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Click on the Digital Edition 
Read a digital [PdF] edition of Virtual PD Creates Connections,  
and forward copies of the online version to your colleagues.  
www.edweek.org/go/elearningPD-download 

LivE WEbinar: Tapping the Power of Online PD 

Thursday, Oct. 27, 2 p.m. Eastern Time

Register for this webinar to learn more about how social networking and other online tools are providing 
a full menu of professional-development opportunities that range from discussions on Twitter to personal-
learning networks on ning and sharing of classroom resources on Google+. The online offerings are 
also spawning new types of professional development, dubbed Edcamps, which provide face-to-face 
interaction. Supporters say social networking provides vast resources of knowledge, and is instantaneous 
and targeted. but some educators caution that navigating through those networks can be confusing and 
time-consuming. our guests will discuss what works best in this fast-evolving area. 

Featured Guests: Kyle Pace, instructional technology specialist, Lee’s Summit School district, Lee’s 
Summit, mo., and Shelly S. Terrell, former elementary school teacher and author of the blog Teacher 
Reboot Camp
www.edweek.org/go/webinar/onlinePD

OnLinE viDEO: Virtual PD in Action
Watch teacher coaches discuss the challenges of creating professional development for virtual educators.  
www.edweek.org/go/PDvirtual

VirTual PD in aCTiOn

Two screens at the 
Mary lou Fulton 
Teachers College  
on the Phoenix campus 
of arizona State 
university showcase 
online professional-
development content 
and video interaction.
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instructors and staff from the Florida 
virtual School participate in a weekly 
professional development meeting at a 
restaurant in Gainesville.  
Photo by Andrew Stanfill for Education Week

Copyright ©2011 by Editorial Projects  in Education, inc.  
All rights reserved. 
no part of this publication shall be reproduced, stored in a retrieval sys-
tem, or transmitted by any means, electronic or otherwise, without  
the written permission of the copyright holder. Readers may make up to 
5 print copies of this publication at no cost for personal, non-commercial 
use, provided that each includes a full citation of the source. 

Visit www.edweek.org/go/copies for information about additional 
print photocopies.

http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284404:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284405:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284405:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284405:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284405:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284406:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284407:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284407:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284407:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r
www.edweek.org/go/copies


 S4    
  |    EDUCATION WEEK: VIrTUAl PD CrEATEs CONNECTIONs >  www.edweek.org/go/elearningPD   |   OCTObEr 26, 2011

schools blend 
face-to-face 
and online 
professional 
development, 
but traditional 
PD still plays  
a role.

Training Takes 
Hybrid Turn 

By Michelle  
r. Davis

than 300 posts full of ideas for putting the book’s advice 
into practice. 

Mark Hess, the executive director of instruction, tech-
nology, and assessment for the district, set up the vir-
tual book club using the educational social-networking 
site Edmodo, based in San Mateo, Calif. 

“We presented it as: School is out for the summer, 
and many of you go your separate ways, but it doesn’t 
mean our learning together needs to stop,” Mr. Hess 
said. “People were checking in at 7 p.m. on a Thursday 
night or over their Saturday-morning cup of coffee.”

Now, he’s using Edmodo to set up groups for many 
other professional-development endeavors. For exam-
ple, he formed a group limited to new principals, cre-
ating “a safe environment for them to ask questions,” 
free from any intimidation factor in front of more-ex-
perienced peers. 

Mr. Hess is also moving to the online world for other 
aspects of professional development, including the 
creation of a video library of master teachers demon-
strating various instructional techniques. The district’s 
traditional PD offering—a weeklong face-to-face cur-
riculum camp for teachers—next year will combine the 
videos along with live interaction and presentations 
from the featured master teachers. 

Because teachers will have already watched the vid-
eos, when they come to the curriculum camp, their “time 
will be freed up for conversation and action-oriented 
work,” Mr. Hess said. “That can be so much richer.”

Schools and districts are now starting to harness the 
power of online professional development and often 
combine it with live interaction to enhance both as-
pects of the experience. 

Online and so-called hybrid professional-development 
offerings can help cut costs by negating the need to 
hire substitute teachers and saving on travel and time. 
The hybrid approach is also doing more to embed pro-
fessional development within teachers’ daily practice 
with students, bringing “small chunks” of information 
to educators, and allowing them to try out applications 

in their classroom in real time, said Greg Gunn, an en-
trepreneur-in-residence at City Light Capital, a New 
York City-based venture capital firm, co-founder of the 
educational software company Wireless Generation, 
and an expert on using technology to improve teacher 
performance.

Though many educators say the more traditional 
forms of professional development are still needed in 
some scenarios, an online or hybrid method of deliv-
ery can expand how teachers use and access the mate-
rial, whether it’s through videos, social networking, or 
forum discussions, Mr. Gunn said. 

“We talk about differentiated instruction for kids, but 
we need to be talking about differentiated professional 
development for teachers,” Mr. Gunn said. “Teachers 
need to be able to look at a small module … and try it 
out right away.” 

Daily Doses

At the 950-student Ashland Elementary School in 
Prince William County, Va., teachers are about to start 
getting those small doses of professional development 
on a daily basis, embedded right into the lessons for stu-
dents, said Principal Andrew M. Jacks. 

Ashland is the site for a pilot project set to launch 
this month that has the Channel One news service 
partnering with Promethean Inc., an Alpharetta, Ga.-
based company that produces interactive whiteboards. 
The New York City-based Channel One provides free, 
advertiser-sponsored current-events and news cover-
age aimed at students, and traditionally has delivered 
its programming by television.

At Ashland Elementary, where every class and 
most meeting rooms feature an interactive white-
board, the daily broadcasts will be aired on a 
Promethean ActivBoard and will have lessons, 
quizzes, and assessments for students built in to 
the material. 

BlenDeD 
APProAch

l ast  summer, a l l  centra l -o f f i ce  and schoo l -based 
administrators in the 15,000-student Walled Lake district 
in Michigan read the same book to get them thinking 
about the best ways to promote student engagement. 
Even though some were on vacation and others were stationed 
at different schools, an online-discussion forum generated more 
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In addition, every day, Pro-
methean will deliver short tutori-
als for teachers on such topics as 
using various whiteboard tools 
and improving teaching methods. 

Teachers can easily incorporate 
those new techniques into activi-
ties through Channel One, but 
also with their lessons throughout 
the day, Mr. Jacks said. 

Channel One programming will 
provide a menu for professional 
development that will highlight 
a “skill of the day,” for example, 
such as incorporating Google 
Earth into lessons, creating digi-
tal assessments, or using a feature 

called “magic ink,” a tool that can 
be used to reveal hidden informa-
tion to students. 

All the tutorials will be stored 
online, allowing a teacher to go 
back and review or catch up if 
some are missed. And a private 
online forum will enable teachers 
to connect and get advice from one 
another. 

The cost for those professional-
development services will be free, 
if a teacher wants to use Channel 
One with its accompanying adver-
tising. If a teacher instead wants 
to tap the program on demand 
and without advertising, the cost 
will be $100 per classroom an-
nually, said Shannon Kula, an 

education solutions manager for 
Promethean. 

“So many teachers come back 
from a traditional professional-
development session, and they re-
member only a very small portion, 
only what they were ready to get 
and grasp,” Ms. Kula said. “This 
delivers it in bite-sized chunks, 
and it’s customizable.”

Though Mr. Jacks said he be-
lieves this type of professional 
development could be more effec-
tive than the conventional version, 
traditional face-to-face PD still 
has value because “if you have a 
good person doing it, the personal 
contact engages them,” he said. In 
addition, live professional develop-

ment can be tailored to the specific 
needs of a small group, he said. 

