foundational construct, represented through sila, samadhi, paiia,
mindfulness, and the brahmaviharas. Teacher leadership represents the first outcome construct, reflected in ethical influence,
mentoring, collaboration, collegial trust, and responsible professional conduct. Continuous professional development and
professional growth represent the subsequent outcome construct, reflected in reflective practice, professional learning, practical
wisdom, ethical maturity, and sustained commitment to improvement.

Participants and Sampling

The study will use purposive criterion-based sampling to select approximately 12-15 practising school teachers with at least
three years of teaching experience and an openness to ethical, reflective, or contemplative approaches to professional practice.
Participants will not be required to have a Buddhist religious identity or formal Buddhist training. Where feasible, maximum
variation in teaching experience, subject specialisation, and school context will be considered to obtain diverse perspectives and
enhance the transferability of the findings.
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Data Collection Procedure

Data will be collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews of approximately 60-90 minutes, guided by the research
questions and informed by the study’s conceptual framework. With participants’ informed consent, interviews will be audio-recorded
and transcribed verbatim, while reflective field notes will be maintained to capture relevant contextual observations. Interview
questions will be presented in accessible language so that participants without prior knowledge of Buddhist terminology can
meaningfully discuss ethical reflection, professional conduct, leadership, and personal growth.

Trustworthiness and Ethical Considerations

The trustworthiness of the study will be strengthened through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability,
using strategies such as member checking, contextual description, an audit trail, peer review or debriefing, and researcher reflexivity.
Ethical procedures will include informed consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality, pseudonymisation, secure handling of
data, and the right to withdraw. Care will be taken to ensure that Buddhist philosophy is presented as an ethical and philosophical
resource rather than religious instruction, thereby respecting participants’ diverse beliefs and maintaining the non-doctrinal
orientation of the study.

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION
Teachers’ Understanding of Ethical Self-Cultivation from a Buddhist Philosophical Perspective

Teachers’ understanding of ethical self-cultivation can be interpreted through the Buddhist distinction between sutamaya
pannd (wisdom arising from learning), cintamaya panna (wisdom arising from reflection), and bhavanamaya paniia (wisdom
developed through cultivation). This distinction suggests that understanding Buddhist ethics extends beyond intellectual knowledge
to reflective and experiential integration into professional life. Within the present framework, ethical self-cultivation is understood
as a continuous process involving sila (ethical conduct), samadhi (mental discipline), and pa#ia (wisdom). Sila involves the
conscious regulation of intention, speech, and action through principles such as non-harming, honesty, and responsibility. Samadhi
strengthens attentiveness, emotional stability, and self-regulation, enabling teachers to respond thoughtfully to classroom and
professional challenges. Parifia develops reflective discernment through an understanding of anicca (impermanence), anatta (non-
self), and interdependence, encouraging teachers to view difficulties and professional setbacks with greater openness and upekkha
(equanimity). Areekul (2020) similarly demonstrates the relevance of Buddhist ethical principles to teachers’ relationships with
themselves, students, colleagues, and society. The teaching expressed in Dhammapada 183-“To avoid all evil, to cultivate good, and
to purify one’s mind” (Buddharakkhita, 1996)-provides a concise ethical foundation for this process. Thus, teachers’ understanding
of ethical self-cultivation may be interpreted not simply as knowledge of Buddhist concepts but as the gradual integration of ethical
conduct, mental discipline, reflective awareness, and wisdom into everyday professional practice.

Teachers’ Perceptions and Experiences of Buddhist Ethical Principles Influencing Teacher Leadership Practices

Buddhist ethical principles offer a distinctive perspective on teacher leadership by emphasising personal example, ethical
conduct, compassion, and relational responsibility rather than positional authority alone. The concept of kalyanamitta (noble
friendship) is particularly relevant, representing supportive and ethically grounded influence that promotes the development of
others. Thus, teacher leadership may be expressed through mentoring, collaboration, responsible decision-making, conflict
resolution, and professional role modelling. Sultan et al. (2023) highlight the relevance of leadership and supportive organisational
conditions to teacher competence and performance, while Das (2026) illustrates the teacher’s historical role as instructor, mentor,
and moral exemplar within Buddhist educational traditions.

