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Lessons Learned, Innovative Practices,
and Emerging Trends
Technology for Teacher Education and Professional Development
by Chip Donohue and Selena Fox

Our Story
In May 2011, at the World Forum on
Early Care and Education in Honolulu,
Hawaii, we celebrated 10 years of cohosting eTeaching events for early childhood faculty and professional development providers. This gave us a wonderful opportunity to reflect on all we have
learned with and from each other and
from participants. We’ve had time to
consider how the lessons learned and
innovative practices shared have
informed our work together and individually, in the United States and New
Zealand, as we have designed, developed, and delivered online teacher education and professional development
programs at the University of WisconsinMilwaukee, Erikson Institute in Chicago,
and New Zealand Tertiary College.
Chip Donohue, PhD, is the Director of Distance Learning at Erikson Institute in Chicago
and a Senior Fellow of the Fred Rogers Center
for Early Learning and Children’s Media. He is
a leader in the innovative use of technology
and distance learning methods to increase
access, create pathways, enhance learning, and improve teaching practices in early childhood education. He spends lots of
time playing with new technology tools to enable relationships
and build learning communities online.
Selena Fox is the Chief Executive of
New Zealand Tertiary College (NZTC). She
leads one of New Zealand’s largest specialized early childhood teacher education
institutions and is guiding NZTC’s development of ecelearn, a specialist online learning
environment for the early childhood profession.

Beginning in 2002 in Auckland, New
Zealand, we have co-hosted eTeaching
activities in conjunction with the World
Forums in Acapulco, México, (2003);
Montreal, Quebec, Canada (2005); Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia (2007); Belfast, Northern Ireland (2009); Honolulu, Hawaii
(2011); and the Working Forum for
Teacher Educators in Auckland, New
Zealand (2008). Along the way we’ve
learned with and from over 100 leaders
and innovators in online teaching and
learning from 29 countries who came
together to share innovative practices
and emerging trends in the use of
technology for early childhood teacher
education and professional development
in their countries and communities.
Since 1999, we’ve written numerous articles and books, given hundreds of presentations, served on national eLearning
groups, and created new international
online programs, all while paying careful
attention to the trends, issues, and best
practices in the effective use of technology tools and distance learning methods.
In this article we share what we’ve
learned about effective practices for
online teaching and learning and organizational management of eLearning programs. We believe that whatever the setting, format, or delivery system, effective
online teaching and learning needs to be

effective, relevant, engaging, enabling,
inspiring, empowering, and transformational. These keywords serve as both
goals and outcomes in our approaches.
We need to bake them into the recipe for
online teacher education and professional development so that learners
enjoy the fruits of their success.
We’ve also come to understand that
effective online learning:
n Focuses on learning and the learner
n Provides tools of engagement that
encourage reflective thinking
n Encourages interactions, supports
relationships, and builds community
n Offers an everywhere-all-the-time
learning environment and culture
n Makes it possible to learn with anyone, anytime, any place, at your own
pace, on any device
n Promotes lifelong and lifewide
learning
No matter how wonderful the online
learning environment, it takes effective
online teachers to create, manage, and
sustain a community of learners. We’ve
found that great online teachers share
some key characteristics: being authentic; intentional; encouraging; reflective;
conspicuously present; balanced; and
they understand the rhythm of online
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teaching and learning. These are characteristics of great teachers and great
teaching no matter where it takes place,
but we’ve learned that they are essential
to effective and engaging online learning.

Chip’s Story
I designed and delivered my first online
course in 1999 at the University of
Wisconsin-Milwaukee, and since 2009
I’ve been designing and developing
EriksonOnline and delivering online
Master’s degree, certificate, and
professional development programs at
Erikson Institute. Between 2004-2008
I worked closely with Selena and her
team at New Zealand Tertiary College
to design ecelearn, an online learning
management system for early childhood
professionals. Over the years I’ve
defined and refined a set of design
values, principles, and practices that
I’ve written about extensively in
Exchange. In the past two years of working with online faculty and instructors
at Erikson, I’ve sorted all of those ideas
down to these six tips for success:
1. Find your voice — Introduce yourself. Be authentic, accessible, and
available. Communicate in writing,
audio, and video in a conversational
tone that strikes a balance between
academic and informal. Welcome,
notice, affirm, and encourage your
students. Think about teaching one
adult learner at a time, not lecturing
to a classroom full of students.
2. Establish your presence — This
includes the ideas of ‘being there’ and
‘being together’ (Lehman & Conceição, 2010). How do your students
know you are there in the online
environment? How do they establish
their presence among their fellow
students and with you? Attend to
cognitive and social presence by
encouraging interactions and building relationships.