Dana K. Pemberton, who chairs 
the teacher education department 
at Abiline Christian University, in 
Abilene, Texas, said she, too, val-
ues the more traditional, face-to-
face interaction and the intense 
experience of training spread over 
several days. 

Over the summer, professors 
from the university trained teach-
ers from local school districts to 
integrate technology into their 
instruction as part of the uni-
versity’s K-12 Digital Learning 
Institute. The weeklong training 
focused, in part, on helping teach-
ers incorporate iPads into their 
classrooms. 

“This was a large shift in the 
instructional practice” for those 
teachers, said Ms. Pemberton, and 
many were anxious about it.

“There were definitely some 
tears,” she said. “It seemed im-
portant to be able to sit there and 
have someone walk you through it 
and comfort you.”

In addition, Ms. Pemberton 
said, the program helped remove 
teachers from the distractions of 
their daily lives to get their full at-
tention. If the training had been 
squeezed into a teacher’s day in 
small doses, it might not have 
been as effective, she said. 

Flexibility is Key

For others, like Alethea Setser, a 
computer-resource teacher at the 
1,200-student Laurel Hill Primary 
School in Mount Pleasant, S.C., 
which serves grades K-2, the ability 
to access professional development 
at any time, on her own schedule, 
is one of the features she values 
most about the online version. 

Ms. Setser, who is a certified 
facilitator for pbs TeacherLine, a 
nonprofit company affiliated with 
the Public Broadcasting Service 
that provides online professional 
development, said the flexibility of 
online training is significant. 

“If I can take the PD when it is 
best for me during the day, then 
my needs are met, and I’m more 
likely to focus and pay attention 
to what I’m learning,” she wrote in 
an email. 

She said the TeacherLine plat-
form has also taught her how to 
communicate effectively online 
and share resources with large 
groups of colleagues. 

Pbs TeacherLine offers more 
than 80 online professional-de-
velopment courses, which are all 
facilitated, meaning a live person 
guides the professionals taking 
the courses. That approach seems 
to work best, said Rob Lippincott, 
a senior vice president for educa-
tion at pbs, who oversees Teacher-
Line. Having a facilitator actively 
engaging teachers is one reason 
the courses have a 94 percent 
completion rate, he said.

Other education professional-
development companies empha-

click

Edmodo
www.edmodo.com

PBS Teacherline
www.pbs.org/teacherline

Promethean inc. 
www.prometheanworld.com

School improvement network
www.schoolimprovement.com

Teachscape
http://teachscape.com
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Those leaders cite the Internet as a powerful tool for sharing resources and 
materials across state and district lines.
“We’ve always had the ability to share resources, but now those resources 

are aligned with the same student expectations,” said Greta Bornemann, the 
project director for the implementation of the common standards for the office 
of public instruction in Washington state. “Especially during the fiscal crisis 
that we’re in, we can really tap into the power of working together [as a nation] 
around professional development.”

But many states have not begun to take the essential steps toward putting in 
place the work of the Common Core State Standards Initiative, including providing 
face-to-face or online professional development for teachers and other education 
stakeholders, according to a survey released in September by the Washington-based 
Center on Education Policy. 

In fact, more than half the 315 districts surveyed indicated they had not provided 
professional development for teachers of mathematics or English/language arts—the 
two common-core subject areas—and were not planning to provide PD for imple-
menting common core for those teachers during the 2011-12 school year. 

Inadequate funding and a lack of state guidance on the new standards were cited 
as two top challenges in their implementation, the survey found. 

Regardless, professional development is critical to the overall success of the com-
mon standards, said Timothy Kanold, the past president of the National Council 
of Supervisors of Mathematics, a Denver-based leadership network that provides 
professional development for math teachers.

“To help the stakeholders—teachers, counselors, administrators, paraprofession-
als—in order for them to be confident in the common core and teaching deeper into 
the standards, they need meaningful and supportive professional development,” 
he said. 

For most states, shifting to the common standards will require a shift in instruc-
tion. 

“There are only 28 standards [for math], which is fewer standards than ever before, 
but you now have to teach them and drill much deeper into them,” Mr. Kanold said. 
“Students are expected to conjecture and reason and problem-solve. That’s a new day 
in math. That’s a shift for everyone; therefore, we have real professional development 
that needs to get done.”

And PD should not be confined to a one-time conference or class, said Mr. Kanold, 

By Katie ash

AcADemic 
StAnDArDS

Educators 
plan to share 
resources 
across state 
and district 
lines.

Prepping for 
Common Core

size a hybrid model that includes 
both an online component and 
significant face-to-face interaction, 
such as the School Improvement 
Network’s PD 360 framework. The 
online portion includes more than 
250 hours of videos organized by 
program topics—everything from 
using formative assessments to en-
gaging students with graphics—as 
well as a virtual community of PD 
360 users. 

The company can combine the 
virtual offerings with 35 to 50 days 
of on-site support over three years 
to train teachers and school lead-
ers, and provide group instruction 
and individual observations.

Pairing the online and face-to-
face strategies prevents “a big drop 
in implementation,” said Gregg 
Morrow, the director of the Learn-
ing 360 Framework at the Midvale, 
Utah-based School Improvement 
Network. 

“They begin at a higher level of 
learning when we arrive [on site],” 
he said of participants, “because 
they’re already prepared” by the 
online portion of training. “When 
we leave, they’ll have some online 
activities … that continue to keep 
their learning at a higher level in-
stead of dropping off,” he said.

‘Powerful learning 
experience’

Some districts want to have the 
best of all worlds. In the Clark 
County, Nev., school system, which 
includes Las Vegas, teachers can 
take an online course to earn cred-
its for professional development. 
They can also take a PD course that 
meets in person for a few weeks, 
then moves online and reunites 
teachers toward the end of the pro-
gram. Or teachers can gather in a 
conference room, hear from experts 
in person, and hold follow-up meet-
ings to support one another’s new 
practices. 

The 310,000-student district, 
like many others across the 
country, is providing a variety of 
professional-development options 
that include online, hybrid, and 
traditional models. Each mode of 
delivery for training on new skills, 
technology integration, or subject-
specific information has circum-
stances in which it works best for 
teachers, said Loretta Asay, the 
district’s coordinator for instruc-
tional technology in the curricu-
lum and professional-development 
division. 

However, the online and hybrid 
versions, in particular, prompt an 
unprecedented level of collabora-
tion and sharing, said Ms. Asay. 
After every professional-develop-
ment course, she uses Edmodo to 
create an online group for partici-
pants as a space to continue their 
conversations and follow up. 

“It does more for me to know 
what they need next and what they 
got out of it than any survey,” Ms. 
Asay said. “It’s been a powerful 
learning experience.” n

Now that all but five states have adopted 
the common-core state standards, ed-
ucation leaders are working to create 
and distribute high-quality profes-
sional development to guide teachers  
through the transition.
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but rather become an ongoing pro-
cess for teachers. 

Online professional develop-
ment, in particular, may help 
teachers embed those PD oppor-
tunities into their daily schedules 
more naturally because it is so 
easily accessed, he said. 

“It’s instantaneous,” said Mr. 
Kanold. “I don’t have to wait for 
the conference.”

evaluating Quality

Tanya Baker, the director of na-
tional programs for the National 
Writing Project, the Berkeley, 
Calif.-based nonprofit organiza-
tion with multiple sites through-
out the country that provides 
resources and professional de-
velopment to writing teachers, 
said the writing portion of the 
standards also represents a shift 
to a richer and more rigorous un-
derstanding of writing. 

“Teachers with a significant 
amount of experience might not 
have very much experience with 
the kind of teaching that would 
lead kids to be successful with 
these standards,” she said.

And although the common 
standards provide an opportu-
nity to share resources between 
states, education leaders need 
to keep inmind that all teachers 
will come to those resources and 
professional-development op-
portunities with different back-
grounds. 

