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Abstract
Innovations in information technology have generated an array of options for the professional learning for educators.
Face-to-face, remote, and hybrid formats for professional learning each have their advantages and disadvantages for
advancing educators’ knowledge and skills in evidence-based practices to promote student achievement. The purpose of
this study was to better understand teacher and educational leaders’ preferences for professional learning formats in
relation to the intended learning objective. The results indicate that educators preferences for professional learning
format varied by the intended learning objective of the session. Remote professional learning was preferred relative to
face-to-face and hybrid formats for a session in which the primary objective was to share information uni-directionally
from the presenter to the audience (53% versus 25% and 22% preferred hybrid). The respondents were equally split in
their preference for either a face-to-face or remote format when the learning objective was to understand new concepts
and learn how to apply the concepts to their setting. The results have important implications for designing professional
learning.
Keywords: professional learning for educators, remote learning, face-to-face learning
1. Introduction
Professional learning for teachers and educational leaders has advanced over the years with the advent of the Standards
for Professional Learning (Learning Forward, 2012) coupled with innovations in information technology.
Dissatisfaction with the “one-shot workshop” or the two-day “sit and get” has created new opportunities to build the
knowledge and skills of educators in keeping with developments in the field. Professional learning initiatives are most
effective when they provide opportunities for teachers and educational leaders to interact with each other, receive
feedback from their colleagues on their developing practices, and determine how the practice will be implemented in
their school (Sun et al., 2017; Sun et al., 2013).
Trends towards the use of technology for efficient, flexible, and cost-effective professional learning received a dramatic
boost beginning in March 2020 when the public health crisis, caused by the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic,
required all professional learning to pivot to a remote format. The COVID-19 pandemic created unprecedented
challenges and opportunities for training in education and other human services professions (Bell et al., 2020; Besser et
al., 2020; Dias et al., 2020). Although the abrupt transition to distance learning was unsettling and disruptive, new
approaches to professional learning born out of necessity may permanently alter the way professional learning is
designed and delivered (Fichten et al., 2021; WestEd, 2021).
1.1 Face-to-Face and Online Learning Formats
Advances in information technology have created opportunities for innovation in how learning transpires (Ituma, 2011).
Research conducted with adult learners enrolled in university and community college classes provides insights into
preferences for learning formats. Remote, online learning has the perceived benefits of encouraging wider student
participation (particularly for students who are typically reluctant to contribute verbally in class), increasing
engagement with the course content, and promoting self-directed learning (Alexander, 2001; Chen et al., 2010). With
online learning, the learner may be granted more time to think deeply and critically about the course content
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(e.g., Robinson & Hullinger, 2008). Online learning is also more cost-effective for the institution and the learner
(Alexander, 2001). However, learners in online courses report feeling more disconnected from their peers and
instructors, more obliged to be self-directed in their knowledge acquisition, and less supported by the instructor
(Dvořáková et al., 2021; Otter et al., 2013). The expectations for technology access and aptitude can also present
challenges for some individuals (Zhang & Perris, 2004).
As a counterpoint, students who express a preference for face-to-face learning report that they feel more engaged and
receive more immediate feedback than they do when learning online (Kemp & Grieve, 2014). The benefit of being able
to rely on an instructor to facilitate their learning is viewed as an advantage of face-to-face learning, in contrast to the
expectation for self-directed learning online (Upton, 2006). According to a study of preferences among
community-college students, most students preferred to take only “easy” academic subjects online, while they preferred
to take “difficult” or “important” subjects face-to-face (Jaggars, 2014). Research shows that preference for format may
vary based on the learning activity with face-to-face learning preferred for discussions and online learning preferred for
tasks, such as writing, that involve more individual reflection (Kemp & Grieve, 2014). Furthermore, learners report
direct in-person contact is essential for building a sense of community (Conole et al., 2008).
1.2 Professional Learning Formats for Educators
Educators seeking to advance their knowledge and skills have traditionally attended conferences, workshops, seminars,