3. Understand the rhythm — We’ve recognized that there are ups and downs
of online learning — times when
students are most active online, times
when they’re offline but busy with
readings and assignments, and the
times they use to catch up and keep
up — not to mention your rhythm and
schedule as the online instructor.
Understanding and attending to your
students’ rhythm requires presence,
being consistent, and allowing students enough time to participate and
contribute to the learning community.
You also need to understand the natural ebb and flow of their time online,
including the timing and pace of
when and how they participate and
complete readings and assignments
and the challenges of balancing work,
family, and school. Rhythm also has to
do with providing clear expectations
and deadlines for online activities and
assignments so that students can plan
ahead, allocate time, turn in assignments on time, and participate and
contribute to the learning community.
4. Build a community — We know that
early childhood teachers like to learn
in a community, and that when they
learn online they still want that sense
of connection and relationships with
other students and to be part of a
community of learners. Building an
online learning community requires
intentional efforts on the part of
instructional designers and the
instructor to prepare, welcome, invite,
and engage students, and to encourage interactions that support relationships. We’re very explicit about our
goal of building a community. We talk
about it and make it visible from the
first day online, and we use online
icebreakers, class photo albums,
synchronous calls, and webinars to
encourage interactions that can lead to
relationships that build community.
5. Create a sense of belonging — Online
learners who earn a degree or certifi-

cate without ever stepping foot on
campus still want to feel part of the
institution, and you want them to be
proud alumni and representatives of
your program in the community and
among other professionals. Help
students feel connected to your institution by sharing news and updates,
posting short video introductions of
key ‘behind the scenes’ staff who
students will contact by email or
phone but may never meet, work
closely with library and student services staff to be sure online learners
have full access to information, services, and support that are available
to on-campus students, and help
them feel part of the larger community as well as the online community
from day one.
6. Use the tools at your fingertips —
There are so many amazing tools,
apps, devices, and social media sites
available to students and faculty
today. Embrace these new tools for
communication, collaboration, and
productivity, but be thoughtful about
which and how many external tools
you require students to use. Provide
tutorials, quick start guides, and tech
support for any required plug-ins or
add-ons. Focus on free tools that
don’t require complicated downloads
and installation. Choose and use tools
that support learning and extend the
online learning community. Know
what tools your students are already
using and are comfortable with. My
best advice comes from my New
Zealand friends who always say,
“Have a play.” Play with the tools to
figure out if and how you want to use
the tools and encourage a spirit of
digital play and sharing among
online instructors and students.

It’s Erikson, and It’s Online
We’ve all shared the concerns about
whether online learning is as good as
face-to-face, and how to deliver the
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same rigorous, high-quality teacher
education and professional development online as we do on campus. None
of us knew how to teach or learn online
before we got started, so we’ve had to
learn along the way through trial and
error, by exchanging ideas and resources
with others, and by starting from what
we already knew so well — our early
childhood students, our instructors, and
our content. It takes time to convert
face-to-face course content to an online
format, and it takes even longer to
nudge great classroom instructors into a
new teaching/learning environment.
But we’ve both seen the magic that happens when all the pieces come together:
the new access to teacher education that
online learning brings, the empowerment of learning in a community, and
the positive impact on classroom practice and child outcomes. What will it
take for you to be able to fill in the
blank with your program’s name. “It’s
__________________ , and it’s online”?
If you model these types of inter-actions
and participation strategies, your
students will soon be using the same
practices to deepen their connection
with each other and their engagement
with the content.