“My worry about online profes-
sional development around com-
mon-core standards is that it’ll be 
one-size-fits-all,” Ms. Baker said. 
“Even as we’re thinking nation-
ally, we need to be aware locally” 
of teachers’ specific backgrounds 
and instructional methods.

Another issue for online PD 
around the common core is iden-
tifying high-quality resources, 
said Ms. Bornemann, from Wash-
ington state.

“One of the challenges is that 
everybody, at least in their 
claims, appears to be aligned to 
the common core with profes-
sional development and instruc-
tional supports,” she said. Look-
ing at those resources with a 
critical eye and making sure they 
are high-quality before distribut-
ing them to teachers is essential, 
Ms. Bornemann said.

Those concerns were echoed by 
Mary Jane Tappen, the deputy 
chancellor for K-12 curriculum 
and instruction and student ser-
vices for the Florida Department 
of Education. 

States need to be “patiently 
aggressive” in developing and 
distributing professional develop-
ment for teachers around the new 
common standards, she said. 

“If we move too quickly, [the re-
sources] won’t be what we need 
them to be,” she said. Making 
progress in providing those sup-
ports to teachers is also critical, 
however. 

“We have to move forward be-
cause the students need to be 
prepared for success,” said Ms. 
Tappen. “If we wait for the as-
sessments [due out in 2014-15], 
they will not have had the in-
struction necessary. We have to 
patiently but aggressively pre-
pare professional-development 
resources, and the teachers need 
to know what the standards 
are.”

Ms. Tappen is focusing now on 
providing professional develop-
ment around the common core to 
kindergarten teachers, since this 
year’s group of kindergarteners 
will be the first to be tested on 
the common standards. Using 
the Internet is the only way to 
distribute those resources effi-
ciently, she said. 

“Given the size of our state, we 
know the only way to reach all 
our teachers is through the use 
of online tools,” Ms. Tappen said. 
“You have rural areas all over 
the nation where you might be 

the only [trigonometry] teacher 
in high school. The only way you 
can participate [in PD] is on-
line.”

Having access to support re-
sources is essential, she added. 
“We have got to have tools for 
[teachers] every day that they 
can access and network with dif-
ferent teachers.”

tuning in to Youtube

The James B. Hunt Jr. Institute 
for Educational Leadership and 
Policy, an affiliate center of the 
University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, in Durham, N.C., is 
one of the providers of online re-
sources on the common core. The 
organization has created a series 
of videos, posted on YouTube, that 
describe various aspects of the 
common core, such as how the 
standards were developed, what 
the key changes are in the subject 
areas involved, and the reasoning 
behind those changes. 

“This is intended to spark a con-
versation,” said Lucille E. Davy, a 
senior adviser for the institute. 
The videos are designed not only 
for teachers, but also for school 
board members, policymakers, 
administrators, and even the pta. 

“Everyone needs to understand 
this—not just the teacher in the 
classroom,” Ms. Davy said.

As schools and educators get 
a better grasp on what the stan-
dards mean for students and 
teachers, more online and print 
resources will become available, 
said Ms. Davy. “Right now, I think 
you’re seeing the development of 
a lot of [curricular] materials,” she 
said, “and then the professional 
development to actually use those 
materials and teach the standards 
is the next frontier.”

And while providing much pro-
fessional development for teach-
ers on the scale that’s needed may 
seem overwhelming, Ms. Davy is 
hopeful that the common core will 
provide the economies of scale, es-
pecially with online professional 
development, needed to overcome 
some of the most persistent prob-
lems in K-12 education. 

“The need to close the achieve-
ment gap was already here,” she 
said. “Implementing common 
core together gives us our best 
shot for achieving. We can work 
together, share best practices, 
and share the burden of doing 
the work so [states] are not doing 
it all alone.” n

 My worry about online 
professional development around 
common-core standards is that it’ll be 
one-size-fits-all. Even as we’re thinking 
nationally, we need to be aware locally.” 

tanya baker
Director, National Programs 
National Writing Project
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Networking 
Professionals

Face-to-face interaction has its benefits, but busy educators who 
want to ask advice, offer opinions, and engage in deep discus-
sions with colleagues are increasingly turning to professional 
learning networks—online communities that allow the shar-
ing of lesson plans, teaching strategies, and student work, as 
well as collaboration across grade levels and departments.

By robin L. 
Flanigan

“You get a chance to see what some of the best 
teachers in the field are doing, and you can do it on 
your own time at home,” said Kellie Viera, a reading 
teacher at the 2,330-student Manatee High School 
in Bradenton, Fla. “I used to stay in my comfort zone 
and only go to people in my department to find out 
what they were doing in the classroom, but now I in-
teract with other content-area teachers I might not 
have contact with in other settings.” 

As budget cuts continue to limit district-level train-
ing opportunities, plns take an organic, grassroots 
approach to professional development. Administra-
tors and teachers say such networks reduce isolation, 
promote autonomy, and provide inspiration by offer-
ing access to support and information not only within 
the walls of a school but also around the globe.

Professional learning networks have energized a 
movement of sorts, as educators create meaningful 
connections on their own through social networking 
that encourage innovation and help them model what 
it means to be a lifelong learner.

“This is a really good shift because it puts teachers 
back in a place where we’re recognizing them as pro-
fessionals,” said Steve Hargadon, who created Class-
room 2.0, the largest education site on the social-net-
working platform Ning. “The deeper message here is 
that this is a complete reversal of how information 
typically has gotten transferred, and it’s a reversal 
that represents a larger story in education.” 

‘they’re catching Fire’

Also known as personal learning networks or pro-
fessional learning communities, plns can be part of a 
self-contained, password-protected schoolwide effort 
or a mixed bag of social-networking and bookmarking 
sites such as Edmodo, Twitter, Diigo, and Delicious. 
The past four years alone have seen the launch of 

thousands of personalized education sites that allow 
threaded commenting, immediate feedback on teach-
ing methodologies, and extended professional devel-
opment through videos, blogs, podcasts, webinars, 
and slide shows.

Edmodo’s growth has been fast and furious, in part 
because it looks, feels, and acts so much like Face-
book. Since launching in September 2008 with an 
announcement on Twitter, the secure social-learning 
network had amassed 3 million users worldwide by 
September of this year and was on track to hit 4 mil-
lion by the end of October, up from just over 1.5 mil-
lion users in February. In August, more than 2,000 
educators attended EdmodoCon, its first one-day 
global virtual conference, with an average stay of 4 
hours 10 minutes. (Organizers had expected about 
200 attendees.)

Teachers in Nevada’s 310,000-student Clark County 
school district, which includes Las Vegas, have been 
using Edmodo as an instructional tool for two years; 
students can be given a secure, password-protected 
username to share homework assignments, conver-
sations, and class notes. But the teachers recently 
discovered how it can also serve as a tool for shar-
ing best practices in such a geographically dispersed 
school system. Math and science teachers, for ex-
ample, started separate online groups to talk about 
ways to raise student achievement. Administra-
tors plan to experiment with cross-content con-
nections sometime this academic year, though 
participation will be voluntary.

Some of Clark County’s elementary school 
principals turned to Edmodo last spring after 
the district announced plans for new common-
core standards and several other initiatives. 
Their discussions lasted through the summer 
and are ongoing, for which administrators are 
thankful.

leArning 
communitieS

Professional 
learning 
networks take 
an organic, 
grassroots 
approach.
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click

“Frankly, in a district this size, to get that many people 
together on an ongoing basis would be impossible,” said 
Sara Stewart, the district’s project facilitator for instruc-
tional technology. “This is coming from the bottom up, so 
these are people working on the front lines saying, ‘This 
is what we need. Let’s talk about it and learn from each 
other.’ That’s why it’s so powerful.”

