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Abstract
Never before has the importance of effective online professional development been more prominent than
it has during the COVID-19 times with the signi�cant transition to working and teaching online. Effective
professional development (PD) is critical in supporting in-service teachers to continue developing
professionally, expanding their knowledge, skills, and abilities, and enhancing self-e�cacy. The elements
of effective face-to-face PD have been researched extensively, but those for online PD remain elusive.
This paper reports on the perspectives of in-service teachers who were surveyed on their preferences,
practices, and perceptions of effective online PD. The elements of effective online PD were identi�ed:
�exibility, human connection, content, savings, and technology. These elements are presented in the
context of teachers’ behaviours and preferences, which allows a deeper understanding of how to design
and develop effective online PD. These �ndings support the future development of a framework for
effective online PD for in-service teachers.

Introduction
It is well known that in-service teachers are required to continually improve their practice through ongoing
professional development (PD) throughout their careers and that this teacher PD supports teachers’ job
satisfaction and self-e�cacy (OECD 2019). In many countries, continuing PD is a requirement to
maintain teacher registration (Mayer 2014; OECD 2019), and this signi�es the importance of PD to the
profession. Signi�cant time and resources are invested in teacher PD, but these may be misdirected if the
teachers do not or are unable to use what they have learned through the PD activities (Desimone 2009;
Sandholtz and Ringstaff 2020). Therefore, evaluating PD and understanding how participants perceive
PD is valuable in supporting continued efforts to improve PD offerings.

Traditionally, teachers have been provided with opportunities for face-to-face PD. However, with the
increasing use of online spaces for PD, it is essential to understand what teachers need from online PD to
more effectively support their continuing PD. The criticality of effective PD is not questioned in the
literature but understanding what comprises effective PD is a recurring conversation, particularly as PD
moves from the face-to-face to the online context (Herrington et al. 2009; Quinn et al. 2019; Boylan et al.
2018; Binmohsen and Abrahams 2020). It is also signi�cant to understand how teachers conceptualise
PD in order to better situate their behaviours, preferences, and perceptions of PD. Their understandings,
perceptions, and experiences affect the effectiveness of the PD (Guskey 2000), and this is becoming
increasingly critical as the affordances of online PD include the ability for teachers to disengage easily.

With the increasing availability of online PD, it has become critical to identify the elements that make
online PD effective in supporting teacher learning and transference to the classroom. Given this context
and the current gap in the empirical literature identi�ed below, this paper reports on one part of a more
extensive qualitative study on the components of effective online PD. Here, in-service teachers are
surveyed about their perceptions and experiences of online PD, and what they believe makes online PD
effective. To more fully understand and situate the �ndings, the teachers’ contexts within which these



Page 3/19

elements are being identi�ed, including their understandings of and behaviours associated with online
PD, are also investigated. The research question that shaped this study and was used to develop a more
holistic understanding of teachers’ perceptions, experiences, and behaviours of online PD is: what are in-
service teachers’ (a) understandings of, (b) behaviours concerning, and (c) perceptions and experiences
of effective online PD?

Due to the nature of this study, PD is understood broadly to encompass experiences that are concerned
with transformative outcomes (Prestridge 2017) and that allow the participants’ perceptions and
experiences of PD in their contexts to be self-de�ned. As part of the survey, the participants de�ne online
PD based on their perceptions, and this understanding is carried through the results section,

Evaluating effective PD: What the literature says
From the early 1980s, when governments began to recognise the importance of teacher PD, the
increasing focus on the professionalisation of teaching has included a focus on formal PD (Mayer 2014).
Over the past two decades, there have been consistent research efforts focused on evaluating PD and
determining what makes it effective (DeMonte 2013; Darling-Hammond et al. 2017; Guskey 2000; Guskey
and Yoon 2009; Garet et al. 2001). Guskey (2000) proposed a framework for evaluating PD that
acknowledged that PD is a complex process, not an event, and that there are different levels at which the
PD needs to be evaluated. Since publication, Guskey’s (2000) PD evaluation framework has been widely
accepted, and it is used consistently to evaluate the effectiveness and impact of PD offerings
(Binmohsen and Abrahams 2020; Mayer and Lloyd 2011; Quinn et al. 2019; Yoon et al. 2007).