The Buddhist emphasis on self-mastery further strengthens this perspective. Dhammapada 160 states, “Oneself, indeed, is
one’s own protector” (Buddharakkhita, 1996), suggesting that effective leadership begins with self-cultivation. Accordingly, sila,
samadhi, and paniia may strengthen integrity, emotional regulation, reflective judgement, and ethical responsibility. The four
brahmaviharas-metta, karuna, mudita, and upekkha-further support empathy, collegiality, appreciation, and balanced responses.
The Bodhicaryavatara also emphasises compassionate action for others (Crosby & Skilton, 1995). Thus, Buddhist ethical self-
cultivation may provide an inner foundation for ethical, relational, and responsible teacher leadership.

Contribution of Ethical Self-Cultivation to Continuous Professional Development and Professional Growth

The findings and reviewed literature suggest that Buddhist ethical self-cultivation can broaden the meaning of continuous
professional development (CPD) by presenting professional growth as an ongoing process of bhavand, rather than merely the
accumulation of qualifications, training hours, or certificates. Sila contributes to professional integrity and responsible conduct,
samdadhi supports sustained attention, self-regulation, and reflective practice, while pasifia promotes critical insight, practical
wisdom, and openness to continuous learning. Burmansah (2025) indicates the importance of self-management and internally
grounded motivation for sustained professional development, while Tyagi and Misra (2022) demonstrate that Indian educational
traditions conceptualised teacher development through reflection, dialogue, ethical discipline, and lifelong learning. The Buddhist
principle of anicca (impermanence) reinforces the view that professional knowledge, practices, and contexts are continually
changing and therefore require ongoing adaptation. Similarly, anatta (non-self) can encourage teachers to avoid viewing
professional identity as fixed and instead remain open to feedback, self-correction, and further development. Dhammapada 25
associates progress with diligence, vigilance, restraint, and self-control (Buddharakkhita, 1996), qualities that correspond closely
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with sustained professional learning. From this perspective, ethical self-cultivation contributes to CPD by connecting professional
learning with inner transformation, reflective awareness, resilience, ethical maturity, and practical wisdom. Thus, CPD becomes not
only an institutional requirement but also a continuing process of becoming a more reflective, responsible, compassionate, and
professionally effective teacher.

The Recursive Relationship among Ethical Self-Cultivation, Teacher Leadership, and Continuous Professional Development

The analysis further indicates that the relationship among ethical self-cultivation, teacher leadership, and continuous
professional development is dynamic and recursive rather than strictly linear. Although ethical self-cultivation may provide the
foundation for teacher leadership and professional growth, the practice of leadership can itself generate new opportunities for
reflection and further cultivation. For example, mentoring a colleague may require patience and compassion, thereby strengthening
karund; managing professional conflict may deepen upekkhd; and responding to criticism may encourage greater self-awareness
and parndid. In this way, teacher leadership becomes both an expression and a further source of ethical self-cultivation. Similarly,
continuous professional development provides new experiences through which teachers reassess their assumptions, refine their
conduct, and develop practical wisdom. This reciprocal process reflects the Buddhist understanding of bhavana as continuous
cultivation without a fixed endpoint. The relationship can therefore be conceptualised as a self-reinforcing cycle: ethical self-
cultivation strengthens teacher leadership; leadership experiences stimulate further reflection and ethical development; and both
processes contribute to sustained professional learning and growth. Consequently, the Buddhist perspective positions teacher
leadership and CPD not as separate professional functions but as interconnected dimensions of lifelong ethical and professional
development.

Major Findings
Based on the conceptual analysis and reviewed literature, the study identifies the following major findings as propositions to
be explored and empirically examined through the proposed qualitative design:

e Ethical Self-Cultivation as Professional Moral Development: Teachers are likely to understand ethical self-cultivation
not merely as Buddhist doctrine but as a process of developing integrity, non-harming, self-discipline, and continuous self-
reflection, closely associated with sila (ethical conduct) (Areekul, 2020).

o Teacher Leadership through Ethical Example: Buddhist ethical principles appear to position teacher leadership as
relational, collaborative, and example-based, rather than dependent solely on formal authority. The concept of kalyanamitta
highlights leadership through mentoring, support, trust, and ethical modelling (Sultan et al., 2023; Das, 2026).

e Ethical Self-Cultivation as a Foundation for CPD: Ethical self-cultivation may strengthen continuous professional
development by developing intrinsic motivation, self-regulation, reflective practice, and commitment to lifelong learning,
moving CPD beyond externally driven certification and compliance (Burmansah, 2025; Tyagi & Misra, 2022).