or other face-to-face offering. A face-to-face professional learning involves learning that takes place in a common space
with both the presenter and the participants. The advantages of face-to-face professional learning include greater
opportunities for collaboration and networking, effective communication through access to body language and subtle
communication cues, reduced temptation to multi-task, and opportunities to relay more complex information. The
disadvantages of face-to-face professional learning for educators include the loss of instructional time for students as
teachers are out of the building, travel expenses, the costs of securing substitute teachers.
In contrast, remote professional learning for educators involves learning that takes place via a video conferencing
platform where the instructor and the participants are connecting from separate locations. The advantages of remote
learning are the efficient, cost effective delivery of content using interactive, multi-media platforms, and the flexibility
of being able to attend sessions selectively while being available to address issues at work. The disadvantages of a
remote format includes distractions from work/home life, technology challenges (e.g., connectivity, power outages,
need for technical support and training), and the inability to freely interact with participants that could lead to valuable
exchanges of information and resources.
A hybrid format for professional learning involves learning that takes place with participants and the presenter in a
common space with additional participants connecting to that location remotely. A hybrid format offers the advantages
of flexibility, convenience, and greater reach by including participants in attendance as well as participants joining
virtually. The primary disadvantage of hybrid learning is that the opportunity for collaboration and networking are not
shared by all and participants joining virtually may have a difficult time sustaining their focus, reducing distractions and
the resisting the temptation to multi-task.
1.3 Preferences for Professional Learning Format
Much of what is known about professionals’ experiences and preferences for professional learning formats since the
start of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 has come from the field of marketing, which relies on in-person
conferences as a means of promoting vendor’s services and products. PromoLeaf, a purveyor of promotional products,
commissioned a national survey of conference participants across a wide variety of industries regarding their
preferences for in-person versus virtual conferences. The survey, conducted for PromoLeaf by Censuswide on April 9,
2020 included 1,008 respondents in the United States who had previously attended both an in-person conference and a
virtual conference. A majority (72%) of the participants expressed a preference for an in-person conference, 23% stated a
preference for a virtual conference, and 5% reported that would prefer neither (PromoLeaf, 2020). Among survey
participants aged 16-24, 85% of the respondents preferred in-person conferences, exceeding the preference for in-person
conferences among those aged 25-34 (70%), 35-44 (67%), 45-54 (73%), and 55+ (73%). Nearly half (46%) of all of the
respondents expressed a preference for conferences that featured a two-way exchange with a question and answer session
at the end. An in-person session with the opportunity to access a recording at a later date was viewed positively by nearly
40%. Wednesday was selected as the preferred day of the work week to attend a virtual conference by 34% of the
respondents, followed by Tuesday (25%). Morning was identified as the preferred time of day to attend a virtual
conference across all age groups, with an upward trend favoring mornings across the age group progression.
The results of the PromoLeaf survey yielded slightly more favorable preferences for in-person events that were the results
of a survey of business-to-business marketers conducted by Markletic in February 2021. Among a sample of 3,167
respondents from North America (56% of the sample), Europe (25%), Asia (10%), and South America (9%), 57% of the
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respondents stated they would prefer to attend an in-person version of a hybrid even rather than the virtual version. Virtual
events were preferred by 33% of the respondents, while 10% stated they had no preference (Markletic, 2021). Taken
together, survey data from the field of marketing indicate that most respondents are favorably inclined towards an
in-person format. Virtual events, however, drew more sharply contrasting perceptions with some professionals asserting a
strong preference while others expressing their strong dislike.
Specific to the field of education, EdWeek Research Center (2021) conducted a nationally-representative survey of
school and district leaders regarding their access, needs, and preferences for their own professional learning. Survey
data were gathered from 450 educational leaders from 8/25/2021 to 9/8/2021, during which time school districts were
experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic. The majority of respondents selected a preference for in-person professional