Some schools are creating their own plns to help time-
strapped teachers pool resources. For example, Florida’s 
Manatee High started one three years ago to ease the 
transition to a new core curriculum and other mandated 
changes. 

“We use back-end information to see what our teachers 
are clicking on, so we can meet their needs and offer more 
resources,” said Assistant Principal Laurie Kitchie, a co-
author of Constructing an Online Professional Learning 
Network for School Unity and Student Achievement, pub-
lished this fall by Corwin. “And with an electronic file cabi-
net, things don’t get lost. We have a record of what we did 
two years ago, so we never have to reinvent the wheel.”

The school’s pln has been such a success that administra-
tors recently launched another site (yourprofessionallearn-
ingnetwork.com) with resources available to the public.

The Denver public school system, meanwhile, is creat-
ing separate pln groups for new teachers—there are more 
than 400 this year—and instructional superintendents. 

“We want them to be contributing on a districtwide level 
without feeling like someone has a thumb on them saying 
yes, no, or maybe all the time,” said Michael Wacker, the 
district’s coordinator of online professional development. 
“We’re just launching these, but they’re catching fire.”

learning the ropes

For all their conveniences, professional learning net-
works are not always easy for newbies to navigate.

“It is so easy to get lost and become aimless and not ac-
complish anything,” said Vicki Davis, a technology teacher 
and information technology director for the 435-student 
Westwood school district in Camilla, Ga. She stays on 
track by aggregating her favorite sites with Google 
Reader and syncing rss feeds with iGoogle, her personal-
ized home page.

“A lot of people start building a pln and then get over-
whelmed, because they’re getting all this email from 

ClaSSrOOM aPPliCaTiOnS Kellie Viera, a reading teacher at Manatee High School in 
Bradenton, Fla., works with students using a rEaD 180 program. Ms. Viera shares ideas 
with other reading teachers through professional learning networks.

Classroom 2.0
www.classroom20.com

Edmodo
www.edmodo.com

The Educator’s Pln
edupln.ning.com

The Global Education 
Collaborative
globaleducation.ning.com
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different networks that don’t have anything to 
do with them,” added Ms. Davis, whose Cool Cat 
Teacher blog draws a quarter-million hits a month. 
“A pln is more like planting a garden than planting 
a tree—a tree is going to grow no matter what, but 
a garden you have to tend.”

Developing a virtual green thumb may take some 
time.

Pernille Ripp, a 5th grade teacher for the 450-stu-
dent West Middleton Elementary School in Mid-
dleton, Wis., recalled her early attempts to join the 
Edchat crowd on Twitter: “I felt like the new kid 
in a small high school who didn’t know the social 
rules. I knew something cool was happening, but I 
had no idea how to be a part of it. In essence, I was 
standing in the cafeteria with my tray held high, 
hoping someone would take pity.” 

Someone eventually did, and now many of Ms. 
Ripp’s projects stem from online discussions she 
has with teachers around the world, including 
one that links her own students with 5th graders 
in South Korea and Egypt. 

One of the hardest parts of developing a pln is 
remembering that virtual conversations can pres-
ent unique challenges, according to Shelly Terrell, 
a co-creator and co-organizer of EdChat, which 
features Twitter discussions for educators, and 
other online education projects. 

“We have to be careful what we say and how 
we say it, because the tone or message could be 
misread,” she said. “We also must realize what we 
write is published online for a large audience. If 
we encounter situations where someone disagrees 
with us in a rude way, we have to take steps to 
cut off the interaction.”

‘creative World out there’

The way plns are being used continues to 
evolve, with applications for mobile phones and 
other hand-held devices gaining in popularity.

Yet despite their breakneck growth, plns are 
still not legitimized in many districts, where “the 
outlook has always been that professional devel-
opment is something that is done to people,” said 
education consultant Lucy Gray, who started the 
Global Education Collaborative, a network with 
more than 5,000 members in some 120 coun-
tries. 

“I don’t think this is rocket science, but you 
won’t understand it unless you participate in it,” 
Ms. Gray said. “It’s all about professional generos-
ity, spontaneity, synergy, and synchronicity. There 
really is a richer, more creative world out there.”

A world that, with all its digital possibilities, 
seems to hold most of the answers for people like 

Theresa Allen. A teacher and the technology co-
ordinator for the 550-student Cathedral of St. 
Raymond School in Joliet, Ill., Ms. Allen heads 
straight to the keyboard when she gets stumped. 
Two hours after posting a dilemma recently, she’d 
received six responses from several states, includ-
ing one accompanied by a step-by-step instruc-
tional guide for solving the problem.

“Gosh, how would I have handled things be-
fore?” she wondered aloud, thinking back to her 
early years as an educator. “I probably would’ve 
asked the other teachers in my school. And my 
mom’s a teacher, so I’d ask her—and then I’d have 
to ask her to ask the teachers in her school. This 
way is so much easier.” n

FEEDBaCK nETWOrK  reading teacher Kellie 
Viera, standing, works with students at Manatee 
High School. “i used to stay in my comfort zone 
and only go to people in my department to find 
out what they were doing in the classroom,”  
Ms. Viera says, “but now i interact with other 
content-area teachers i might not have contact 
with in other settings.” 
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 I don’t think 
this is rocket science, but 
you won’t understand it 
unless you participate in it. 
It’s all about professional 
generosity, spontaneity, 
synergy, and synchronicity. 
There really is a richer, 
more creative world out 
there.”

Lucy Gray
Founder, Global Education Collaborative
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Social Media Feeds 
Freewheeling PD

Online social networking is spawning a new type of 

professional development that brings educators 

together to share face-to-face lessons, but in 

a more freewheeling—and, some argue, more 

targeted—way than traditional conferences in-

tended to boost teaching skills. 

eDcAmPS  
AnD 

eDchAtS

Such events, dubbed Edcamps, are springing up 
across the country. The sessions are often organized 
by people who met through social-networking sites 
centered around PD for educators and are heav-
ily advertised through sites like Twitter, Ning, and 
Facebook. The one-day, real-world gatherings have 
no preset agenda or speakers, but proponents say 
they provide educators with information on the lat-
est trends and build on discussions that have taken 
place in online forums. 

“It’s a completely new style of professional develop-
ment, but it still hasn’t happened enough to be really 
well known” said Kyle Pace, an instructional technol-
ogy specialist for the 17,500-student Lee’s Summit, 
Mo., school district, who helped organize an Edcamp 
in Kansas City last year that drew about 100 attend-
ees and has another one planned for November. 

Edcamps are taking their place among a growing 
menu of professional-development opportunities that 
happen in online social-networking venues or are in-
spired by them. Proponents say professional devel-
opment gleaned through social networking can be 

instantaneous and promotes connections that lead to 
deeper conversations about new methods to inspire 
and educate students.

But sites where this professional development 
takes place, such as Google+, and the online con-
ferences and webinars that offer such PD are often 
considered unconventional, and some school districts 
are still struggling to determine how they fit into re-
quired credits.

Educators are catching on, though. The profes-
sional social-networking site LinkedIn, for example, 

estimates it has nearly a million teachers among 
its members and features such groups as Teachers 
Lounge and Secondary School Teachers of America, 
where discussions are growing.  

Steven W. Anderson, an instructional technolo-
gist for the 52,400-student Winston-Salem/Forsyth 
County schools in Winston-Salem, N.C., who gives 
presentations on the benefits of social networking, 
says the practice is still gaining traction. 

“We’re seeing more and more educators using social 
media and networking for professional development,” 
he said. But “there’s still this feeling out there that 
social networking is evil and [that] it’s a time suck.”

access to Smart educators

Nicholas Provenzano, an English teacher and tech-
nology curriculum specialist for Grosse Pointe South 
High School in the 8,500-student Grosse Pointe, 
Mich., public schools, said professional development 
through social networking, particularly Twitter, 
“has been the best professional development 

I’ve had in my life, and I’ve been a teacher 10 years. 
It gives me 24/7 access to some of the smartest peo-
ple in education.”

