
Online Professional Education Network (OPEN) is the name given to a 

system of  free online professional development programs available to all 

eligible certifi ed school personnel in Pennsylvania. It came about through 

a partnership between the Pennsylvania Department of  Education (PDE) 

and Learning Sciences International (LSI), formerly the National Center 

for the Profession of  Teaching. OPEN provides support for implementing 

policy initiatives and reforms across all educational jurisdictions by offering 

online professional development for all licensed educators wherever and 

whenever they want it. It allows school districts to target professional 

needs by forming learning communities which participate together in the 

online courses. Because e-learning can be anywhere and everywhere and 

because the medium, unlike print and video, lends itself  easily to change and 

modifi cation, OPEN provides dimensions of  fl exibility and currency that 

cannot be matched by traditional delivery systems. 

Most of  the literature about the use of  technology in education centers on 

issues of  distance learning, cyber schools, and online testing for students. 

We are just now beginning to explore e-learning for teachers and other 

professionally licensed school staff. In May of  this year, Education Week 

published an extensive analysis of  the use of  technology in schools called 

“Technology Counts 2002: E-Defi ning Education” (Galley, Michelle). It 

noted that in the past few years there has been a “tidal wave” of  companies 

focusing on professional development programs for educators. “And the 

reasons are clear,” according to the article. “Teachers [and other licensed 

professionals] must complete a certain number of  professional development 

courses to meet both state recertifi cation criteria and requirements tied to 

federal funding [e.g., No Child Left Behind] (ibid, 42).” 
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Advantages

Compared to traditional methods of  delivery, online professional development 

has many advantages. It is available on demand and can be accessed at any 

time. It provides a uniform and consistent message. It can be cost effective 

and multifaceted in terms of  the scope and breadth of  its offerings. In other 

words, it has the capacity to provide quality professional development equally 

across a broad spectrum of  users and at a time convenient to individual 

participants. This is important to a profession that has seen a great deal 

of  time and energy spent on the one-size-fi ts-all approach to professional 

development and that has developed an increasingly cynical attitude toward 

such activities and their usually disappointing results.

Making the System Work

Critics of  online professional development, however, contend that it alone is 

not enough to guarantee uniform and long-lasting results. They cite several 

reasons: unequal access to appropriately equipped computers and modems; 

lack of  face-to-face interaction; fragmentation of  faculty resolve to address 

specifi c school improvement goals; costs of  maintaining the necessary 

hardware and providing technical assistance for the users; and, fi nally, the 

negative effect that participants working alone on their own time might have 

on the notion of  professional collaboration (ibid., 44).

These criticisms may be valid if  one considers the concept of  online 

professional development in the abstract, but they do not stand up when one 

looks at how the process might really play out with vision and imagination. 

The solution to the problem of  equal access has been to develop a technology 

that supports a range of  equipment capacities. Users can access high-level 

multimedia professional growth activities online even with narrow bandwidth 

modems using either PCs or Macs. The Online Professional Education 

Network developed by LSI, for example, permits easy access to e-learning 

opportunities rich in state-of-the-art sound, graphics, and interactive options 

regardless of  hardware power or platform. It is unique in that respect.

“The ideal professional development situation . . . would feature smart, savvy 

integration of  online and face-to-face interactions” (ibid., 45). Combining 

actual meeting space with virtual meeting space for professional growth and 

decision making is not only possible with e-learning, it is necessary for the 

message to stick and for participant follow-through to occur. But to combine 

online and face-to-face interaction effectively, participants, be they large 
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or small cohort groups, have to be working toward achieving the same 

goal. It is important that everyone in the designated group experience the 

same professional development program and that they are all aware of  the 

importance of  the activity to their work responsibilities. One of  the problems 

with traditional delivery systems is that they are usually once-and-done 

episodes that lack connection to the participants’ real worlds of  work and 

therefore rarely if  ever do the participants follow through with the activities.