development training, in sessions that included participants from multiple districts, across categories on the rural/urban
continuum: Rural/town regions (selected by 59% of the respondents), suburban (46%), and urban (27%). The second
most frequently selected preference was for on-line professional development training delivered on-demand/on my own
schedule, as selected by respondents from rural/town (16%), suburban (16%), and urban (27%) regions. There was little
distinction in the preference for either: (a) in-person professional development training in sessions limited to colleagues
from my district, versus (b) online, live/synchronous training in sessions that include participants from multiple districts.
The format preferred by the fewest number of respondents was online, live/synchronous training in sessions limited to
colleagues from my district, as selected by respondents from rural/town (4%), suburban (10%), and urban (17%)
regions. A similar survey of teachers regarding their preferences for professional learning format is absence from the
research gathered since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic.
1.4 Matching Professional Learning Format to the Learning Objectives
Rather than seeking to identify a single preferred format for use across all training session for teachers and educational
leaders, the design of a professional learning series should follow a plan that is driven by the learning objectives.
Learning objectives are statements of expected knowledge or skill mastery that guide the teaching and learning process,
assessment, and curriculum development (Schoepp, 2017). Research suggests that learning objectives serve a dual
purpose of (a) providing structure for the planning of instruction and (b) communicating to the learner how to prepare
for the assessment of learning (Barnard et al., 2020).
The Instructional Hierarchy model (Haring & Eaton, 1978) has value in determining appropriate learning objectives
when the goal of the series is to adopt and master a new professional practice. The Instructional Hierarchy model
outlines the stages that an individual progresses through when learning a new skill or practice. The four stages include:
(a) acquisition, (b) fluency, (c) generalization, and (d) adaptation. Skill acquisition and fluency reflect the foundational
knowledge and practices of teacher or educational leader targeted by a professional learning initiative. Generalization
involves the skill proficiency needed to use the foundational practices in a variety of school settings and circumstances.
This might include the ability for the teacher or principal to problem solve “on the fly” to apply the instructional
practice under differing circumstances. Adaptation involves the teacher or educational leader’s ability to initiate
modifications to the initial skill learned to applied it to another unique situation (e.g., different grade level or classroom,
changes in the availability of resources) alone or as part of a team-based problem-solving and planning.
Understanding skill proficiency within this learning hierarchy informs the design of professional learning supports to
advance targeted practices at each stage. For example, during the initial acquisition stage, instructional procedures
should utilize demonstration, modeling, and cueing in combination with performance feedback (Haring & Eaton, 1978).
Practice is essential for skill development at the fluency stage, with research indicating that at least 70% of the allotted
instructional time be devoted to skill practice (Binder, 1996). Building generalization involves structured opportunities
to practice the skill over time, across a wide variety of possible settings and circumstances, and with the expectation that
other related skills may also be strengthen (Stokes & Baer, 1977). Adaptation requires skill proficiency and knowledge
of the relevant content, contexts, and processes in order to identify the core elements of a practice and modify its use in
response to novel settings and situations (Haring & Eaton, 1978). Facilitating adaptation involves guidance and specific
feedback regarding the type and degree of modifications permissible within the parameters of implementation fidelity.
The Instructional Hierarchy model was shown to be relevant in identifying professional learning needs for technical
assistance providers in a state-wide educational initiative (Morrison et al., 2014).
1.5 Purpose of the Study
Despite the need for quality professional learning to ensure teachers and educational leaders keep up with advances in
the field, very little is known about their preferences for engaging in professional learning. This gap in the research
literature is of particular concern as the pivot to fully remote learning throughout the COVID-19 pandemic gives way to
post-pandemic planning for meeting teachers’ professional development needs. The purpose of this study is to describe
teacher and educational leaders’ preferences for professional learning formats (i.e., face-to-face, remote, or hybrid) in
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relation to the session’s learning objective as framed by the Instructional Hierarchy model. The study was designed to
address the following research questions:
1.