Selena’s Story
Our online teaching and learning story
in New Zealand has been a journey of
much listening, learning, and then leading. Alongside an amazing team of colleagues from IT, education, and administration disciplines, we have addressed
and risen above every challenge to provide our early childhood teachers,
instructors, and organisational teams
access to an empowering, yet simple,
high-quality online learning environment that our profession deserves.
In 2002 it became clear to us at New
Zealand Tertiary College (NZTC) that
our early childhood teachers were
beginning to appreciate the flexibility

that online learning offered, yet at the
same time the learning management
systems available simply did not offer
an effective, easy-to-navigate environment where they would choose to learn.
Chip and I engaged in extensive
research, discussion, consultation, and
more listening and learning and identified the need for a learning environment
that offered these basics, as well as features that supported curriculum, community-building, and communication —
with ‘help’ offered at every step of the
way. And with this the foundations for
ecelearn (www.ecelearn.com) were set.
In 2004, our online dream took its first
steps with the first lines of code being
written. Today, ecelearn and our custom-

ised NZTC Online — the specialist early
childhood online learning environment
designed by and for learners and
instructors — has enabled thousands of
early childhood teachers throughout
New Zealand, India, Australia, and the
Philippines to take up their programs
of study and achieve their professional
goals.
Listening: From the first days, it was all
about listening: listening to the voices of
our learners, our instructors, and NZTC
managers. To achieve the level of success we aspired to, we needed to ensure
the needs of each of these key groups
were addressed. Listening to other
groundbreaking leaders like those who

Chip’s Tips for Facilitating Effective and Engaging
Online Discussions
Here are eight words to live by (and discuss) when managing discussions online:
1. Be present: Visit the discussion frequently during the week and let students
know you’re reading and enjoying their conversation.
2. Notice: Each week be sure you notice something that each student has
contributed to the learning community and make a point of posting at least
one message to every student.
3. Personalize: Always use the student’s name to begin a posting and always
‘sign’ it with your own name.
4. Quote: When a student says something that grabs your attention, include a
quote in your reply. It’s very affirming to have your own words recognized and
valued by your instructor.
5. Nudge: Acknowledge the message, affirm what the student has said and
contributed, and then offer a gentle nudge to extend his or her thinking or to
encourage connections between personal thoughts and words and those of
classmates.
6. Invite: End your message with a question that invites the student and others to
respond and continue the conversation.
7. Connect: One of the most important things you can model through your own
postings is the importance of finding the connections between what someone
has posted and comments shared by other students earlier or elsewhere in the
discussion.
8. Summarize: Sometimes this happens early in the week or more than once,
depending on the nature of the students’ participation and contributions. This
is something you can model and encourage by seeing the big picture and
pulling out the big ideas the group talked about during the week. Your
summary might end with another nudge that bridges this week’s discussion
to the next module topics.
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attended the eTeaching events, and
engaging in online learning endeavours
further supported our steps forward.
Learning: With technology changing the
way we work, study, and live, learning at
each step has been non-negotiable.
Increasingly, digital literacy is no longer
an option but a requirement of learning
and success. Learning from our students
and instructors, IT leaders, and experts
nationally and globally in all areas that
impact eTeaching and eLearning, ensured
that our online learning environments
would consider our students first, and in
doing so inform the ecelearn we know
today.
Leading: With the changing nature of
technology, online learning teams must
maintain a focus on the horizon to ensure
teaching and learning opportunities stay
relevant and continue to acknowledge
technological advancements that support
student learning. Recent work with the
NZ eLearning Advisory Board led by
Larry Johnson, launched the first NZ
Horizon Report — Technology Outlook for
New Zealand Tertiary Education 2011-2016
— that explores emerging technologies
that offer real potential to impact online
teaching and learning.
The Horizon report notes that the Internet has brought about fundamental
change in how we approach learning,
and even how we define relationships;
the obvious consequence is that the role
of educators must adapt and evolve to
accommodate this change. The fact that
people increasingly want to learn,
work, and play wherever — and
whenever — they want, requires us to
constantly look to flexible access to learning for all. When ecelearn began in 2002,
we were ‘focused on the horizon.’ Today
our focus remains ahead but we now
look to the emerging technologies, top
trends, and challenges that may impact
constructively or disruptively on our student learning. We must stay aware of
these.