Guskey’s (2000) PD evaluation framework identi�es �ve critical levels of evaluation used to determine the
effectiveness of PD. Each of these levels builds on the preceding level, which means that if an evaluation
is poor at one level, it is unlikely to have effectiveness at the following levels. The �ve levels are
hierarchical in nature and begin with a simple evaluation moving through to more complex evaluations.
The levels are (1) participants’ reactions, (2) participants’ learning, (3) organisational support and change,
(4) participants’ use of new knowledge and skills, and (5) student learning outcomes. These �ve levels
show the complex connection between a teacher undertaking PD and how that has the potential to
in�uence student learning outcomes. While it is complex, it is because these levels can be identi�ed that
PD can be evaluated for effectiveness, and its impact can be understood at multiple levels.

Through evaluating PD at these �ve levels, the impact of the PD can be traced through from the PD event
to change in student learning outcomes (Herrington et al. 2009; Yoon et al. 2007; Guskey 2000). Success
at each level implies the success of the PD itself, and lack of success at a level can support the
identi�cation of areas for improvement in the PD offering (Guskey 2000). For example, if the participants
enjoyed the PD but did not acquire the intended knowledge and skills, it is unlikely that there will be an
impact in the classroom or on the students. This indicates that the PD offering needs improvement in the
PD content, format, and organisation. Likewise, if the evaluation does not indicate success at
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transference to the classroom level, then this can be further investigated to identify how the previous
levels may be improved to better support transference.

Following on from the seminal PD evaluation framework proposed by Guskey (2000), Garet et al. (2001)
reported on what teachers perceived to be effective in their PD. This research investigated the �rst level of
Guskey’s framework, and it began a research push into determining what constitutes effective PD from
the teacher’s perspective (Sandholtz and Ringstaff 2020; Binmohsen and Abrahams 2020; Prestridge
2017). Guskey (2003) furthered this discussion by identifying that there was no consensus on what
constitutes effective PD. He also identi�ed that the understanding of effectiveness was inconsistent in
the literature at that point. In addition to this lack of clarity around effectiveness, the reporting of PD
evaluation in the research has also been fraught with claims that there is a consistent lack of rigour in
evaluating PD (Guskey and Yoon 2009; Yoon et al. 2007). From this, several studies have focused on
determining what effectiveness means when evaluating PD and what constitutes effective PD for in-
service teachers. More recently, Darling-Hammond et al. (2017), DeMonte (2013), Desimone (2009), and
Yoon et al. (2007) have researched what constitutes effective teacher PD through systematic literature
reviews and document analyses, which have included government policies and reports, in order to reach a
consensus. Table 1 presents these four in�uential studies and their identi�ed elements of effective PD.
While the studies have discussed different elements of effective PD, �ve elements have been identi�ed
consistently across these and are widely accepted (Quinn et al. 2019; Boylan et al. 2018; Binmohsen and
Abrahams 2020): active learning, coherence, collaboration, content-focused, and sustained duration.

Table 1. Elements of effective PD identified in the literature.

Effective
element

Darling-Hammond
et al. (2017)

DeMonte (2013) Desimone
(2009)

Yoon et al. (2007)

Active
learning

Incorporates active
learning

  Active
learning Active learning

Coherence     Coherence Coherence
Collaboration Supports

collaboration
Collaboration Collective

participation Collective
participation

Content-
focused

Is content focused   Content
focus Content knowledge

Sustained
duration

Is of sustained
duration

Sustained and
regular
activities

Duration Sufficient duration

  Other identified elements
  Uses models of

effective practice
Use technology
wisely

  Reform rather than
traditional process

  Provides coaching
and expert support

Coaching    

  Offers feedback
and reflection

Job embedded    
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While the literature has consistently referred to these elements as essential for effective PD, the focus has
remained on face-to-face PD. However, with the advances in technologies and online learning, PD has
also moved online, and the importance of investigating the features of effective online PD has been
acknowledged (Mayer and Lloyd 2011; Quinn et al. 2019). Considering that there are signi�cant
differences between face-to-face and online PD (Quinn et al. 2019; Hull and Saxon 2009), the research
has begun to investigate what constitutes effective online PD to ensure that PD delivered through online
platforms is designed for effectiveness and can allow teachers to bene�t further from this format.