For Mr. Provenzano, a discussion on Twitter (where 
he has 10,000 followers) can prompt other teachers 
to tweet him classroom resources, which can lead to a 
follow-up post on his blog, The Nerdy Teacher, where 
a richer discussion may take place. That discussion 
then translates to his classroom, where he puts those 
ideas into action. 

Educators 
click into 
Facebook, 
Twitter, and 
Google+  
for quick 
feedback and 
open-ended 
discussions.

By Michelle  
r. Davis
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Last school year, Mr. Proven-
zano partnered with an Iowa 
teacher he met through social 
media to have their classes co-
produce a filmed presentation of 
“Romeo and Juliet.” The project 
involved lengthy discussions 
and debates, writing online and 
talking through the Skype video 
service, between the two classes, 
with each acting out and filming 
separate acts of the play. The 
classes then pieced their films 
together and screened the pro-
duction simultaneously at each 
school. 

Twitter, blogging, and online 
discussions in a variety of forums 
have also led Mr. Provenzano to 
become a believer in Edcamps. 
He and his Iowa counterpart 
at Van Meter High School were 
presenters at Edcamp in Kansas 
City in 2010, and Mr. Provenzano 
helped organize an Edcamp in 
Detroit in May. 

Mr. Pace, who helped organize 
the Kansas City Edcamp, said 
Edcamps differ from traditional 
conferences in that if people at-
tend a session and aren’t getting 
a lot out of it, they’re encouraged 
to leave and try another. 

“People end up voting with 
their feet,” he said. “At a tradi-
tional conference, that’s taboo.”

While some who attend Ed-
camps are new to social net-

working, many people know 
each other through online inter-
actions already, Mr. Pace said. 
So when they meet face to face 
at Edcamp, “you get past all the 
formality stuff, and it makes for 
much deeper, enriching conver-
sation,” he said. 

‘edchats’ on twitter

For many educators, Twitter 
has been the gathering place 
for professional development for 
several years, with its weekly 
Edchats, in which moderators 
choose a topic ahead of time and 
educators share resources and 
comments (in no more than 140 
characters, of course) using the 
hash tag #edchat. (A hash tag, 
which is signified using the # 
symbol, marks key words or top-
ics on Twitter as a way to cat-
egorize subjects.) 

The initial Edchats have now 
spawned close to 400 more 
topic-specific educator chats on 
Twitter, like “mathchat” and 
“elemchat,” said Shelly S. Ter-
rell, a former elementary school 
teacher who moderates some 
Edchats and writes the blog 
Teacher Reboot Camp. 

Like many others, Ms. Terrell 
doesn’t limit herself to Twitter. 
She also taps into Facebook, 
Ning, and other social-network-
ing sites for professional de-

velopment and has now added 
Google+ to her list of gathering 
places. 

An alternative to Facebook 
that was launched earlier this 
year, Google+ makes it easy to 
group people into what it calls 
“circles” for sharing information 
and provides easy opportunities 
for video “hangouts” or video-
conferencing with more than 
one person at a time, Ms. Terrell 
said. 

“Teachers and I can go say, 
‘let’s go hang out and have our 
conversation there and talk 
about different kinds of proj-
ects,’” she said. 

But all those options can be 
overwhelming for a teacher 
new to seeking out professional 
development through social 
media, said Mr. Anderson of the 
Winston-Salem/Forsyth County 
district. “You can get to the point 
where you have information 
overload, depending on how you 
handle it,” he said. 

And as beneficial as all the 
information gleaned from such 
sources can be, it can be hard 
to get districts to give teach-
ers credit for what they learn 
through social networks, Mr. 
Anderson said. 

“We need to change the mind-
set at the district [to recognize 
that] the teacher can get high-
quality professional develop-
ment anytime, anywhere, and 
in a wide variety of formats,” he 
said. “Hopefully, if a teacher can 
document that they participated 
in Edchat for several months, 
they can get credit, because it is 
meaningful.”

The situation is starting to 
change. Mr. Provenzano said the 
Grosse Point district gave some 
teachers professional-develop-
ment credit for attending the 
Detroit Edcamp. “That was re-
ally cool of them,” he said. 

Ms. Terrell said teachers can 
improve their chances of get-
ting credits for these types of 
professional development op-

portunities by approaching dis-
trict officials beforehand. Last 
school year,  Ms. Terrell created 
a three-day, nonstop, completely 
online conference that she billed 
as the Reform Symposium e-
Conference. With 80 present-
ers, teachers could tune in live 
in any time zone to participate 
in webinar-like presentations 
or view the archived talks on 
everything from differentiation 
of instruction to multimedia in 
math. 

Ms. Terrell provided attendees 
with a downloadable form to 
give principals or district leaders 
to request professional-develop-
ment credit; many teachers re-
ceived such credit, she said. 

But many educators are push-
ing forward with finding pro-
fessional development through 
social networking even without 
credit for their work, said Alec 
Couros, a professor of educa-
tional technology and media at 
the University of Regina in the 
Canadian province of Saskatch-
ewan. They want to add to their 
skills and continue learning, Mr. 
Couros said. 

Social media—Twitter, for ex-
ample—“is the best professional-
development tool because it har-
nesses the power of thousands of 
teachers,” he said. 

Mr. Couros is now reaching 
out to some of those teachers 
with an online graduate class 
he teaches called Social Media 
and Open Education. He al-
lows about 20 students to en-
roll for credit, then opens it up 
for about 200 people anywhere 
in the world to take part. The 
extra people taking the course 
are most often experienced edu-
cators, he said. 

“They kind of adopt some of 
my students, and because my 
students all have blogs and 
Twitter accounts, they partici-
pate in those different spaces,” 
Mr. Couros said. “The other 200 
provide support to them while 
learning.” n

 We need to change the  
mind-set at the district [to recognize  
that] the teacher can get high-
quality professional development 
anytime, anywhere, and in a wide 
variety of formats. Hopefully, if a 
teacher can document that they 
participated in Edchat for several 
months, they can get credit, because 
it is meaningful.”

Steven w. anderSon
Instructional Technologist,   
Winston-Salem/Forsyth County Schools
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intensive approach that constitutes a pathway toward a grad-
uate certificate or degree, education school leaders say. 
Those leaders say teachers are more likely to seek out the type 

of online training that will have a direct impact on their students 
from government agencies, nonprofit consortia, and for-profit 
companies. But a few schools of education are trying to meet 
that demand for flexibility, in part because administrators and 
teachers say they want colleges of education to be involved. And 
for colleges of education, offering non-degree programs online 
makes more sense than doing so in person, in part because of the 
very nature of how schools of education are structured.

“We’re an academic program. We’re not designed for custom-
ized [face-to-face] workshops in any way,” said Lisa Dawley, a 
professor of educational technology at Boise State University, 
in Idaho, which recently launched an online portal designed to 
give teachers access to three-week online workshops. 

“So really, an emphasis of the professional-development portal,” 
Ms. Dawley said, “is taking our cutting-edge courses you can’t 
get anywhere else, and offering those out to the public in another 
form.”

‘embedded and Sustainable’

In August, Ms. Dawley and her colleagues launched an on-
line portal through which both virtual and face-to-face K-12 
instructors can take an assortment of online, facilitator-led 
three-week workshops on such topics as teaching teachers to 
create their own educational mobile apps and how to merge 
technology with pedagogy. The portal will be expanded, Ms. 
Dawley said, to also offer content-related workshops on such 
subjects as increasing student literacy and aligning instruc-

tion with the common-core standards.
“The difficulty is not setting up the platform—it’s negotiat-

ing your way around institutional restrictions,” said Ms. Daw-
ley, who lists as obstacles approving the program’s condensed 
time schedule, allowing professors to teach workshops without 
breaching their contract, and permitting the use of certain 
technology tools when the university might have relationships 
with competing vendors.

