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Teachers are the most influential in-school factor in student learning improvement
(Demie, 2012; Grisham, 2000; Hattie, 2009). With such a significant impact, we cannot
isnore the repeated outcry from teachers that their professional development
courses are not practical enough (Adoniou, 2013) for their career in education.
As online learning becomes more prevalent for K-12 students, it is important for
teacher professional development to model K-12 best practices in an online envi-
ronment while keeping adult learner engagement at the forefront. Choosing the
career of teaching is very personal, and we must take this into consideration as
online professional development is created to best engage educators as learners
at a personal level while also modeling the competencies of a successful teacher.
For deep learning to occur, the online content and design must move beyond the
isolation of course content as the sole focus and connect educators to the other

contextual influences on their teaching.

Although there are areas of over-
lap, best practices for learner engage-
ment in traditional settings do not
seamlessly transition to the online
platform for educator training;
however, we do know that student
engagement is key for online learning
to become internalized (Holzweiss,
Joyner, Fuller, Henderson, & Young,
2014). Throughout the literature,
four components of effective online
learner engagement surface: instructor
presence, course design, relevant and

authentic assignments, and a strong
online community (see Figure 1).
The Garrison, Anderson, and
Archer (2000) model, “Community
of Inquiry,” described the three factors
of online presence: cognitive, teach-
ing, and social. Students are most
engaged when they have consistent
and individualized feedback with the
instructor. Effective online teaching
presence requires instructors to not
only answer student’s academic ques-
tions, but also to hear their students’
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stories, because doing so is part of the
role of invested teachers and thus allows
for personal connections to be made
(Freeman & Wash, 2013). The Quality
Matters K—12 Secondary Rubric also
emphasized the importance of learner
engagement and instructor presence,
as these components are a quarter of
their standards (MarylandOnline,
Inc., 2015). The connections become
vital to each student’s learning process,
persistence, and perception of course
quality. Students’ positive perceptions
of the quality and level of interaction
are strongly correlated to higher grades
or course performance (Ginns & Ellis,
2007). This suggests that instructor
presence is highly influential in student
perspectives and success in online plat-
forms for both adult and K-12 learners.

The course design can engage
adult learners more readily by pro-
viding simple course navigation,
organization that mimics the course
syllabus, and self-directed tasks with
clear directions and expectations
(Casey & Kroth, 2013; Freeman &
Wash, 2013). Concise directions and

15



16

expectations can be further supported
through instructor explanation via
video/audio files and task exemplars.
Using scaffolding techniques like nav-
igation tips and a FAQ section allows
learners to focus on the content and
avoid the frustrations of learning the
technology.

Although course design is import-
ant, Ginns and Ellis (2007) stated that
“focusing on the (relatively) objective
usability of a course website, for exam-
ple, runs the risk of failing to under-
stand how students understand the
role of the site for learning at large”
(p. 63). Learning new content and
crafting their profession is the reason
these learners have enrolled in the
course. It is important that the course
assignments are relevant and authentic
to today’s educational best practices.

Learners become deeply engaged
in their learning environment when
it reflects their purposes, values, and
interests (McGuckin & Ladhani,
2010). Adult learners should engage
in active learning—cooperative group-
ing, team activities, guided inquiry,
and integrated multidisciplinary tasks
with real-world applications, reflec-
tion, and critical thinking—as well as
experience multimodal approaches like
drama, music, and humor throughout
the lessons (Freeman & Wash, 2013;
MarylandOnline, Inc., 2015; Waldner,
McGorry, & Widener, 2012). Within
the parameters of the course expecta-
tions, adult learners should be empow-
ered to establish their own learning
goals while receiving enough guidance
to promote professional growth and
challenge. Authentic assignments are
not complete without self-reflection,
which allows learners to critically
analyze their application of the con-
tent presented and to respond to their
peers’ ideas in the online community.