The rise of online PD is a relatively recent phenomenon, and thus the available literature remains limited.
However, Quinn et al. (2019) recently provided a review of theoretical and policy perspectives on effective
online PD through summarising and consolidating the literature and extrapolating it to the online context.
In their review, they also proposed a heuristic framework to plan and evaluate online PD, but this has not
yet been validated. Quinn et al. (2019) de�ned online PD as that “delivered using web-based technologies
and learning approaches” (p. 406) and which includes synchronous and asynchronous activities, job-
embedded content, and potentially provides opportunities for more inclusive participation. In their
research, Quinn et al. (2019) applied the PD planning and evaluation frameworks presented by Desimone
(2009) and Guskey (2014) to the online PD context. In addition to the elements of effective face-to-face
PD identi�ed above, through key literature and policy documents, Quinn et al. (2019) identi�ed additional
elements for effective online PD as the online environment, learning objects and tools, facilitation, and
participant choice. They emphasised that effective online PD must be aware of and utilise the challenges
and affordances in the online space, as well as the importance of building both group cohesion and
individual online presence. While the features of effective online PD delivery are presented in Quinn et al.
(2019), they are not explicitly de�ned and remain somewhat open to interpretation. To complement their
work, the teacher perspective of what is effective when they are participating in online PD is also
important.

Other studies have focused on speci�c instances of online PD and its effectiveness, but these lack
coherence in the development of the online PD and appear to not focus on the established elements of
effective face-to-face PD. For example, Herrington et al. (2009) investigated the transference of
knowledge and strategies gained from an online PD course to the teachers’ classrooms. While this is one
method of evaluating effectiveness, the evaluation focused on self-reported transference and not
speci�cally on the elements that made the online PD effective and transferable. In another study, Hull and
Saxon (2009) developed an asynchronous online PD based on a social constructivism learning design
with a strong emphasis on the communication and facilitation undertaken by the instructor. They found
that the instructor’s facilitation and communication were critical in supporting the participants to engage
effectively and transfer knowledge and practice to their classroom contexts. However, a clear
understanding of the elements of effective online PD remained elusive.

Given this context and the increasing availability of online PD, one place to start with understanding what
makes online PD effective is to start with the teachers’ reactions to online PD through investigating their
perceptions, practices, and preferences. Because Guskey’s PD evaluation framework has been used
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across various contexts to evaluate both face-to-face and online PD (Mayer and Lloyd 2011; Quinn et al.
2019; Binmohsen and Abrahams 2020), it can be used as a basis for determining what constitutes
effective online PD. Therefore, teachers’ responses and reactions to online PD are explored in order to
determine what constitutes effective online PD at the �rst level of Guskey’s PD evaluation framework. If
teachers �nd online PD ineffective, there may only be limited transference to their classroom teaching,
and thus limited impact on student learning outcomes. Furthermore, because PD is a process, not an
event, the perceptions and experiences of teachers become pivotal in the effectiveness of PD (Guskey
2000). That is, they provide the foundation for evaluating the effectiveness of online PD.

Materials And Methods

Participants
The participants – in-service teachers – voluntarily responded to an online survey after indicating their
consent. Participants (n=29) were predominantly female (90%, n=26), with 58% (n=17) being 40-55 years
old and 27% (n=8) being 24-39 years old. The participants had an average of 13 years of teaching
experience (SD = 8.96) with a range from graduate teachers through to teachers with 35 years of
experience. The participants taught in a variety of contexts with the majority (79%, n=23) teaching in
post-formal education contexts, e.g. university, college. All participants were either currently teaching or
had recently been teaching (within the past two years). The survey was open for one month, and there
were 29 complete responses at the end of this period.

Data collection
The survey was designed to explore in-service teachers’ perceptions, preferences, and experiences of
online PD. There were up to 20 questions in the survey, depending on the responses and the resultant
branching. The total survey time was approximately 20 minutes, again depending on the responses and
depth of written content in the open-ended questions. The questions were a combination of multiple
choice, rating, and open-ended questions, and those discussed in this paper are presented in Appendix A.
The survey questions were developed based on a comprehensive literature review of effective online PD
and the broad constructs of behavioural intention (in�uenced by attitude) and actual usage from the
technology acceptance model (Fathema et al. 2015). The questions were piloted with a group of
educators who did not participate in the main study.