Boise State has eased some of those restrictions, Ms. Dawley 
said, because of just how extensive demand has been, with 
entire states in some cases reaching out to the university for 
help in delivering professional development.

Elsewhere, state government agencies or programs them-
selves are partnering with schools of education to launch mod-
els similar to that at Boise State University.

The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, for example, 
offers online courses to teachers through its Learn N.C. portal 
that is aligned with the state’s eLearning for Educators program, 
a partnership between the governor’s office, the education cabi-
net, and the commission on virtual learning. As of early October, 
instructors could choose from nearly 40 six-week, instructor-led 
online courses, focusing on improving teachers’ educational tech-
nology skills as well as their content knowledge across subjects. 
Courses are generally $150 to $225, or $75 per continuing edu-
cation unit, or cEu, a state measure of professional-development 
credit for teachers, who must earn 15 cEus every five years.

Similarly, Arizona State University in Tempe has since 2006 
partnered with the state department of education to host the 
idEal program, which offers online courses to develop teach-
ers’ instructional skills in language arts, math, science, tech-
nology integration, classroom management, and English as a 

Even at the most progressive schools of education, offering online profes-

sional development to practicing teachers can be difficult.

Teachers are looking online for professional development in part to 

find options that can improve their current classroom practice and 

be incorporated into lesson plans immediately. But the offerings from 

many schools of education are more aligned with a traditional, labor-

Offerings from many schools of education are more 
aligned with traditional face-to-face approaches. 

Education Schools 
Playing Catch-Up 

Sharon Kortman, left, 
director of BEST 
Professional 
Development, based 
on the Phoenix 
campus of arizona 
State university, and 
Kelly Olson-Stewart,  
a BEST regional 
professional 
coordinator, talk  
via video with 
educators at  
a school in Tucson.

higher 
eDucAtion

By ian Quillen
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second language. 
Courses range from 15-hour seat-time formats that are self-

paced and have open entry and exit, to more thorough 30- and 
45-minute courses that are partially or fully facilitated, and 
usually progress over a span of six to eight weeks. The fee for 
most courses is $65.

“We’ve known for a long time that the best professional devel-
opment is job-embedded and sustainable within [instructors’] 
own time, and able to be accessed by individuals as well,” said 
Rick Baker, the associate director of idEal, which was founded in 
2006 as Integrated Data to Enhance Arizona Learning. The data 
component of the program has since been dropped. 

“There’s been some attempt for that in the past,” he said, 
“but I think this is just taking that to the next level.”

But Leanna Archambault, an assistant professor in the divi-
sion of education leadership and innovation at Arizona State, 
acknowledges that finding the right home for idEal within the 
university has been challenging, in part because of concerns 
over its financial viability. The program is now in its first year 
within the school’s teachers college, working alongside the uni-
versity’s bEst Professional Development program, an initiative 
focused on the bEst acronym of “building educator support 
teams,” and one that combines online and face-to-face methods 
to help construct districtwide PD plans and individualized of-
ferings across the state.

“We had a couple meetings this summer about, what’s the 
evolution of this, because there has been so much funding, 
and it hasn’t been a profitable thing, to be quite honest,” Ms. 
Archambault said. Combining knowledge between idEal and 
bEst is based on “that notion of a collective intelligence,” she 
said, “bringing together all of our resources so we can benefit 
teachers in the most positive way.”

local connectivity is Key

Leaders at other education schools agree with Ms. Archambault 
that the professional development universities offer online should 
maximize the colleges’ resources and community connections.

For example, the school of education, teaching, and health at 

American University, in Washington, has used grant funding 
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture to create courses 
and offer an online certificate program to health teachers 
in the 45,000-student District of Columbia school system. 
Sarah Irvine Belson, the dean of the education school, said 
the model, in which a local school of education reaches out 
online to a local district—however it’s funded—may best 
align with the traditional mission of schools of education.

“Most schools of education have always been local, in my 
mind,” Ms. Belson said. “If you look across institutions, people 
look at schools of education … and see obvious local connections 
because the work we do is so practical, and there is this theoret-
ical-practical mesh.”

Practicing teachers who have the time for graduate course-
work are finding more options, especially in degrees related to 
integrating technology tools with teaching. 

For example, the University of Florida, in Gainesville, offers 
online master’s and doctoral degrees in educational technology, 
master’s degrees in teacher leadership of school improvement and 
in special education, a doctorate in teaching and teacher educa-
tion, and several graduate-certificate programs. And it offers them 
in a state where many teachers and students have been exposed 
to virtual instruction, thanks to the high-profile Florida Virtual 
School, which any student in the state may attend for free.

Elsewhere, Iowa State University, in Ames, is in its fourth year 
of offering an online master’s degree in curriculum and instruc-
tional technology, a program that Ann Thompson, a professor at 
the university’s Center for Technology in Learning and Teach-
ing, said was offered because so many teachers statewide had 
expressed interest in it. Like Ms. Belson, Ms. Thompson said she 
sees the future of online professional development from educa-
tion schools being driven by communities that call for it.

“Distance-learning opportunities tend to be offered by noncon-
ventional universities or for-profits,” Ms. Thompson said, but “I 
think that traditional instruction is moving in that direction.”

“Their niche,” she said of such online education providers, 
“seems to be not serving tens of thousands of kids or teachers, 
but providing the same kind of high-quality experience online 
that they do in person.” n
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By ian Quillen

embedded professional development now in vogue is easier to 
achieve—be it in collaboration with colleagues, correspondence 
with advisers, or participation in supplemental education—in 
an online setting.

So it’s perhaps not surprising that, as more instructors from 
brick-and-mortar schools are seeking professional development 
online, virtual schools are exploring how to become providers 
to teachers as well as students.

“I think, really, we’re going to see us reaching out into more 
markets,” said Mary Mitchell, the director of professional 
learning at the 123,000-student Florida Virtual School, or flvs, 
which is based in Orlando. “It doesn’t just have to be for virtual 
teachers, but it’s virtual, and it’s cost-effective. It can be entire 
districts, entire states.”

So far, the bulk of the Florida Virtual School’s experience of-
fering professional development to instructors who also teach 
face to face has come through the school’s franchise program. 
That arrangement allows districts to pay $50 per enrolled 
student for flvs content, which is then delivered by district-
employed instructors. Teachers at a new franchise undergo 
professional development similar to what flvs full-time in-
structors receive, including three days of face-to-face instruc-
tion covering the basics of virtual teaching, as well as an online 
program orienting them to course content. 

The Maynard, Mass.-based Virtual High School Global Con-
sortium, or vhs, a nonprofit organization that provides virtual 
courses to 15,000 high schoolers worldwide, has gone further 
during the last half-decade; it offers a five-course series for 
both online and face-to-face teachers on elements of virtual or 
blended instruction. The courses can be taken as a series or 
à la carte, and can also count for three graduate-level credits 
each through participating universities.

But while vhs has as thorough an online professional-devel-
opment offering as any virtual school’s, its leaders say their 
next focus is creating more-targeted offerings that focus on 
very specific sets of skills. 

That’s to take nothing away from the quality of the five 
courses, they say, which each run for six weeks, require eight 
to 10 hours of weekly “in class” work, and are approved by 
the National Education Association Academy, the online-pro-
fessional-development arm of the nation’s largest teachers’ 
union.

“While some teachers really want that and need that, some 
teachers who are veteran teachers want smaller, more margin-
alized, targeted PD offerings,” said Colleen Worrell, the man-
ager of professional development for vhs. Through government 
and private grant funding, the school is exploring ways to meet 
that demand, Ms. Worrell said, though it is not yet offering any 
such service publicly.