Does the preferred professional learning format vary by learning objective?

2.

Which professional learning format is preferred for learning objectives that reflect a progression of
professional practice skill development?

3.

What is the preferred time of day and day of the week for professional learning delivered remotely?

This study extends the research literature by highlighting considerations that can be used to plan quality, cost effective
professional learning experiences for teachers and educational leaders.
2. Method
2.1 Respondents
The respondents in this study included 236 educators and educational leaders in K-12 school systems in the state of
Michigan located in the Midwestern United States. The respondents held a variety of roles that included general
education teachers (N=68), district administrators (N = 35), regional state support team staff (N = 35), school
administrators (N = 27), special education teachers/interventionists (N = 23), related service providers (N = 21), and
instructional coaches/consultants (N = 19), and other (N = 8). Respondents were asked to select one grade level band to
best represented the students they served. The grade levels band selected by the respondents included K-5 (N = 93),
K-12 (N = 84), Grades 6-8 (N = 23), Grades 9-12 (N = 21), Grades 6-12 (N = 9), and K-8 (N = 5). Just over half (53%)
of the respondents were affiliated with a school district or regional state support team that was participating in a
professional learning series with Michigan’s MTSS (MiMTSS) Technical Assistance Center. The majority had attending
at least one professional learning sessions with the MiMTSS Technical Assistance Center during the previous school
year (2020-2021), during which time, all professional learning series were delivered virtually in response to the public
health emergency created by the COVID-19 pandemic.
2.2 Procedures
The MiMTSS Technical Assistance Center’s Professional Learning Input Survey was designed collaboratively by
professionals in the Center’s Professional Learning Team and Evaluation and Research Team to better understand the
needs and preferences of intended audience members. The survey was administered virtually from 8/1/2021 to 9/1/2021.
A link to the survey was emailed via a listserv through the MiMTSS Technical Assistance Center Data System, which
offers data warehousing, analysis, and reporting features for state educators.
2.3 Instrument
The survey instrument was comprised of 11 items. The first three items gathered background information on the
respondent’s professional role, grade levels supported, and current taught, professional role, and affiliation with a school
district currently participating a professional learning series with MiMTSS Technical Assistance Center. A fourth survey
item asked respondents to identify their preferred professional learning format (i.e., face-to-face, remote, hybrid) based
on the learning objectives (e.g., learning a new skill, team-based problem solving and action planning) of the
professional learning series. The remaining seven items asked respondents to provide their preferences (i.e., time of day,
day of the week) and experiences (e.g., accessing a recording for an event attended, accessing materials for an event not
attended).
2.4 Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the survey data. Specifically, frequency counts and cross-tabulations were
used to analyze survey responses.
3. Results
3.1 Professional Learning Preference by Learning Objective
The results of this study indicate that educators preferences for professional learning format varied by the intended
learning objective of the session (see Figure 1). Professional learning using a face-to-face format was preferred relative
to remote and hybrid options for a session in which the primary objective was to learn a new skill (40% versus 25% and
16%), practice new skills (39% versus 23% and 17%), and engage in team-based problem solving (41% versus 22% and
16%). Remote professional learning was preferred relative to face-to-face and hybrid formats for a session in which the
primary objective was to share information uni-directionally from the presenter to the audience (53% versus 25% and
22% preferred hybrid). The respondents were equally split in their preference for either a face-to-face or remote format
when the learning objective was to understand new concepts and learn how to apply the concepts to their setting. There
was no clear preference for a professional learning format that dominated across all types of learning objectives.
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Furthermore, within each type of learning objective the preferred format did not command a majority, with the
exception of remote learning preferred by a slim majority (53%) when the objective was informational.

Informational

25

53

22

Learning a new skill

40

25

16

Practicing new skills

39

23

17

Understand/apply the concepts

29

Team-based problem solving/planning

28
41

0%

20%

Face-to-Face

19
22

40%

60%

16
80%

Percentage of Respondents

Remote

100%

Hybrid

Figure 1. Percentage of Respondents’ Preferred Format for Professional Learning by Objective
3.2 Professional Learning Preferences for Remote Delivery
There was no overwhelming preference for a particular time of day for professional learning delivered remotely,
although the majority of the respondents selected a time slot during school hours. Asked to select the time of day that
works best for a 2-hour professional learning session presented remotely, “Before noon” was selected by 33% of the
respondents, followed by “Between noon and 3:00 pm” (28%), “3:30 to 5:30 pm” (26%), and “4:00 to 6:00 pm (13%).
An analysis by role indicates that teachers preferred afternoon time slots: “Between noon and 3:00 pm” (39%), “3:30 to
5:30 pm” (36%), “4:00 to 6:00 pm (18), and “Before noon” (8%), whereas individuals in other educational leadership
and support roles were divided equally in their preference for “Before noon” (29%), “Between noon and 3:00 pm”
(30%), and “3:30 to 5:30 pm” (28%) as displayed in Figure 2. For the preferred day of the week for professional
learning, Wednesday was selected by 26% of the respondents, followed by Tuesday (24%), Monday or Thursday (15%
each), Friday (13%), Saturday (6%), and Sunday (1%).