After receiving university human ethics approval, the survey was deployed through a secure online survey
tool. The participants were able to respond at a time and location of their choice. The online delivery of
the survey enabled in-service teachers from various locations to respond and participate in the data
collection. It also enabled the survey to reach a broader potential audience across several professional
learning networks that connect in-service teachers. The �exibility of online surveys also allows for
branching and customisation of the questions, which provides greater personalisation and
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contextualisation for participants (Evans and Mathur 2018). The participants were noti�ed of the
opportunity to participate through social media channels that connected with the target participant group,
e.g. teachers, lecturers. The survey was conducted during February 2020.

Data analysis
The data were analysed using a combination of sentiment, descriptive, and thematic analyses. In order to
provide a context in which to discuss their perceptions and experiences of online PD, participants were
asked to respond to an open-ended question asking them about what came to mind when they heard the
term ‘online professional development’. The responses were analysed using a combination of thematic
analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006) and sentiment analysis (Cambria et al. 2017) to provide a contextual
understanding of how the participants perceived and experienced online PD. Some responses included
emotions and feelings, which were themed into sentiments toward online PD. Therefore, sentiment
analysis was used to further interpret these responses through manually analysing them by looking at
their sentence structure, adjectives, adverbs, and keywords to determine the positivity, neutrality, or
negativity of the opinion expressed in the response (Cambria et al. 2017). The neutral statements were
further analysed to determine if they tended towards positive or negative, or whether they were balanced
and neutral. The sentiment analysis comprised a small part of the analysis reported here.

Descriptive analyses (Bhattacherjee 2012) were employed to interpret the �ndings from the Likert scale
response statements. The ratings and their percentages were used to draw conclusions about the
participants’ perceptions and experiences of online PD and the associated trends within this data. These
�ndings provide insight into the practices, preferences, and perceptions of online PD for in-service
teachers. Thematic analysis was used to interpret and theme the responses to the open-ended questions
that investigated the participants’ perceptions of the advantages, disadvantages, and effective elements
of online PD. The responses were coded and thematically analysed to identify the themes in the
responses and draw conclusions.

Results

How do in-service teachers experience and perceive
online PD?
Overall, the survey provided insights into teachers’ perceptions, practices, and preferences regarding
online PD through exploring their related attitudes, behaviours, and beliefs. Of the 29 survey participants,
27 had previously participated in online PD. These participants were asked to re�ect on their experiences
and beliefs in their responses. The two participants who had not participated in online PD were asked
equivalent questions to determine their perceptions and beliefs about online PD. The responses of these
two groups were very similar: those who did not have prior experience undertaking PD online were not
more likely to have a neutral perception of or disagree on the perceived bene�t of undertaking online PD,
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as has been reported elsewhere in the literature (Holmes et al. 2011). Due to the similarities between the
two participant groups, the responses are reported and discussed together.

What does online PD mean to in-service teachers?
Before responding to questions around their perceptions, practices, and preferences, participants were
asked to describe what they thought about when they heard the term ‘online professional development’.
More than half of the participants (55%, n=16) responded with types of online PD, e.g. webinars, online
courses, videos, and asynchronous communication. Flexibility was also clearly identi�ed as part of online
PD: 28% (n=8) responded with ‘�exibility’ or elements thereof (e.g. own pace, own time) in the open-ended
question. Eleven participants (38%) also provided sentiments around online PD, with 45% (n=5) of these
responses being positive, 27% (n=3) being neutral but tending towards positive (e.g. “Great but I don’t
have the time” (Participant 11)), and 27% (n=3) being negative. These sentiments were analysed by
looking at their sentence structure, adjectives, adverbs, and keywords to determine the positivity,
neutrality, or negativity of the opinion expressed in the response.

The survey results discussed here are presented in two groups. The �rst group includes the Likert rating
scale responses to statements investigating participants’ online behaviours, preferences, and perceptions
of using online PD resources and opportunities. The second group of responses are those that were open-
ended questions: these focused on the perceived advantages, disadvantages, and effective elements of
online PD.