Meanwhile, although the North Carolina Virtual Public 
School has yet to offer professional development to teachers 
who teach only in brick-and-mortar schools, it appears to be 
mastering the balance between “comprehensive” and “tar-
geted” professional development that vhs is only experiment-
ing with.

With most of its rolling teaching force of 600 to 700 also work-
ing full time in face-to-face classrooms, ncvps blends what it 
calls its “PD-10” courses—approximately 10-hour self-paced, in-
structorless online courses that can count as 10 of the 150 hours 
of professional development the state requires of its teachers—
with shorter, more acutely focused “just in time” courses.

For example, copyright and fair use, common-standards com-
pliance, and teaching students with individualized education 
programs would be PD-10 courses; use of a new geometry 

Homegrown programs target the needs 
of educators teaching online classes.

because schools of education, with a few exceptions, have been slow to offer 

programs to develop virtual instructors, many of the nation’s leading on-

line schools have, for more than a decade, crafted homegrown online and 

blended professional development.

And with the flexibility offered by the online classroom, instructors 

who also have face-to-face experience sometimes say the continuous, 

E-Schools 
Offering PD

VirtuAl 
teAcherS

Steve reeves,  
left, and Kevin  
adkisson,  
principals for the 
Florida Virtual 
School, collaborate 
at a weekly  
professional- 
development  
meeting at  
a restaurant  
in Gainesville.
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math tool or language arts application would fall into the 
just-in-time category. And because trends and tools can go 
from cutting-edge to commonplace, the format lends itself to 
progress, said Karen Creech, the director of curriculum and 
instruction for the North Carolina school.

“If I can hook a teacher on a resource and get them inter-
ested, then I’m going to have a better chance of implement-
ing it in their course,” Ms. Creech said. “We kind of hook 
them with the just-in-time, and then create a [PD-10] mod-
ule that goes into detail.”

The hope is that ncvps can offer its PD-10 courses outside 
its own school, through the state’s e-Learning for Educators, 
the online initiative of the Learn N.C. program at the educa-
tion school at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, which offers K-12 lesson plans, assessments, Web links, 
and professional development. Such an expansion would re-
quire the addition of a facilitator or instructor to any PD-10 
course offered through the program, Ms. Creech said, and 
would also require enough demand in a state where each 
of the 115 school districts is allowed to offer its own profes-
sional development. 

Since most ncvps instructors also teach in brick-and-mor-
tar schools, the vast majority of its PD offerings are optional, 
which makes correspondence with colleagues across the 
same subject crucial.

“We think it’s really important, even though it’s considered 
self-paced, that there is a community of learners that are 
able to reflect together, ask questions together, implement 
whatever it is asking them to implement based on the topic,” 
Ms. Creech said.

Even virtual schools with far fewer resources than the Flor-
ida and North Carolina schools have been able to enter the 
field of professional development for nonvirtual instructors. 

For example, Richmond-based Virtual Virginia, which em-

ploys just over two dozen full-time instructors as a school 
that provides supplemental courses to students, is offering 
an economics and personal-finance course aimed at instruc-
tors in regular schools to help the state’s districts meet re-
quirements for graduate study. 

All the while, its novice instructors have to go beyond Vir-
tual Virginia for their orientation and complete the EdTech 
Leaders Online course offered by the Education Develop-
ment Center, based in Newton, Mass. The school also holds 
annual face-to-face meetings in Richmond for its instructors 
at the beginning of the school year, pairs up its novices with 
mentors, and drives its teachers to collaborate online with 
other teachers of the same subjects.

“We don’t try to be all things to all people,” said Tammy 
McGraw, the Virginia education department’s director of ed-
ucation technology. “We’re very focused on being responsive 
to the things school divisions need.”

Perhaps no other virtual school has the resources or exist-
ing content to reach the same number of educators as the 
Florida Virtual School. The school has created on-demand 
professional-development modules across all K-12 grades 
and subjects. It has experience organizing virtual job-shad-
owing for new teachers, who listen to more experienced 
teachers’ phone calls with students and watch them inter-
act through instant messaging, chat rooms, and discussion 
boards. 

And flvs has already moved beyond its own teaching force 
with a series of professional webinars for other virtual school 
leaders.

“Districts are really looking for PD where they don’t send 
teachers away,” said Ms. Mitchell. “Here it can be much more 
of a natural flow of that kind of conversation because you 
can set the schedule and have the virtual access toward each 
other.” n

Watch teacher coaches discuss the challenges of 

creating professional development for virtual educators. 

www.edweek.org/go/PDvirtual
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and innovative ways to do that,” said William H. Mayes, the 
executive director of the Michigan Association of School Ad-
ministrators, which serves superintendents and building-level 
administrators in 584 school districts in the state. 
“We’re finding that individuals are having a more difficult 

time getting out of their buildings,” he said. “More and more, 
in this hectic world we live in, we’re going to go to online or 
digital professional development.”

Mr. Mayes’ Lansing-based organization recently applied for 
a grant to place 300 iPads in the hands of Michigan adminis-
trators, to help them get access to professional-development 
opportunities as well as familiarize themselves with the tech-
nology. 

“It’s a tool they have to learn how to harness and use,” Mr. 
Mayes said. “Technology is a key tool for preparing our chil-
dren for the world that is their world. As administrators, we 
have to be familiar with the technology and not fearful of the 
technology.”

The Web offers a trove of just-in-time resources that admin-
istrators may find helpful, such as podcasts, online classes, 
and social networks that can match up administrators across 
the country, he said. 

His group sends out a daily email with the latest school ad-
ministration news from around the state as a way to keep 
administrators informed, he said.

“One of the greatest benefits of technology-enriched learn-
ing is the just-in-time nature of it,” said Stephanie Hirsch, 
the executive director of Learning Forward, the Dallas-based 
organization previously called the National Staff Develop-
ment Council. “It’s about giving people the help they need at 
the moment they need it.”

And the Internet can provide such a wide reach that it is 
easy to garner advice from administrators in other districts 
and states who have been through similar situations al-
ready.

“Some things are important to share with your colleagues 
in your school system,” said Ms. Hirsch, “but there’s also value 
in reaching out to colleagues in other school systems who con-
front similar challenges that may add different ways of think-
ing about those challenges.” 

Best of Both Worlds

While vast opportunities exist for engaging in both formal 
and informal online professional learning, there is also a con-
tinued need for face-to-face PD, Ms. Hirsch said. 

“No matter what, we’re social animals, and we’re always 
going to need to have face-to-face interaction with other peo-
ple,” she said, adding that “the most highly productive com-
munities” are those “that use both [online and face-to-face] 
venues.”

School leaders should also use a critical eye when evaluat-
ing resources on the Web to make sure that they are high-
quality, Ms. Hirsch said. 

For administrators like Rob Monson, the principal of Park-
ston Elementary School in Parkston, S.D., and the president of 
the Alexandria, Va.-based National Association of Elementary 
School Principals, online professional development is cru-
cial to helping him keep up with the skills he needs to 
grow in his profession. The university closest to Mr. 
Monson, who lives in a rural area, is more than 90 
miles away—a distance that makes it difficult for 
him to take courses there. 

“It’s not like I’m sitting across from Penn 
State,” he said. “[Online] professional develop-
ment frees you up to take advantage of it when 
you want, how you want, and when it works for 
you.”

Going Mobile 

John Ross, an education technology consultant and 
the author of the book Online Professional Develop-
ment, said there’s a real need for more high-quality 
online professional development for school administra-
tors. 