Online learners are more likely
to contribute and interact in a “high
expectations, but low-stress envi-
ronment” (Freeman & Wash, 2013,
p. 101). Schrum, Burbank, Engle,
Chambers, and Glassett (2005) found
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FIGURE 1. Components of online learner engagement.

that educators want professional devel-
opment that not only directly ties to
practice, but also moves them toward
academic interactions with their col-
leagues. Online learners want a strong
community to solidify their own
learning in the course, and to extend
their professional practice. This idea
is echoed in Schrum, Burbank, and
Capps’s (2007) study indicating that
online teacher networks may increase
teachers’ efficacy in meeting students’
needs. Teachers also expressed that
the higher sense of their own efficacy
made them more open to adopt new
classroom behaviors and to stay in the
profession.

BENEFITS AND ISSUES OF
ONLINE PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

Online learning can provide ben-
efits that may be limited in traditional
settings. A rich and more equitable
environment personalized to each
learner is more attainable with the
ability to communicate with all partic-
ipants, not just those willing to speak
out in a face-to-face class (Baghdadi,
2011). Peer and instructor-led online
discussions are dependent on experi-
ences and contexts that are relevant to
the individuals, which allows learners

to create personal relevancy (Baker,
2013). When freed of place-based
constraints, professional collaboration
can reach beyond regional, national,
or even global borders (Waldner et
al., 2012). With the ability to conduct
online learning asynchronously or syn-
chronously, peer and instructor accu-
mulated knowledge and skills (based
on discussion boards and interactive
tasks) can be transmitted from current
participants to future participants,
bypassing the limitation of “in the
moment” or face-to-face professional
development (Baghdadi, 2011). Online
professional development learners ben-
efit from the flexibility of timing and
e-mail interactions and the valuable
and relevant content to their careers
(Schrum et al., 2007). Due to the abil-
ity to work in the comfort of their cho-
sen space, online students, by feeling
socially comfortable, exhibit higher
order skills in analysis and synthesis
and discuss their ideas more freely
(Baker, 2013; Freeman & Wash, 2013;
Schrum et al., 2007). Students are
more empowered during collaborative
work because they become the deci-
sion makers for work distribution and
group expectations (Casey & Kroth,
2013). Cerniglia (2011) found that
students (both adult and K-12 learn-
ers) participating in online courses



also express themselves more authen-
tically due to alternative assignment
choices. A meta-analysis of online
learning experiments from 1996 to
2008 revealed that students in online
learning courses performed better, on
average, than face-to-face instruction
in terms of course grade average and
test results (Means, Toyama, Murphy,
Bakia, & Jones, 2009). Means et al.
(2009) also determined that the learn-
ing outcomes of online students sur-
passed the outcomes of students with
traditional instruction with an effect
size of 24%. This could be attributed,
in part, to the fact that online learning
is more conducive to the expansion of
time on task over face-to-face instruc-
tion (Means et al., 2009).

Of course, there are drawbacks
to online platforms for professional
development. In a 2011 study, Faulk
found that many teachers and admin-
istrators were concerned that, “noth-
ing beats practical experience and
the ability to learn by doing” (p. 84).
Although online professional devel-
opment may be convenient, face-
to-face instruction provides social
aspects that are critical in education
and not always adequately supported
in an online community (Schrum et
al., 2005). Although students tend
to be honest in an online platform,
they may also be willing to express
personal beliefs and bias that could
be considered controversial in a face-
to-face environment (Schrum et al.,
2007). Also, some adult learners may
prefer face-to-face interaction because
a lack of reminders for assignment due
dates, collaboration dependent on oth-
ers’ time on task, and a dependence
on unreliable technology may result
in frustration (Schrum et al., 2007).
In general, learner performance is
highly related to one’s engagement
level in any given course whether face-
to-face or in an online environment
(He, Xu, & Kruck, 2014). This reit-
erates the idea, discussed earlier, that
the expansion of dedicated learning
time in an online environment may be

a factor that results in higher student
achievement.