Understanding in-service teachers’ online PD behaviours,
preferences, and perceptions
In this part of the survey, participants were asked to rate statements indicating their level of agreement on
a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Five statements focused on participant behaviours
and four statements related to participants’ preferences and perceptions. These results are discussed
below.

Online PD behaviours
These statements were designed to understand the participants’ general behaviours around online PD
opportunities and to provide a context in which their behaviours may in�uence their perceptions and
preferences for online PD. Figure 1 shows that four out of �ve of participants (80%, n=23) have positive
behaviours with online PD resources and opportunities. 

As seen in Figure 1, the results show that most participants seek to improve their teaching practice (79%,
n=23) and pedagogical knowledge (79%, n=23) through online PD opportunities. They also use online
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resources to support their teaching (97%, n=28). Participants indicated that they participate in online
communities that support their teaching practice, with 79% (n=25) of participants agreeing, 14% (n=4)
being neutral about their participation in online communities, and 7% (n=2) indicating that they did not
participate in these communities. Interestingly, the participants indicated that they generally complete
online PD that they start: 66% (n=19) complete the online PD that they start, 24% (n=7) indicated that they
might only sometimes complete, and 10% (n=3) indicated that they do not complete these online PD
opportunities.

Online PD preferences and perceptions
These statements enabled deeper contextualisation for the following open-ended questions in the survey,
which are discussed in the following section. As seen in Figure 2, three of the four statements had
generally positive responses, while the second statement about preferring to undertake PD online had a
more neutral response, as discussed below. Figure 2 graphs the responses to these statements.

Most participants indicated that they prefer to research teaching practices online (62%, n=18), with 24%
(n=7) indicating no preference and 14% (n=4) indicating that they do not prefer to do this online. While
the participants’ behaviours (see Figure 1) indicated that they actively sought and used online PD
opportunities, they were only slightly more positive about undertaking PD online with 38% (n=11)
preferring to undertake PD online, 31% (n=9) not having a preference, and 31% (n=9) preferring not to
undertake PD online. This result contrasts with the participants indicating that they enjoyed (62%, n=18)
or neither enjoyed nor disliked (28%, n=8) undertaking PD online. To explore this further, the participants
were asked to identify whether online PD is effective for them. Most participants (72%, n=21) agreed or
strongly agreed that online PD was effective, with some (17%, n=5) neither agreeing nor disagreeing that
it was effective, and few (10%, n=3) indicating that it was not effective.

Understanding in-service teachers’ perceptions of the
advantages, disadvantages, and effective elements of
online PD
Three open-ended questions were asked after the rating statements, and these questions were designed
to further explore the participants’ perceptions of online PD in terms of advantages, disadvantages, and
elements of effectiveness. The responses to these questions were analysed using thematic analysis to
distil the key themes that arose. Table 2 presents an overview of the distilled themes, which are presented
in detail with further analysis of the questions and responses below.

Table 2. Themes emerging about the perceived advantages, disadvantages, and effective elements of online PD.



Page 10/19

Advantages Disadvantages Effective elements
Flexibility (83%, n=26) Human connection (69%, n=20) Flexibility (52%, n=15)
Content (31%, n=9) Flexibility (38%, n=11) Human connection (24%, n=7)
Savings (24%, n=7) Content (14%, n=4) Content (21%, n=6)
  Technology (14%, n=4) Savings (14%, n=4)
  Completion (14%, n=4) Technology (3%, n=1)

Perceived advantages of online PD
In the survey, participants were asked to describe their perceived advantages of undertaking online PD.
The responses were thematically analysed into three broad themes of �exibility, content, and savings.
While the participants identi�ed different aspects of these three themes, it was clear that these were
considered the key advantages of undertaking online PD. Within these three themes, �exibility was the
most common with most participants (84%, n=24) referring to aspects of �exibility such as being able to
undertake the PD in their own time, at their own pace, and in a location that suited them, while having the
�exibility to choose which PD they participated in based on their needs or interests. The theme of content
was the next most commonly identi�ed advantage (31%, n=9) and the responses fell into two categories:
increased access to PD and increased access to resources. When describing how increased access was
an advantage of online PD, participants commented on being able to participate in PDs that they would
not have otherwise had access to due to the travel required or time zones. They also discussed the variety
of PDs available online and that they could access interstate and international PD opportunities more
easily. For increased access to resources, participants indicated that an advantage of online PD was
included the asynchronous access to supporting information, being connected to professional networks,
gaining access to the most current knowledge, and access to high-quality resources. The third theme of
savings was considered an advantage by 24% (n=7) of participants. This theme arose when participants
identi�ed that online PDs saved them time, money, and travel associated costs. Overall, these advantages
of online PD were weighted towards the typical affordances of technologies and asynchronous
communications.

