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ABSTRACT

With so many educators needing either initial preparation or ongoing professional development to build
and sustain expertise in their discipline, online professional development arises as a viable, effective,
and timely vehicle for teacher training. Online learning technologies have the potential to transform the
professional development of teachers, penetrate cultural, discipline, and other barriers; bring educators
together to learn, share successes and challenges; and co-construct and transfer learning. This chapter
presents examples of success and challenges associated with a large-scale U.S. statewide online teacher
professional development community. It also makes the case for implementing a systematic approach to
investigating the effectiveness of online teacher professional development communities through ongoing

assessment and responsive evaluation.

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to “tell the tale”
(i.e., mission, scope, successes, and challenges) of
Florida Online Reading Professional Development
(FOR-PD), a large-scale U.S. statewide online
professional development project, and its impact on
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preK-12teachers’knowledge aboutreading research
and effective instruction. The authors are the proj-
ect’s principal investigator, an associate professor
of reading education at the University of Central
Florida (UCF), and the project’s lead evaluator, an
evaluation specialist with extensive experience in
learning assessment and planning and implement-
ing evaluations in various educational agencies at
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avariety of levels. This chapter examines the fol-
lowing: (a) therole of professional development on
teacher quality; (b) the role of professional learn-
ing communities for supporting teacher capacity
and expertise through professional development;
(c) online professional development as a means
of creating and sustaining teacher professional
learning communities; (d) successes and chal-
lenges associated with asituated large-scale online
teacher professional development community; and
(e) trends and directions for the future.

BACKGROUND: TEACHER
QUALITY AND PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

Teacher quality has been the focus of much policy
analysis as aresultofresearch on therole ofteach-
ers on student learning. The No Child Left Behind
U.S. PublicAct(NCLB)requires ahighly qualified
teacher in every classroom (Darling-Hammond
& Sykes, 2003). The NCLB principles for high-
quality professional development are comprehen-
sive, multi-faceted, complex, and require extensive
participation from administrators and teachers.
In addition, the U.S. Department of Education
(USDOE) indicates that effective teacher profes-
sional development is more than just coursework
designed to fulfill a state or district requirement.
It is a set of activities grounded in scientifically
based research and producing a measurable effect
on student academic achievement.

Professional development is most effective
when it is part of a system-wide plan to improve
and integrate teacher quality atall stages: prepara-
tion, induction, support, and ongoing development
(USDOE, 2002). According to a congressional
report by the National Commission on Teaching
and America’s Future (1997):

What teachers know and understand about content
and students shapes how judiciously they select
from texts and other materials and how effectively

they present material in class. Their skill in as-
sessing their students progress also depends upon
how deeply they understand learning, and how
well they can interpret students’ discussions and
written work. No other intervention can make the
difference that a knowledgeable, skillful teacher
can make in the learning process. (p. 8)

Professional development refers to those in-
tentional, systematic, and ongoing processes and
activities designed to enhance the professional
knowledge, skills, and attitudes of educators so
that they might improve the learning of students
(Guskey, 2000). Professional development is an
essential part of building teacher expertise in
schools.

DuFour and Eaker (1998) recommend that
the content of professional development pro-
grams should “be based on research,” and used
to “expand the repertoire of teachers to meet the
needs of students who learn in diverse ways” (p.
276). They also recommend that the process of
professional development should provide ongo-
ing coaching that is critical to the mastery of
new skills, attend to the tenets of good teaching,
promote reflection and dialogue, be sustainable
overtime, and be evaluated at multiple levels with
evidence of improved performance.

The NCLB principles for effective profes-
sional development require practices grounded
in research, collaborative and strategic work,
alignment with state standards, ongoing assess-
ment, and developing a system for intervention
and support to teachers and students. Although
educational reform is warranted, and even man-
dated, change in educators’ belief systems about
pedagogy and learning does not occur quickly.
Ongoing professional development is necessary
for improving teachers’ growth and instructional
practice. Traditional face-to-face professional
development has not resolved major educational
challenges in the U.S. Many researchers (e.g.,
Dede, Breit, Ketelhut, McCloskey, & Whitehouse,
2005) propose that online teacher professional de-
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