“There’s a lot of online professional development for 
teachers, but not as much is available for administra-
tors,” he said. And because administrators have such 
busy and, at times, unpredictable schedules, he said, 
the onus is on creators of PD content to make the ma-
terial relevant, practical, and meaningful for admin-
istrators. 

“They’re not going to stay” if the webinar, course, or 
resource is not helpful, Mr. Ross said. 

Barbara Treacy, the managing project director for 
the Center for Online Professional Education at the 
Newton, Mass.-based Education Development Center, 
said that principals and other administrators are ripe 
for online PD opportunities. 

“Principals are ready and interested in learning on-

E-Learning Aids 
Administrators

Time and 
financial 
pressures  
are driving 
administrators 
toward online 
professional 
development.

Overbooked schedules and tight budgets are increasingly push-

ing administrators toward online professional development to 

save money on travel costs and gain immediate access to helpful 

resources. 

“We’re all facing funding cuts and tighter budgets, yet the need 

for professional development is still there, so we’re seeking new 
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8 Benefits of Learning Online with ASCD 
1. It's on Demand, Available 24/7.

2. Receive High-Quality, Scalable Learning at a Fraction of the Price.

3. Seamlessly Turn Theory into Practice and Practice into Results.

4. Customized Learning with Choice and Variety.

5. Tap into a Larger Network of Experts.

6. Enjoy Real World Relevance.

7. Increase Collaboration and Accountability.

8. Attain Course Hours Towards College Credit.

ASCD Online Membership provides you with access 
to the same practical, informative, research-based
resources that more than 150,000 educators rely on
every day.  Visit www.ascd.org to learn more about how
ASCD’s Online Memberships can take your 
online learning to the next level.

Why the right time to integrate
ASCD Online Membership into 
your professional learning is now…

1703 North Beauregard Street 
Alexandria, VA 22311-1714

www.ascd.org
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Join your colleagues at this year’s ASCD Annual Conference to 

explore what committed educators are doing to support great 

teaching and ensure a great education for every student. 

Visit www.ascd.org/annualconference for more  

information, or call 800-933-2723 (or 703-578-9600),  

then press 1, for your free Conference Preview.

MARCH 24–26, 2012

Time for a ColleCTive  
 Call To aCTion
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click

online Pd 
Programs for 

Administrators

line. Their teachers and students 
are using online tools, and they’re 
seeing the dramatic growth of vir-
tual learning for students. They 
know they need to understand it,” 
she said. Like Mr. Ross, Ms. Treacy 
has noticed that there is a far larger 
proportion of teachers undergoing 
online PD than administrators, but 
that may be changing, she said.  

Because of the sheer number of 
teachers compared to administra-
tors, there is a much wider array of 
online PD options for that group, 
said Ms. Treacy.

“We’re getting more and more 
requests for administrator-focused 
online professional development,” 
Ms. Treacy said. “Mobile devices 
are enabling even more online PD 
opportunities for school leaders.”

Harnessing the power of mobile 
technologies can allow administra-
tors to listen to lectures or discus-
sions while they are driving or be-
tween meetings, she said. “It creates 
accessible learning opportunities 
that are really important for [this 
population],” she said of mobile 
technology. 

In addition, having access to Web-
enabled resources can help profes-
sional development become a daily 
part of administrators’ lives, rather 

than a one-day event to attend, said 
Pete Reed, the director of profes-
sional development for the Reston, 
Va.-based National Association of 
Secondary School Principals. 

“We like to think of professional 
development as something that 
has an impact on your practice 
and causes you to change the way 
you engage or behave as a school 
leader,” he said. 

Undergoing professional develop-
ment over a longer period of time 
through the Internet, rather than 
meeting up for a one-day confer-
ence, Mr. Reed said, can allow the 
participants to take what they are 
learning and apply it to their pro-
fessional lives, then come back and 
talk about it with their peers. That 
can lead to a much more effective 
change in their behavior, he said. 

Mr. Reed has taken part in two 
online professional-development 
offerings through the Education 
Development Council’s EdTech 
Leaders Online: one course about 
facilitating and implementing on-
line PD and another about online 
course design. 

“The real professional develop-
ment is not in the reading or par-
ticipating in an activity,” he said, 
“it’s the changes in behavior.” n  

nevada administrator Forum
www.schoolchange.net/groupspaces/nde

An online forum where nevada administrators can share ideas and participate 
in conversations aimed at creating educational conditions for 21st-century 
student outcomes. Educators are encouraged to submit daily or weekly reflec-
tions on professional leadership as well as a once-a-month sharing of a lesson 
learned or a question to explore. The forum has also collected a number of 
resources for administrators to use.

Harvard university’s WiDE (Wide-scale 
interactive Development for Educators) 
World Program
http://wideworld.harvard.edu
WidE World online courses seek to create informed communities of  
teachers and school leaders to cultivate the skills needed to serve students  
in the 21st century. Courses consist of lectures, assignments, and virtual 
discussion groups. 

Florida School leaders 
www.floridaschoolleaders.org
The professional learning portal of the William Cecil Golden School Leader-
ship development Program, which aims to support the learning needs of 
school leaders in Florida. The website contains Florida’s principal-leadership 
standards, an explanation of the Florida Continuous improvement model, and 
an expanded selection of resources and tools to help school leaders take part 
in professional learning opportunities. 

West Virginia e-learning for Educators
http://wvde.state.wv.us/elearning

Provides more than 30 online workshops for teachers and school leaders that 
address a wide array of professional learning topics. The program is funded by 
a u.S. department of Education grant involving eight states, each of which is 
developing its own program to meet the professional-development needs of 
educators in that state. 
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School Improvement Network School Improvement NetworkSchool Improvement Network

ONLINE PD:

OK, come on now, really-

Can professional development create better students and teachers 
in just one year? Really?

Traditional PD simply cannot support educators—or 
students—in our rapidly changing field of education. With 
budget shortfalls and greater technological advances, 
outdated PD is wholly inadequate and too expensive to 
improve student achievement this year.

But on-demand PD 360. . . now that’s a different story.

School Improvement Network created and continues to 
lead the industry in on-demand professional development 
that rapidly improves both teacher and student 
performance. Numerous independent research studies 
have proven that teachers who use PD 360 help students 
perform up to 30%  

better on standardized tests than they had the previous 
year. With practical, scalable, and measurable PD, all 
educators can pave the way for a brighter America.

Proof positive: educators get the most differentiated 
training from the widest array of experts and topics in 
the industry on PD 360, the world’s first and largest on-
demand PD platform. To see the proof, visit 
www.schoolimprovement.com and get the facts, research, 
and case studies about the educators who have done 
extraordinary things using groundbreaking professional 
development with PD 360. Really.

Don’t wait to give your students the best teachers possible— 
Start your free 30-day trial today at http://edweek.pd360.com.

LEARn moRE AbouT ThiS AdvERTiSER 

http://e-news.edweek.org/ct/13284415:15852034354:m:1:376697879:B3046A885D9490D57771CF844983DC08:r


Spring 2012

Hands-on
team training
Close to home

Assessments for State and 
Common Core Standards

Building Common Assessments

Elementary Reading Intervention 
Strategies

Motivating Students 

Pyramid Response to Intervention

Response to Intervention in Math 

Teaching Reading and 
Comprehension to K–5 ELs 

Teaching the iGeneration 

Transition to Common Core 
Standards With Total Instructional 
Alignment

Working With Dif� cult 
and Resistant Staff

A Solution Tree workshop will help you

 Facilitate and contribute to a culture of collaborative learning.

 Develop a common vocabulary for learning to take home 
to your school’s stakeholders.

 Put to use practical strategies for sustained student success.

Engage students in their own learning process.

 Find genuine support from dedicated, like-minded 
professional development experts.

solution-tree.com 800.733.6786

12154_STWorkshops_EDWK_OCT26_2011.indd   1 10/7/11   8:08 AM
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