Perceived disadvantages of online PD
Participants were also asked to share their perceptions of the disadvantages of online PD. Five
overarching themes were identi�ed in the responses: lack of human connection, timing, technical issues,
content-related factors, and completion. The most identi�ed disadvantage was that online PD had less
(or no) human connection. Sixty-nine percent of participants (n=20) felt not engaged, disconnected, and
isolated while experiencing a lack of community, interaction, teacher presence, and networking. It is
noteworthy that the two participants who had not experienced online PD only identi�ed potential
disadvantages within the human connection theme. The next most common disadvantage was regarding
�exibility. Thirty-eight percent of participants (n=11) identi�ed that �exibility was a problem because they
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had “competing attention demands” (Participant 1) and experienced a lack of timely feedback and
responses, as well as a lack of �exibility in timing (e.g. requirements for synchronous activities). Some
identi�ed that the online PD became “extra work” (Participant 20) done in their own time. The three
remaining themes were identi�ed as equally disadvantageous with 14% (n=4) of respondents identifying
these. The technological issues were related to technical requirements to engage with the online PD
content (e.g. learning management system, webinar tools), general technology issues, internet
connection, and feeling too similar to social media rather than learning. Content-related factors included
disadvantages such as poor-quality resources, lack of guidance (which also relates to human
connection), unnatural discussions, and “more complex concepts [being] more di�cult to grasp online”
(Participant 20). Like many online learning opportunities, it was also identi�ed that PD completion was
affected by being online and easily forgotten because it was not a face-to-face, synchronous opportunity.
Overall, the identi�ed disadvantages of online PD were typically focused on the human element in the PD
process, but also re�ected that sometimes an advantage could also be a disadvantage, as seen with the
themes of �exibility and timing.

Perceived effective elements of online PD
Participants were asked what made online PD effective for them within their contexts. This open-ended
question garnered responses in �ve themes: �exibility, human connection, content, savings, and
technology. Flexibility was identi�ed as the most important factor for effectiveness: 52% of participants
(n=15) identi�ed �exibility in timing, pace, and choice of content as being necessary for effective online
PD. The next theme was human connection with 24% of participants (n=7) identifying this as being
important: the comments indicated that the connection and communication with peers and facilitators
are essential for effective online PD. The theme of content included the content being new, useful,
relevant, current, and authentic; this was considered necessary for effective online PD by 21% of
participants (n=6). Savings in time, cost, and travel were also identi�ed by 14% of participants (n=4) as
being a factor in effective online PD. Aspects of technology were identi�ed by 3% of participants (n=1) as
making online PD effective for them, including the use of a suitable technological platform for delivering
the online PD and setting clear “rules of engagement” (Participant 16) within this space. Overall, these
�ve themes align with those identi�ed in the advantages and disadvantages, but to varying degrees.

What makes it come together for effective online
PD?
Through understanding the complex context within which in-service teachers are experiencing and
participating in online PD, as well as their perceptions of effective elements, an evidence-based approach
to designing effective online PD can be developed. In-service teachers are already undertaking PD online
through accessing resources and opportunities that further develop their professional knowledge and
skills. However, their inconsistency in completing and reluctance to prefer online PD indicates that these
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offerings need to be improved and demonstrably more effective. Teachers can afford to be highly
selective and more autonomous in their online PD undertakings and choose to opt-out when the PD does
not meet their expectations. Considering that the �rst level of Guskey’s PD evaluation framework (2000)
evaluates teacher reactions, the criticality of developing online PD that is effective through deeper
understanding of teachers’ perceptions and experiences cannot be understated.

