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There is a growing consensus among leaders, educators, researchers, developers, and 

other members of the education world that technology should play a more integral role in 

education. The U.S. Department of Education has provided a call to action and a vision for 

learning enabled through technology. Favor for online learning is increasing as more schools 

experience the benefits of blended learning models (Staker, 2011). Blended learning combines 

online work with traditional classroom practice to create a system in which students have greater 

control of time, pace, and path of instruction (NMC, 2015). The Center for Public Education 

considers professional development to be the key to educational reform. The belief is that in 

order for schools to change their approach to student learning, teacher learning needs to change 

as well (Gulamhussein, 2013). This Literature Review discusses the importance of professional 

development  in an effort to empower and inspire more effective and innovative teaching in 

today’s K-12 schools. Research on the effectiveness of professional development exists for 

countries throughout the world, many of whom are influenced by this global trend. 

 

  

  



When the National Education Technology Plan (NETP) was introduced in 2010, it was with two 

goals in mind. One goal was to increase the proportion of college graduates from where it 

currently stood [39%] so that 60% of our population would hold a 2-year or 4-year degree. The 

second goal was to focus on the achievement of all students from all racial and economic 

backgrounds; that they would be equally prepared for college and career success. (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2010). Meeting these goals would require the inclusion of devices and 

technology-based lessons. Following the lead of the U.S. Department of Education, state 

legislators began placing increasing value in educational technology.  In 2011, 32 educational 

technology related bills were passed in 19 different states. Each year, more states pushed for the 

inclusion of technology in education throughout their states. Most recently, 2015 saw a total of 

60 educational technology- related bills passed in 32 different states. (National Conference of 

State Legislators, 2015).  In 2016, an updated NETP not only stressed the importance for 

technology, but the need for blended learning specifically. The NETP made it clear that schools 

have a responsibility to provide teachers with the support they need in order to access technology 

and learn to use it effectively. The plan also recommended the development of a teacher force 

specifically skilled in online and blended instruction (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). 

Further emphasis was placed on teacher training with the statement that Internet access and 

devices for learners would only be as effective as the teachers who use them. Training teachers 

to select engaging activities and relevant digital content would be necessary for effective use of 

these devices as learning tools. (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  

  



In 2012, the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) and the Fred 

Rogers Center for Early Learning and Children’s Media at Saint Vincent College released a joint 

statement which followed suit in stressing the need for teachers to stay up-to-date on trends in 

educational technology. Despite the national push for teacher training, a follow-up report in 2014 

compared current data with that of 2012 to find that while more educators had received 

professional development by 2014, there was no difference in the frequency by which schools 

provided such professional development. (Courney K. Blackwell, PhD, Ellen Wartella, PhD, 

Alexis R. Lauricella, PhD, & Michael B. Robb, PhD, 2015)  Despite the widespread agreement 

on the importance of digital competence, training in the digital-supported teaching methods is 

still lacking in the eyes of many educators. One concern is that teachers are often trained in how 

to operate technological devices, without demonstration of how it can be used most effectively in 

their instruction.  As a result, technology integration is often passive and teacher-centered; 

treated as a “learn from” tool rather than a “learn with” tools.  According to research, this has 

little to no impact on student outcomes. (Kim & Reeves, 2007). Another concern is that schools 

often implement professional learning without a specific purpose regarding improved student 

learning (Guskey, 2003). This lack of a specific purpose makes them prey to consultants and 

salesmen more concerned with what sells than what improves learning.  Many educational 

researchers agree that professional learning experiences are not planned well. Those educators 

and trainers who plan them are focused more on process than results, failing to identify why they 

are doing it or what they hope to accomplish (Guskey, 2014). 

  



Most important to the planning of any educational activity, should be what learning outcomes we 

want to attain, and what evidence will reflect those outcomes. According to James Covey (1989), 

we must “begin with the end in mind” when determining what learning strategies to use. In a 

2014 nationwide survey of over 600 teachers in the US, 50% cited inadequate assistance when 

using technology in the classroom and 46% of teachers reported that they lack the training they 

need (Digedu, 2014). Since 2012, President Barack Obama’s ConnectED program has invested 

in skills improvement among our teachers through support and training in the use of educational 

technology tools (ConnectEd, 2016). Despite the support of President Obama and the 

Department of Education, a MetLife survey found that teacher satisfaction in 2013 had declined 

to the lowest level in 25 years. Fiscal constraints, increased populations of high-need students 

and an ever-rising bar of expectations contribute to the stress of a more and more demanding 

workload (Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, 2012). According to a report by the Pew 

Research Center, time constraints and pressure to teach to assessments were the top two 

obstacles for teachers regarding the incorporation of digital technologies into the classroom. 