Top trends include:
n The abundance of resources and social
networking accessible via the Internet
is increasingly challenging us to revisit
our roles as instructors/teacher educators.
n Bandwidth is increasingly available
enabling more access and better
student experience.
n Students expect to be able to work and
learn whenever and wherever.
n Students want to use their own
technologies for learning. They feel
safe and ‘at home’ on their own
learning platform (Johnson, Adams, &
Cummins, 2011).
Alongside current trends there are challenges faced by organisations that need to
be taken into consideration when looking
to enable eLearning, due to their potential impact on teaching, learning, and
research. While trends influence the
uptake of technology positively, challenges are grounded in everyday realities
that often make it difficult to learn about
— much less adopt — new technologies.
IT literacy, for example, continues to
dominate conversations about the challenges likely to impact the acceptance of
technology in teacher education worldwide, and New Zealand currently is no
exception.
Top challenges include:
n IT literacy continues to increase in
importance as a key skill for teachers.
Teacher education institutions need to
consider this in their course content to
support teacher graduates in their
work with young children.
n The requirement to offer flexible models of teacher education due to student
demand, often associated with economic pressures, is presenting competition to traditional models of teacher
education.
n High-quality programs must be offered
while staying abreast of rapidly changing, ever evolving technologies.

n The shift in the instructor’s role from
teacher-centered classrooms to
learner-centered environments where
instructors are facilitators, supporters,
and guiders of learning presents its
own unique challenges (Johnson,
Adams, & Cummins, 2011).
An additional challenge we see emerging is the overload of information and
communication avenues that impact
students’ lives. With so much content
available on the Internet at all times, and
the 24/7 availability of social networking, the reduction in many students’
skills of attention, engagement in learning, and deep reflection need careful
attention. We must build students’ skills
of moderation, concentration, reflection,
and engagement with materials through
encouragement and intentional support.
As with all trends and challenges, the
most important steps in harnessing their
potential is being aware of their possibilities. Our journey of online learning is
not one with a finishing line in view. It is
one that once commenced requires our
undivided attention, flexibility, adaptation, much listening, continued learning,
and leaders with a focus on the everchanging horizon, to ensure student outcomes remain central to all decision
making. This awareness of trends and
challenges and well-chosen quality
assurance reflective measures, along
with consideration of emerging technologies, will ensure that organisations are
on the right path.

Guiding Lights on Our
NZTC Journey
To be strategic, organisational leaders
need to have the tools to guide and
justify their decision making. Key
resources that continue to support NZTC
in our journey today include:
n NZ eLearning Guidelines
(http://elg.massey.ac.nz/) a reflective
quality assurance support tool.
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n eMM — The eMaturity Model
(www.utdc.vuw.ac.nz/research/
emm/) an outstanding organisational
quality assurance support resource
for eTeaching and eLearning.
n Taking the Lead (http://akoaotearoa.
ac.nz/takingthelead) a support for
organisational decision makers and
team leaders.
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the tool!
n Ask questions. There is never a ‘questionable’ question — ask away and learn.
n Ensure you have reflective quality assurance measures to guide decision
makers, developers, instructors, and other team members. Choose your assessment review materials well.
n Review, reflect, and continue to ask questions. This is the only way to stay
focused on your eLearning horizon.

www.ChildCareExchange.com

TECHNOLOGY FOR TEACHER EDUCATION
MARCH/APRIL 2012     EXCHANGE

Fox, S., & Donohue, C. (2006, November). Trends and promising practices in
early childhood teacher education
online: The view from New Zealand.
He Kupu, 29-34.
Johnson, L., Adams, S., and Cummins,
M. (2011). Technology outlook for New
Zealand tertiary education 2011-2016:
An NMC Horizon report regional analysis.
Austin, TX: The New Media Consortium.
Lehman, R. M., & Conceição, S. C.
(2010). Creating a sense of presence in
online teaching: How to ‘be there’ for distance learners. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Simon, F., & Donohue C. (2011, May/
June). Technology trends in early childhood education: Tools of engagement.
Exchange, 199, 16-22.
—n—
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n Center for Early Childhood Professional Development & Leadership,
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n Eager-to-Learn, Minnesota Child Care Resource & Referral Network
www.eagertolearn.org
n Early Childhood Education Online, Northampton Community College
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University of Victoria www.ecdvu.org/
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n Early Childhood Learning Community, University of Cincinnati
www.cech.uc.edu/eclc/
n eCDA, Teaching Strategies www.teachingstrategies.com
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n EriksonOnline, Erikson Institute www.erikson.edu/online
n New Zealand Tertiary College www.nztertiarycollege.ac.nz
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NZTC India — www.nztertiarycollege.in
n Science of Early Child Development, Red River College
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