The survey results identi�ed �ve themes that affect in-service teachers’ perceptions and experiences of
online PD. These themes were presented in Table 2 in order of identi�cation frequency. In all three survey
questions, the themes of �exibility and content were identi�ed, but to varying degrees with varying
emphasis on the features within each theme. Interestingly, the themes of savings, human connection, and
technology also appeared as elements of effectiveness and either a potential advantage or disadvantage,
which indicates their importance when developing effective online PD for in-service teachers. These �ve
themes are discussed below as elements that support effective online PD in order to understand how they
come together for participants to create positive reactions, which support the �rst level of PD evaluation
according to Guskey (2000).

Flexibility. As is widely recognised (Quinn et al. 2019; Binmohsen and Abrahams 2020; Koehler et al.
2013; Fathema et al. 2015), a key affordance of technology is its �exibility and adaptability. In the survey
responses, the participants de�ned �exibility as being able to undertake online PD in their own time and
at their own pace, with the content being what they are interested in and with options for asynchronous
and synchronous participation in learning activities. They also described �exibility as including the level
participation in the online PD: those who wanted to engage more were able to, and those who wanted to
engage less and simply access the resources could do so. This �exibility is a particular advantage of
online PD, but it also brought about disadvantages when it lacked su�cient structure and relied on the
participants to fully determine their learning journey. Participants also identi�ed that �exibility was
important for effectiveness, although the degree of �exibility to achieve effectiveness is changeable
depending on the content, context, and purpose of the online PD. Through this understanding of �exibility,
it is clear that this element is complex and must be considered carefully when designing online PD as it
can bring about advantages and disadvantages. In some cases, too much �exibility may be a
disadvantage because more structure would be bene�cial; in other cases, too little �exibility will hinder
participation and completion of the online PD. In the literature, �exibility is considered a strength of online
learning (Fathema et al. 2015; Herrington et al. 2009), and thus it could also be transferable to online PD.
Furthermore, as Quinn et al. (2019) discussed in their article, participant choice, which is part of �exibility,
is a critical feature of effective online PD.

Content. The literature has identi�ed a content-focus as being an element of effective PD (Darling-
Hammond et al. 2017; DeMonte 2013; OECD 2019; Yoon et al. 2007), and this element has been
reinforced as a signi�cant factor according to the survey participants in relation to the advantages,
disadvantages, and effectiveness of online PD. The participants’ responses have further enhanced and
elaborated this element. There are advantages of online PD in terms of participants having greater
access to resources and different content. Teachers can participate in PD opportunities that are not local
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to them, and there is greater opportunity for them to participate in a wider variety of PD opportunities.
This diversity in content areas and access to more PD can allow teachers to participate in online PD
offered by leading practitioners in the �eld and to engage with likeminded participants, as well as
allowing teachers to personalise their PD to suit their desired professional pathway. However, the �ipside
of this element is that not all content is created equal: some content is high quality, and other content is
not. Compensating for this, though, is the ability for teachers to quickly opt-out of a PD opportunity when
they have made a judgement that it does not have the quality that they are seeking. While there is a
plethora of online PD available, the quality may be hit-and-miss, so the �exibility that online PD affords
allows teachers to stop participating in the online PD or not complete it.

Human connection. This element was identi�ed as both a perceived disadvantage and perceived
effective element in the survey. As a disadvantage, the participants noted that the lack of human
connection and interaction distanced them from the PD content and resulted in fewer professional
connections with their peers. Some participants felt that the lack of human connection was disengaging
and reduced their tendency to complete the online PD. It follows on that human connection was identi�ed
as a critical element in effective online PD when there was direct, active engagement with peers and
facilitators. This element of human connection aligns with the teaching and social presence elements
from the community of inquiry framework developed by Garrison et al. (2010). These two community of
inquiry framework elements have become a key element in online learning, particularly in online PD
(Holmes et al. 2011). Interestingly, the responses in the survey con�ated social presence and teaching
presence into one notion of human connection where both connection with the facilitator and peers were
seen as important. That is, lack of this connection is considered a disadvantage, while the human
connection is also considered to be a part of effective online PD. Therefore, clear consideration of the
balance of human connection, including both facilitator-participant connection and participant-peer
connection, is important in ensuring effective online PD.