  

With great emphasis on high stakes testing, teachers are consumed with teaching to the test, 

leaving little time for experimentation with new digital tools. The same Pew survey found that 

75% of high school AP teachers reported that the expectation for them to expand their 

knowledge of the internet and digital tools has added more demands to an already demanding 

workload (Purcell, Heaps, Buchanan, & Friedrich, 2013). According to the Educause Center for 

Analysis and Research, time may be an educator’s greatest resource, and for that reason, some 

teachers are more willing to redesign their courses to include technology if they are given release 



time with which to do so (Brooks, ECAR Study of Faculty and Information Technology, 2015). 

A 2014 report mentioned that release time may be connected to compensation, but is more likely 

related to the desire for administration to value the time needed for educators to integrate 

technology into their instruction (Brooks & Dahlstrom, 2014). One barrier to successful teacher 

training may lie in the introduction of the curriculum itself. Presenting teachers with a district 

curriculum isn’t enough to ensure student success. How the curriculum is implemented needs to 

be the focus of any education program (Marzano, 2003). Another barrier is the concept of 

one-size-fits all instruction. It’s the same concept that that teachers are being encouraged to do 

away with in their classrooms. And yet, many professional development opportunities put the 

administrator or trainer at the center of the learning experience, to present facts and data and 

serve as the sole source of information.   As the 2015 State of the K-12 Market survey data 

indicates, teachers are quick to criticize activities that waste their time, and this type of 

professional development does just that (Catalano, Goff, Maylahn, Oates, Oates, & Wujcik, 

2015). Another recent study conducted by the Center for Public Education resulted in two key 

findings, one of which is that most classroom instruction is weak in teaching for critical thinking, 

For this reason, professional development opportunities need to help teachers create engaging 

learning strategies that will encourage critical thinking and problem solving in the classroom. 

The second finding is that most professional development today is ineffective and neither 

changes teacher practice nor improves student learning (Gulamhussein, 2013). That’s not to say 

that professional development is pointless. In 2015, Edutopia published a list of tips for highly 

effective professional development. At the top of that list was the idea that districts should use a 

teaching method that works when teaching that method to educators (Davis, 2015).  It makes 



sense then, that those strategies that are being encouraged in classrooms throughout the United 

States are used in the training of the country’s teachers. According to the Christensen Institute, 

blended learning is an education program that blends online learning with traditional learning. In 

a blended learning environment, students are provided opportunities to take responsibility for 

their learning through choice of time, place, format and/or pace, while being supervised in 

additional learning activities at school  (Horn & Staker, 2014). Adding an online element and 

blended professional development would allow educators a sense of ownership in their learning, 

as they control the timing, location and, most importantly, the pace of their personal learning 

experience. (Catalano, et al., 2015). 

How well blended learning works is dependent on how it's implemented and how well teachers 

are trained (Horn, 2017). Blended learning offers better opportunity to provide students with 

what they need when they need it, but doesn’t magically cause better learning.  And while it is 

believed that blended learning is more effective as a learning/teaching strategy, there is little real 

evidence to support that belief. In fact, the research that has been conducted is based typically on 

higher learning environments and not in K-12 schools. The U.S. Department of Education 

reported  that  from 1996 through 2006 no data had been collected in comparisons of online and 

in-person instruction for K-12 students. Since that time, the few educational studies that exist are 

focused on comparisons between specific disciplines, at specific grade levels. Still, the argument 

that blended learning offers learners what they need when they need it seems to be enough to 

motivate HR managers and employers in every profession to employ blended learning solutions. 

  



Globally, blended learning solutions have become a trend in professional development. In 2004, 

blended learning accounted for 16% of all U.S. training, and was projected to increase to 29% by 

2006 (Balance Learning, 2004). Another study conducted in 2013 by Oxford Group set out to 

determine how well-established blended learning had become in the U.K and U.S. 86% of 

respondents were blending frequently or sometimes, with an average of 4.8 different ingredients 

per blend. Of these, 54% were reporting improvements in business performance and 38% believe 

that blending leads to more effective learning than simply using any single ingredient (Oxford 

Group, 2013). 

  

The ingredients of blended learning vary to include traditional methods, technology based tools 

and informal instructional strategies. According to the Christensen Institute (2013), there are six 

distinct models of blended learning to be used in education: Face-to-Face driver, Rotation, Flex, 

Online lab, Self-blend and Online driver.  But other professionals using blended learning outside 

of the educational system may refer to Harvey Singh’s (2003)  “dimensions” of blended learning 

as they are used to address learning within a job-task environment. His concept of blended 

learning is rooted in the idea that learning is not a one-time event, but a continuous process. By 

providing online learning tools, encouraging collaboration and supporting unstructured learning 

opportunities he believes organizations can find success in more effectively training employees. 

