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“Schools are only as good as their teachers, 

regardless of how high their standards, how 

up-to-date their technology, or how innovative 

their programs. But if teachers are not given 

adequate opportunities to learn through sustained 

professional development experiences, they have 

little chance of meeting the ever-increasing demands 

of our technological society. For this reason, 

professional development for teachers is a 

critical component of improving schools and 

our nation’s teachers.”—Kahle, 1997

Background
So here you are. You have a classroom full of excited children and they know 
you have the new standards-based Scott Foresman elementary science program. 
You know your students will have questions, maybe more questions than you 
have answers, so you may be a little apprehensive as you prepare to teach. 
You are not alone in your apprehensions. Weiss found that only eighteen to 
twenty-nine percent of elementary teachers teaching reading/language arts, 
social studies, mathematics, and science felt very well qualifi ed to teach science, 
whereas seventy-six percent felt very well qualifi ed to teach reading/language 
arts (Weiss, 2001). Many teachers are anxious, and probably for good reason. 
Most elementary teachers do not have a strong content background in the 
sciences (Weiss, 2001). If you feel that your undergraduate training did not 
suffi ciently prepare you to competently teach science, what do you do? 

The Case for Professional Development
Professional development is so important to the future of science education in 
our nation’s schools that it is included as one of the standards in the National 
Science Education Standards (NRC, 1995). The National Science Teacher’s 
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Association (NSTA), the world’s largest organization of science teachers, has 
set standards for science teacher preparation that could easily be extended to 
professional development activities for in-service teachers. Their standards are 
based on a review of the literature and on the goals and frameworks set forth 
by the National Science Education Standards. Additionally, No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB) requires states and school districts to increase the number of 
teachers involved in professional development activities. Quality professional 
development activities are becoming a part of every school’s improvement plan 
as the nation develops highly qualifi ed science teachers at all educational levels.

Professional Development Opportunities
Professional development may target your knowledge of science concepts, 
pedagogy and attitudes. It may deal directly with the curriculum in question, or 
it may provide more insight into the children and how they learn. Professional 
development should be designed to help you deliver this exciting new program 
to a room full of motivated children. 

Textbook Program Resources

The Teacher’s Editions and videos that accompany Scott Foresman Science 
are an important resource. These will help you refresh your understanding 
of some of the science content specifi c to this curriculum and how it relates 
to the interdisciplinary nature of the elementary school curriculum. Activity 
management techniques will help you deliver this curriculum in a timely fashion.

Professional Organizations

Several professional organizations of science teachers provide ongoing 
professional development opportunities. 

• NSTA (nsta.org) publishes a journal specifi cally for teachers of elementary 
science, Science and Children. NSTA also hosts one national convention 
and three regional conventions per year. The professional development 
opportunities at any of the NSTA conventions are immense. Each convention 
has opportunities for teachers to fi ll in content knowledge gaps, hear about 
recent scientifi c developments, and learn about the best teaching methods that 
ensure students learn science 

• The Council for Elementary Science International (CESI) is another 
professional organization geared toward the elementary teacher of 
science. They publish a newsletter, and their meetings coincide with NSTA 
conventions. All aspects of CESI are geared toward the elementary teacher of 
science. 

• There are also state science teacher organizations, such as the Maryland 
Association of Science Teachers (MAST), which have programs and 
publications for the elementary science teacher. 

Local School System Resources

Your local school system may also provide professional development activities 
through teacher in-service days, curricula meetings, workshops, libraries of 
information, etc. Become acquainted with the science supervisor responsible for 
elementary science education. Ask about professional development activities.

“In order for professional 

development to be practical and 

make a diff erence in teaching and 

learning, it must be focused at the 

school level.” 
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State Education Agencies

Some state education agencies provide professional development activities that 
may involve teachers from a variety of schools who have the same issues and 
problems.

Colleges and Universities

Local colleges and universities have courses and programs geared to the 
elementary teacher of science. Many have evening and summer courses. Many 
offer specifi c workshops and programs in conjunction with local schools or 
school districts and can provide quality professional development activities.

Online Resources

The Internet can provide many opportunities for professional development 
activities. For example, the Eisenhower National Clearinghouse (enc.org) 
has a section on its home page that provides links to numerous professional 
development opportunities.  

Summary
In order for professional development to be practical and make a difference in 
teaching and learning, it must be focused at the school level. The professional 
development activities must involve the teachers in a consistent and sustained 
collaborative effort that correlates with what is needed for student achievement. 
It must also have administrative support (Klein, 2001). If all of these happen, 
then there is a high likelihood of it being successful and helping children learn 
science.
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