Savings. This was identi�ed as both an advantage of online PD and an element of effective online PD. As
an advantage, the time and cost savings that online PD presented to participants was conducive to
positive experiences; however, as an element of effectiveness in online PD, the savings should allow
participants to maximise their time and costs in undertaking the online PD. The element of savings can
be associated with that of �exibility, in that the �exible nature of online PD can afford different savings in
time and cost, while enabling participants to undertake the online PD outside of traditional working hours.
Through these savings, as identi�ed in the survey data, it can also be possible to undertake more online
PD opportunities than would be possible when doing them in a traditional face-to-face environment.
Moreover, the savings that participants may accrue should be made explicit and visible in order to
leverage this as an element of effectiveness rather than an implicit assumption of undertaking PD online.

Technology. Technology has been identi�ed in the literature as being an element of effective online PD,
with DeMonte (2013) concerned with using technology wisely and Quinn et al. (2019) focusing on
different aspects of the technology. The responses garnered here in the theme of technology advance the
understandings of what this element comprises. This theme was identi�ed as both a disadvantage and
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an element of effectiveness. The technology theme encompasses the software and tools, and the way
that facilitators use these to support the PD. Having a balanced approach to technology and using
technology to support the PD learning with technology-knowledgeable and technology-capable
facilitators can provide an environment in which effective PD can be undertaken. As proposed by Koehler
et al. (2013), technology knowledge is an important part of teaching using the digital technologies that
are instrumental in providing PD in the online environment. In the case of online PD, understanding the
constantly evolving digital space and its associated technology knowledge is particularly important in
delivering effective online PD as this is how teachers experience the online PD and their reactions to it
inform the �rst level of Guskey’s PD evaluation framework.

These �ve elements of effectiveness demonstrate that there is no simple answer to what makes an online
PD opportunity effective, but rather it is a balancing act of the right combination of �exibility, content,
human connection, savings, and technology that will make it effective. As discussed above, some
elements can be both an advantage and a disadvantage, while also being crucial in the effectiveness of
an online PD opportunity. Therefore, there is no simple panacea for developing and delivering effective
online PD, but it can be designed and supported to be as effective as possible and must be further
iterated based on participant feedback in order to ensure that it is meeting the needs of the teachers.

Implications And Conclusion
To date, the literature has clearly identi�ed the effective element of face-to-face PD, but there is a gap in
understanding what makes online PD effective. By garnering in-service teachers’ perspectives of online
PD through investigating their practices, preferences, and perceptions, �ve elements of effective online
PD were identi�ed. These elements – �exibility, content, human connection, savings, and technology –
can be used to inform online PD development. The teachers who responded to this survey are already
engaging with online PD opportunities, so increasing the effectiveness of online PD has the potential to
increase the impact on student learning. Therefore, a deeper understanding of what teachers perceive to
be the elements that make online PD effective is bene�cial when providing online PD that is more likely to
be completed and have a positive in�uence on the subsequent levels in Guskey’s (2000) PD evaluation
framework.

The perceptions and experiences of in-service teachers presented here provide a foundation for further
exploring what constitutes effective online PD as experienced by the teachers themselves. According to
Guskey’s (2000) PD evaluation framework, the �rst level of effectiveness must be found in the teacher’s
responses and reactions before the effectiveness can travel through to the next levels and eventually
impact on student learning outcomes. This study has two key limitations. The �rst is that the survey
participants were only gathered from a limited number of online teacher professional networks. The
second limitation was that the survey was conducted immediately before the COVID-19 pandemic, during
which there has been an exponential increase in online PD being offered and undertaken, which would
provide teachers with more experiences to draw on and to evaluate the effectiveness of the available
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online PD. It would be worthwhile to conduct this survey again and increase the potential audience
through wider dissemination among more teacher professional networks.

This study demonstrates that in-service teachers are engaging with online PD but are not yet �nding it
effective. They have provided their perceptions and experiences so that online PD can be improved and
become more effective. In the current context of COVID-19 where most PD is offered online and
traditional face-to-face PD cannot be undertaken, the importance of determining the effective elements of
online PD cannot be understated. In the COVID-19 context, the importance of effective online PD has
come to the fore, and online PD has the opportunity to become a signi�cant and enduring pathway for
teachers to participate in the PD opportunities that they want to through the �exibility and convenience
that it affords.
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Figure 1

Behaviours relating to online PD resources and opportunities.
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Figure 2

Preferences and perceptions of online PD.
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