All Roles

Teachers

33

8

Leadership/Support

28

39

26

36

29

30

13

18

28

14

Percentage of Respondents
Before noon

Between noon and 3:00 pm

3:30 to 5:30 pm

Figure 2. Percentage of Respondents’ Preferred Time of Day by Role
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4. Discussion
School shutdowns and other public health efforts to mitigate the deleterious impact of the COVID-19 pandemic forced
communities to abruptly pivot to distance learning for students and remote work for educators. The heavy reliance on
information technology and virtual platforms, born out of necessity during the pandemic, accelerated existing trends
towards webinars, videos and other means of online professional development. As the public health crisis subsides,
professionals in the field of education are seeking to design professional learning opportunities that are maximally
effective, relevant, and useful for teachers and educational leaders. The purpose of this study was to better understand
teacher and educational leaders’ preferences for professional learning formats in relation to the intended learning
objective.
The current study expands of previous survey research conducted since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic by
focusing on the perspectives of teachers and educational leaders and by specifically accounting for the need to match
preferred professional learning formats to a variety of learning objectives. Although there was no preferred professional
learning format that dominated across all types of learning objectives, teachers and educational leaders did favor
slightly one format over the others based upon the intended learning objective of the professional learning series. For
example, remote learning preferred when the objective was informational whereas in-person sessions were preferred for
when the objective was to learn a new skill, practice new skills, and engage in team-based problem solving. Importantly,
within each type of learning objective the preferred format did not command a strong majority, suggesting that teachers
and educational leaders collectively were not wedded to a single format for all of their professional learning.
The results of this study was consistent with previous research among students enrolled in university and community
college classes in showing how preferences may differ by activity (i.e., face-to-face learning for discussions and for
mastering more challenging content, remote online learning for independent pursuits, such as writing, and for less
complex content). The current study differed from previous survey research conducting in the field of marketing that
showed stronger preferences for in-person conferences. The preference for the day of the week (Wednesday, followed
by Tuesday) was consistent with previous research in the field of marketing, as was the preference for time of day
(morning) among educational leaders and educators in support roles. Teachers, however, preferred afternoon time slots,
highlighting the importance of understanding preferences by professional role in educational settings.
5. Limitations of the Study
A primary limitation of this study was that relevant demographic information (i.e., age, region on the rural/urban
continuum) was not gathered to enable further analysis of the teachers and educational leaders’ preferences. Future
research should examine preferences for professional learning formats by learning objective while taking into account
the age and region on the rural/urban continuum of the individual respondent. Given that this study was conducted
during a pandemic while public sentiment was running high with uncertainty, exhaustion, and loss, a follow-up study
would provide valuable information on the degree to which teachers and educational leaders’ preferences for
professional learning have remained the same or changed over time.
A second limitation of the study was that the survey instrument was developed for the purposes of this inquiry and had
not been rigorously validated prior to its use. A pilot study would have enabled the researchers to establish the technical
adequacy of the instrument for its intended use in describing teacher and educational leaders’ perceptions.
6. Implications
The major finding, that the selection of professional learning formats should consider the intended learning objective of
the professional learning series, has important implications for designing professional learning. The development of a
professional learning series should be driven by a needs assessment and designed in accordance with the Standards for
Professional Learning (Learning Forward, 2012). Once the professional development needs are identified, the scope and
sequence of the targeted content should be charted with clearly defined learning objectives marking each milestone. For
each of the learning objectives, the professional learning session should be design to be maximally effective in ensuring
the participants achieve that learning objective, whether it be through a face-to-face, remote, or hybrid format. In this
study, no one format held a dominate position over the others in terms of educators’ preferences. Capitalizing on
technological innovations (e.g., breakout groups on virtual platforms, webcams placed in applied settings, bug-in-ear
coaching and consultation) may enable a remote professional development experience that incorporates opportunities for
the types of interactions traditionally available only through face-to-face sessions.
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