  

One of the most significant changes in education and training in the more recent past has been 

the increased availability of information and communication technologies at home and at work 

(Condia and Livingston, 2007).  These changes have led to global changes in nearly every field 



of practice. Taiwan has been profoundly influenced by the trend and is aggressive in promoting 

e-learning not just in schools, but in business. By 2003, their e-learning readiness was ranked 

third in Asia and sixteenth in the world (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2004). The Irish and the 

British economies are driven by the construction industry, and both Ireland and the UK have 

taken great steps to make sure that construction professionals acquire the knowledge, experience 

and skills necessary for success (Wall and Ahmed, 2007). Most of their construction 

professionals are required to use ICT facilities as part of their everyday activities, so it makes 

sense that part of the delivery of learning includes ICT technologies. 

  

A review of several related articles suggests that collaboration does not just improve the practice 

of teachers, but enhances learning for students as well.  Professional collaboration allows people 

to build upon their distinctive experiences, pedagogies, and content (Goddard, Goddard, & 

Tschannen-Moran 2007).  Collaboration has become a primary strategy for professional learning. 

In Singapore, much emphasis is placed on collaboration and community-based forms of 

professional development (Bautista, Wong & Gapinathan, 2015). In Japan, professionals 

research collaboratively and work together to solve problems that need to be addressed in and 

out of the classroom (Niemi, 2015).  Professional learning communities (PLC’s) allow for 

collaboration in unstructured and informal learning environments. They allow members of the 

community to share experiences, values, and ideas with one another, as they form networks, and 

build communities of respect and support  (Bolam, McMahon, Stoll and Wallace, 2005). The 

premise of a successful PLC is that colleagues work together, to achieve a collective goal of 

success (DuFour, 2004). Whether in the classroom or in the business world, PLC’s can lead to 



more efficiency and effectiveness in day-to-day work. PLC’s are an effective means for 

improving learning without increasing the budget or adding new programs (Hord, 2004). 

Singapore and Finland are two countries in which PLC’s are provided dedicated time at work in 

order to share leadership and promote professional learning as a joint task. 

 

The face-to-face element allows teachers to understand what they are learning, sharing, and 

exploring with colleagues to discover how the new knowledge and skills can be implemented. 

Challenges associated with working face-to-face include time, travel costs, facility and 

equipment requirements, and logistics to name a few.  For that reason, making it easier for 

teachers to share what they have learned with their colleagues assures educators that they are 

trusted partners in the educational process (Catalano, et al., 2015). Face-to-face learning is often 

formal, but does not need to be. At most academic conferences, speakers typically share their 

findings and experiences through presentations and posters.  But the most stimulating learning 

discussions at most conferences take place outside of the formal presentations, when  attendees 

can talk with one another informally and discuss their topics of choice (Budd, et. al, 2015).  The 

informal, unstructured interaction between participants allows them to work together in ways 

that change how they think about their day-to-day work. It is these connections that create the 

basis for learning environments called “unconferences” (Bagley, 2017). The agenda of an 

unconference is created by the attendees. Any format of learning is permitted and topics of the 

events are determined through discussion and collaboration between the professionals in 

attendance. The deep personal connections made at these events foster rich learning, and build 

professional networks that offer opportunities for ongoing learning and support. Edcamp is one 



example of an unconference. Since its inception in 2010, Edcamp’s popularity has grown so that 

it is now offered in 18 countries and across the United States (Nicol, 2017). This professional 

learning opportunity is funded in part by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and does not 

include the negatives of a conventional conference, such as fees, sponsored presentations, and 

top-down organization. 

  

Blended learning is a promising learning strategy, and the delivery of choice for professional 

development in organizations around the world. The government of Taiwan is aggressive in 

using blended learning as a significant strategy in workplace training in government, business 

and non-profit organizations (Teng, Bok, & Kim, 2007). Saudi Basic Industries Corporation 

(SABIC) in Saudi Arabia (T&D, 2012) recognizes the benefits of using blended learning,  and 

incorporates blended strategies in business training. Even the U.S. Department of Education is 

pushing toward blended learning strategies in K-12 classrooms across America. And yet, blended 

learning is seldom modeled in the professional development of the educators who are asked to 

use it. In order to more effectively train educators how to use blended learning strategies, we 

must recognize them as participants in the professional development process. 
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