Assuring Relevancy

If  professional development is to be relevant to practitioners, it must relate 

to their work. It must be consistent and uniform in its message so everyone is 

working from the same page, and it must be easy to access and convenient for 

educators with often hectic schedules. What is more, it must be suffi ciently 

manageable and cost effective to allow for individual refl ection and face-to-

face professional interaction and collaboration during the common sustained 

growth experience. 

With online professional development activities, everyone hears the same 

message in the same way. They work on this common sustained learning 

experience at their own pace, and they engage in it when it is convenient 

for them. Nevertheless, if  there were no face-to-face opportunities for these 

participants to share their thoughts and refl ections on what they learn and 

how that information applies to their common goals, results would be as 

fragmented as they traditionally are and the critics of  e-learning would be right 

to point out that defi ciency. It is the facility with which online professional 

development is able to cost-effectively combine the opportunities for 

uniform and sustained messages with virtual and face-to-face interaction that 

sets it apart from traditional methods of  professional development delivery 

and makes it an ideal method by which to deliver targeted professional 

development activities. 

Two years ago, the Pennsylvania General Assembly passed a law that 

eliminated the “permanent” nature of  the state’s professional licensure for 

educators. The law mandated that educators must maintain “active” licenses 

by accumulating a certain number of  hours or credits every fi ve years. The 

law further charged the PDE to provide 40 hours of  online professional 

development activities yearly free of  charge to eligible licensed educators in the 

state. Learning Sciences International was commissioned by the department 

to develop these online activities. 
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Goals and Achievements

The Pennsylvania model of  online professional development is one that is 

worthy of  study because it is expressly designed to promote the educational 

goals of  the state as they are applied to regional and districtwide student 

and staff  needs. In short, OPEN is targeted to support the state’s teaching 

and learning standards. In effect, OPEN focuses professional development 

on quality practices geared to achieve the learning standards set forth by the 

Pennsylvania State Board. This alignment of  policy and practice has been 

pretty haphazard, with conventional professional development activities 

delivered through workshops, after-school seminars, college courses, etc. 

Having a state-supported online professional development program, however, 

allows the state to send a uniform and targeted message to the educational 

community while the community itself  is charged to systematically identify 

what specifi c needs would be met through these professional development 

opportunities to achieve the state’s teaching and learning standards. Let’s take 

a look at the Pennsylvania model because it is applicable to any state wishing 

to establish coherent links between state policy and student achievement and 

between teaching performance and student achievement. 

In the two years since the partnership began, Learning Sciences International 

has incrementally produced the following courses for the Pennsylvania 

Department of  Education:

Data-Driven Decision Making Series: 

 Data-Driven Decision Making for School Improvement

Diverse Learners Series: 

 Success for English Language Learners

 Strategies for Modifying and Adapting Instruction 

for Gifted Students

Reading Series: 

 Using Graphic Organizers

 Reading Comprehension

 Vocabulary Strategies

Science Series:

 Student-Centered Science: Building Knowledge and Skills 

Through Inquiry
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Technology Series:

 Searching the Web

 Online Communications: It’s Not Just E-mail Anymore

And more are planned. Right now, for example, LSI is developing a series of  

early childhood programs for teaching reading commissioned by the PDE 

and funded by the state’s Reading First initiative. These reading courses are 

aligned with the state’s early childhood reading standards and will facilitate the 

commonwealth’s future technical assistance efforts to build quality teaching 

capacity by providing uniform professional education training to all of  its 

early childhood teachers. In the past, technical assistance efforts designed to 

support statewide quality teaching efforts like this one would have required a 

tremendous amount of  human and material resources and been prohibitively 

expensive for the state. Online activities will carry the same message to 

the fi eld at times convenient for the participants and will do so at no cost 

to them. What is more, local districts, then, can determine which cohorts 

or learning groups within the school and/or district should be taking the 

courses and working together as a community to improve the quality of  early 

childhood reading instruction. Under the direction of  a reading specialist 

or supervisor, this learning community will then decide how best to apply 

the knowledge and skill they take from the online training program. Each 

year additional courses will be added as the needs of  the state’s educational 

community dictate.