o Integrative Role of Sila, Samadhi, and Paififia: The threefold training provides an integrated framework connecting
ethical conduct, mental discipline, and wisdom, thereby bringing together dimensions that are often addressed separately
in contemporary teacher-development approaches.

e Brahmaviharas and Relational Teacher Leadership: The four brahmaviharas provide distinct ethical qualities for
teacher leadership: metta promotes kindness, karuna supports compassionate assistance, mudita encourages appreciation
of others’ success, and upekkha develops emotional balance. Together, they strengthen empathetic, supportive, and resilient
professional relationships.

e Anicca and Anatta as Resources for Professional Resilience: The principles of anicca (impermanence) and anattd (non-
self) may help teachers understand change, criticism, setbacks, and professional role transitions as natural aspects of
development, encouraging openness, adaptability, and continuous self-improvement.

e A Recursive Relationship among the Three Constructs: Ethical self-cultivation, teacher leadership, and CPD appear to
form a dynamic and mutually reinforcing process. Ethical cultivation strengthens leadership; leadership experiences
generate further reflection and ethical development; and both contribute to continuous professional growth.

e Towards a Holistic Model of Teacher Professional Growth: Overall, the findings suggest that Buddhist philosophy can
contribute a holistic, ethical, reflective, and human-centred framework in which teacher leadership and CPD are understood
not simply as professional competencies but as processes of continuous personal, ethical, relational, and professional
cultivation.

Implications for Practice and Policy

The study suggests that teacher-education institutions may integrate non-doctrinal ethical reflection, mindfulness, reflective
journaling, and brahmaviharas-inspired practices to strengthen teachers’ self-awareness, ethical judgement, and relational
competence. School leadership may apply the principle of kalyanamitta through trust-based mentoring and collaborative
professional relationships. CPD frameworks may also recognise reflective portfolios, ethical case discussions, peer dialogue, and
professional reflection alongside conventional training and certification. This broader approach can position CPD as a continuous
process of ethical self-cultivation, wisdom, professional judgement, and responsible leadership.
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Limitations and Directions for Future Research

The study is primarily conceptual and based on a proposed qualitative design; therefore, its interpretations require empirical
validation. Careful translation and contextualisation of Pali and Sanskrit concepts will also be necessary, particularly for participants
unfamiliar with Buddhist terminology. Future research may examine the framework across diverse educational contexts and teacher
backgrounds, including varying levels of exposure to reflective or contemplative practices. Comparative studies involving Buddhist,
Vedantic, Jain, and other philosophical traditions may further clarify its distinctive contribution to teacher leadership and continuous
professional development.

Conclusion

This study concludes that Buddhist ethical self-cultivation provides a meaningful philosophical foundation for cultivating
teacher leadership and continuous professional development (CPD). The threefold training of sila (ethical conduct), samdadhi (mental
discipline), and parisia (wisdom) integrates ethical behaviour, self-regulation, reflective awareness, and practical wisdom within an
ongoing process of professional growth. From this perspective, teacher leadership is not limited to formal authority but develops
through ethical example, mentoring, collaboration, compassion, and responsible influence. Concepts such as kalyanamitta and the
brahmaviharas further strengthen the relational and humane dimensions of leadership, while anicca and anatta encourage teachers
to remain adaptable, open to feedback, and receptive to continuous learning. Thus, Buddhist philosophy connects the inner
development of the teacher with the outward practice of ethical leadership.

The study further proposes that CPD should be understood as a continuous process of ethical, reflective, relational, and
professional cultivation rather than merely the accumulation of qualifications, certificates, or competencies. In the context of rapid
technological transformation, increasing accountability, and the growing influence of artificial intelligence in education, such a
human-centred approach can place character, wisdom, compassion, and professional responsibility alongside technical competence.
Although the proposed framework requires empirical validation through future qualitative investigation, the present analysis
establishes a coherent conceptual foundation for understanding ethical self-cultivation, teacher leadership, and CPD as
interconnected and mutually reinforcing dimensions of lifelong professional development. In this sense, Buddhist philosophy offers
an enduring perspective through which teachers may cultivate not only what they know and do, but also who they become as ethical
leaders and reflective professionals.
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