Online professional development
can demonstrate many effective strat-
egies for educators to implement in
their classrooms with gifted students.
To successfully support and challenge
21st-century gifted students, educators
must strategically balance the relation-
ship between content, pedagogy, and
technology (Waldner et al., 2012).
Holzweiss et al. (2014) characterized
the best learner experiences as those
that provide (a) academic challenge,
(b) timely feedback, (c) a supportive
environment, (d) regular interaction
with the teacher, and (e) courteous
interaction with peers. One can see
how these mimic the cultivation of
online learner engagement as men-
tioned earlier.

Teacher education courses are
most effective when they provide
both a framework for new concep-
tualizations and “challenging experi-
ences that require learners to rethink
their understandings based on evi-
dence from experience” (Schrum et
al., 2007, p. 210). This framework is
not only best for educators, but it also
provides the most stimulating foun-
dation for gifted students to grow and
thrive. Educators should be asked to
creatively teach or apply concepts for
peer review where classmates can ques-
tion their research and opinions. This
encourages all involved to synthesize
a greater understanding of the con-
tent and provides a working example
from which educators can translate
the application process as a task for
their gifted students. Educators may
benefit from experiencing discus-
sion boards that are founded in cul-
turally diverse content, while being
challenged to analyze the ideas pre-
sented through open-ended questions
(Baker, 2013; MarylandOnline, Inc.,
2015). Discussion boards cultivate
learner connections with their peers
and provide more awareness of oth-
ers’ ideas (Cerniglia, 2011). Due to the
difficulty of some gifted students in
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understanding social parameters, edu-
cators who implement this approach
need to demonstrate the appropriate
way to develop, clarify, or question
their peers’ ideas and ensure that all
students feel supported and comfort-
able posting their ideas, even when
ideas are challenged (Cerniglia, 2011;
Thiede, 2012).

Asynchronous online discussions
support learners in self-direction of
their learning through conducting
additional research of personal inter-
est to support a point or probing the
experiences and ideas of others (Baker,
2013). Cerniglia (2011) has suggested
that educators utilize peers’ strategies
in their own classrooms, or adapt those
ideas, to promote the value of learning
from other practitioners and admin-
istrators. This is a skill that is invalu-
able for educators and gifted students
alike; it is an important reminder that
we do not have to obtain knowledge
in isolation. Student-to-student and
student-to-instructor interactions aid
in the creation of personal relevancy
(Baker, 2013).

Short video lectures connect
learners with the instructor and offer
another method to communicate the
content in detail. Using multimodal
means of communication supports
greater understanding (Cerniglia,
2011; Thiede, 2012). Freeman and
Wash (2013) pointed out that com-
munity is also created through humor,
where students learn to laugh at their
mistakes and notice how life, in and
out of the classroom, is joyful. Both
educators and gifted students can
benefit from appreciating the fun of
learning and daily life experiences to
build comradery beyond their love for
a subject area. This “relaxed alertness”
creates a comfortable community that
will encourage more participation and
fosters feelings of self-confidence and
motivation for all learners (McGuckin
& Ladhani, 2010).

Curriculum and learning strat-
egies are living plans, and therefore,
both educators and professional devel-
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opment designers must acknowledge
that the abilities and knowledge that
their students are asked to master must
continually change (Freeman & Wash,
2013). Both adult and K-12 students
theoretically crave learning experi-
ences that enhance their intellectual
capacity, but further research demon-
strates a need to create relevancy and a

personal relationship with the subject
matter (McGuckin & Ladhani, 2010).
Similar to some educators’ preferences,
Thomson (2010) has acknowledged
that access to online courses with a
more flexible, a more individualized,
and a more student-centered approach
to learning have the potential to be a
particularly sound options for model-

ing how to serve gifted students and
educators. The benefits of the online
“teacher as a mentor” relationship
include the use of a targeted tailor-
ing of the content to individual needs
(Thomson, 2010). Providing educators
with this dynamic delivery of online
best practices is a multifaceted model
for serving students.
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