Developing Course Content

To develop additional online course content, the state and its districts will 

want to consider a variety of  data. Pennsylvania has a number of  data-rich 

resources to use in doing this. Some examples are: the Pennsylvania System of  

School Assessment (PSSA), a series of  tests measuring student achievement 

of  state-approved learning standards; the new statewide teacher performance 

evaluation system which identifi es standards of  teaching excellence and 

which will be conducted at the district level and be a requirement for 

giving renewable status to teaching licenses; results from the Professional 

Development Assistance Program (PDAP), an assessment of  the reading and 

math skills of  teachers; and the professional development needs identifi ed in 

the continuing education plans submitted for state approval. The important 

issue for the state is to use data that relate to quality teaching practices in 

the context of  student achievement. The benefi ts of  a strong alignment of  
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Pennsylvania’s statewide educational initiatives and policies with the content 

of  its state-supported online professional development programs are pretty 

obvious.

Other states can adopt a similar model based on their own unique professional 

development needs as they apply to meet their state educational goals. They 

will want to commission the production of  online professional development 

courses that support their state’s student achievement and quality teaching 

standards. Eventually, these courses can be shared with other participating 

states experiencing similar needs.

Other Online Courses

But it is not only teaching practice that can be targeted. There are capacity-

building growth opportunities of  all kinds. OPEN’s Data-Driven Decision 

Making (3DM) is such an example. Learning Sciences International, aware 

of  the growing need for accountability measures to support educational 

decisions, developed, with the help of  practicing educators, the 3DM course 

which focuses on strengthening the management skills necessary for all 

educators, including teachers, specialists, administrators, and supervisors, 

to assist them in decision making. A local superintendent, for example, may 

want to make sure that all district administrators are trained in using data 

to make decisions. The superintendent may require administrative staff  

members to take the 3DM course as a cohort, and may meet frequently with 

them to discuss what they have learned and how it will apply to their work. 

Obviously, the protocol of  the courses themselves will provide for these 

interactions. Each OPEN course, for example, consists of  fi ve phases of  

engagement activities: participants learn knowledge and skill; they plan to use 

the knowledge and skill; they implement their plan in their actual work; they 

refl ect on or internalize its effectiveness and their facility with it; and they share 

their insights and observations about it with others. OPEN provides the 

opportunity for participants to share online as well as to form face-to-face 

interactions under the guidance of  a lead teacher, an administrator, and/or a 

supervisor. 

Supporting Quality Teaching

Each OPEN course is designed to account for 15 hours of  continuing 

professional education for license holders in Pennsylvania. If  it had wanted 

to, Pennsylvania could have commissioned Learning Sciences International 

to develop a potpourri of  unconnected broadly based programs to meet the 
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letter of  the law, 40 hours free online continuing professional education. 

But it chose to use the low bandwidth and graphics rich technologies that 

LSI offered to establish universal access to all Pennsylvania educators. Then 

it coupled this technology with its reform agenda to provide an online, on 

demand system that delivers targeted and uniform information based on the 

state’s teaching and student achievement standards. The LSI Technology 

facilitates the formation of  learning cohorts to address real classroom issues 

throughout the state’s 501 school districts. 

This Pennsylvania model is particularly appropriate for states to consider 

now with the emphasis that the results-minded No Child Left Behind legislation 

has placed on professional development and quality teaching and the targeted 

grants and funding measures that accompany it. The statewide cohesion of  

professional development with quality teaching and student achievement 

standards is made possible through the technology of  online professional 

development. The extent of  the power of  such online professional 

development systems is as great as the vision and imagination of  the state’s 

educational leadership that employs it.
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